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FOREWORD

| Alice Meynell was a poet; an'éssayistQ and a -
eritic. In this study of her work, her poetfy and herl
"occasional" essays afe given detailed attention:' her
‘iiterary criticism is used for illustration and-corro~
boration only. I am far from suggesting by this
subordination that Alice Meynell's'critical work is not,
of its kind, comparable in.merit>with her ﬁcceasionai”
 essays and her poems. I believe, nowever , that this
eriticism, in view of the precise’purpcses of this s#udy,
does not require sepérate and minute examination,
Alice Meynell, Alice Thompson before marriage,

was born in 1847 and she died in 1922, She enters the
history of EngliSh 1itefature‘in 1875 with the appeafance

of her first volume of poetry; and she did not put down

her pen, elther for prose or for poetry, till the day she

died., The perlod to whleh this long 11fe of writing
especially bslongs, the perlo@ when, in the full maturity
of her.powers, Alice Meynell achieved her greatest repu-
tation'among'meh of letters, was the last fifteen years
of the Nineteenth Gentﬁry. The immediate’field of‘this‘

‘essay, and the perlod designated as the "later Nlneteenth

Century,“ extends therefore from the year 1865, when' the. -

first of herApubllshed poems was Wr;tten, to the year
1900, and includes roughly the last thirty years of the

Nineteenth Century.
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1., "Grey Time"

In the year 1875, AliceAChristiana”Thompson,\a young
ﬁoman of twenty-eight, published a small book of verse. The
book had»been'given'the titlevef Preludes; and, though the
factualfachievement was impressi&e’enough, the title suggested
tgé greater importan@e of the bock, as a promise for_the future,
"There is here," wrote Geoffrey”Bliss, years latef, 6f the‘

" Preludes, ”an'aésured technique, a helldwness thaﬁ could:easily
"be takeh for a maturity of thought, and therewith, a curious,
gager interest in what the future, even the distant'future;,may

hold in store, that is perhaps charactefistic of youth, but

which has never before or since fovmd.: so0 pathetic and beautiful |

expression."(l) Nothing was more chgracferistic of this fifst
edition of Alice leynell's poetry than her preoccupation with
the vocation of the poet, and her modest but firm assurance of
her own share in that vecatian. Of the thirty-seven poeﬁs‘of-
the Prgludes, iﬁ the 1940 edition of her cempiete works, no
less than twelve are concerned with the Poet, his inspiration,
his influence, his jeyAand his sorrow,.his communion with Na%ure
and the minds of others, his childhood and his'gravé. Of the
five poems, published for the first time in thevl94o editian,
which belong to the period, 1868 to 1870, two also deal with
" this same theme, | '

In the first poem of this little volume, also
apprcpriately entitled, In Earli Spring, the poet has, too

modestly as we shall see, confessed the lack of maturity of

Al




Preludes, and, in the next line, declared her confidence'that

- the future holds "a world‘inspired" for her ear, mature in
" silence. |
But not a flower a song I ponder is
My own, but memory's.
I shall be silent in those days desired
‘Before a world inspired. (2)

'Under the figure of The Spring to the Summer, this young poet

" has bravely placed herself in the living tradition of poetry.
Here was a mature thought, a promising audacity. |

0 poet of the time to be,
My congueror, I began for thee,
Enter into thy poet's pain,
And take the riéhes of the rain,
And make the perfect year for me., (3)
She is to be greater than she is, in the summer. But even in -
the spring time, she is guiding and direecting that "poet of
the time>£o.be." A - , |
And I have set thy paths, I guide
Thy blossoms on the wild hillside
And I, thy bygone poet, share

The flowers that throng thy feet where'er
I led thy feet before I died, (4)

Preludes vibrates with the promise of the spring. Never has

/

the sense of expeetancy been s0 Sensitively expressed before,

I wander in a grey time that encloses
June and the wild hedge-roses. T (5)

"Grey" is the colour of early morning:

0 faiﬂting traveller, morn is grey in heaven, -

, (8)

And "a poet's face" is "asleep in this grey morn."(7) "Grey"

‘is-also the colour'of youth, In Early Snrggg, the poet watches

a while the face of her poet,



There was the secret, fled from earth and skies,
Hid in his grey young eyes. ; (8)

"Grey" is always the colour of spring; and in this "grey time",
ﬁhe days of yoﬁth, the hours of spring, the moment before‘the
dawn, this new poet dedicates herself to her vocation of boet;
| I dedicate my fields, when Sprlng is grey. (9)
It was, with this line, in the sonnet The Young Neoghyte, that

Alice Thompson dedicated herself to the Catholic Ghurch; and,
in this poém;of.consecration and dedication, she has intimately
associated the art of the poet and the life of the woman, her |
“"folded art" and her "hands trembling with what toils?®

The poetic flame had leaped early in the mlnd of
Alice Thompson, "I began to write when I was about nine; it
had no kind of promise in‘it, nothing>notieeable.of-even
éxcusable? except a good ear for prosody.”(lo) This ehildhood
 verse, not preserved, sang of the arms and the loves of knights

" and ladies.(ll) This verse had at least the stimulation of a

poetlc environment; for Alice's sister, Elizabeth, was compos-

ing, at the age of seven, such liggs as,

In the north of Asia I sat,
-Not knowing what to do
And thinking of great Caesar,
But his time is past, :
0 Brutus and Cassius, why did you . ' S
kill great Caesar? (12) L

‘The earliest wrltten of the published poems, In Autumn, was

composed in 1865, when Alice Thompson was elghteen. *I kept

all my wrltings secret from shyness until I was nearly twenty,

the poet is reported to have said, "when I showed them to a X

dear friend, an Amerlcan, and he read them to my father., From
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 that dgy I had all the sympathy and interest of my father and -
méther: I had also the invaluable advice of a priest, a
Jesuit, who expscted great things of me and urged me to wfite
prose also.”(13). In 1875, with the encouragement of Tennyson,
‘Goveqtry Patmore, Aubrey de Vere, and §ir Henry Taylor, Alice
Thompson published this.work of ten yearg_doing.(l4) But nqt
quite all, The Oxford University Press published in 1940, a

group of five poems that belong to the years between 1868 and

1870. This group, deliberately suppressed by the poet, has
been printed for the first time from a manuscriét in the hands
 of Father Geoffrey Bliss,'19) | -

| The themes of this early poetry, as the Athenaeum
pointed out ﬁpon the reappearance'of Preludes.in ;893&16) are
three:\leve, nature, poetry. Mére,précisely, it may be said

. that the three themes of Freludes are tears, wildness; and

. silencé. In these three words, in their implications and
associations, is contained the poetic sensibility of Alice

Thompson, the poet of the Preludes,

Ruskin, when shown some of this poetry before publi— gen

cation, spoke a word of approval, but remonstrated with the

H(17)

poet - was she *always going to write so sadly Tears,

indeed, are frequently fallihg in the pages of Preludes.  The S

earliest written is the most liberally drenched. In the tender,

[

rich~vowelled, melody of Tennyson, In Autumn gr;eves.

The low winds moan for dead sweet years;
" The birds sing all for pain,
Of a common thing, to weary ears,- .
Only a summer's fate of rain, ,
And a woman's fate of tears. ©(18)



In A Letter from a Girl to her own Old Age, the tears fall

‘freely. _ _
\ Oh'nush, 0 hush! Thy tears my words are steeping.
Ok hush, hush, hush! So full, the fount of weeping? o
Poor eyes, so quickly moved, so near to sleeping? (19) S
There are the "diamond showers" of her nature poetry, and the
" ®erying skies"; and "the great rains" of "her passionate eyes,!

| There are "dews to wet thy quiet eyes" and, at the memory of a

- lover 1ost, "sweet decorous tearst w1ll fall, mlngled w1th

"dlamond dews and emerald showers., With "tear on tear", phe

' lamented dead, “too sweet too dear“, are Wept for. vAnd San
Lorgnzo 8 mother cannot recognize her“son, for her "eyes were
 veiled by mists of tears." Of this mood , evidently the not
uneommon youthful melahchdl& that Romantic poetry has expressed
and, in its younger readers,-in@uced,wtpgre is a parallel in
the diary of Alice Thompson, At the age of sevgnteeﬁ, one year
- before the composition of in'Autumn, the poet was writing to

herself:

Today I have shed more tears I think than T

have before in all my life. I went round the

garden and into every nook, and watered the

grass with my tears, Tears to me are most

poignant agony, a mark of the utmost extremity

of pain, They do not come in torrents, but by

twos and threes, and each one seems to break

my heart. _ (20}

A 11tt1e later, in the same dlany'

Downpour of rain all day, only in the evening
it stopt and we went out in the melancholy
damp twilight, Oh these overcast spring even-
ings in the country are very awful, If I look
inward I find tears; if outward, rain, My
- mature life should needs be sunny to compensate : e
for such a youth of sorrow, - (21) S
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I quote the diary merely to emphasize the point,
that this youthful melancheoly, while it_méy suffocate the
-melody, the rhythm, and the thought, of some few pieces iﬁ

her éarly work, was due to mothing else than a too-sensgitive

" and somewhat lonely disposition, As Alice Thompson herssif:

confesses, 1n the dlary, the real reason for her tears was

that she had mothing to do,l 2%

She proposes to "cultivate
that rhymlng faculty Whlch I used to have, if it 1s not qulte
gone from me. The afterthought to this,=- "But whatever I |
-\write will Dbe melancholy and self—consclous, as are all wemen’s
peems"(z ). ‘'was not to be true, even of the Preludes. For,
other qualities of her work aside, allce Thompson's treatment
of "tears" is progressively strengthened ‘in her eérly poetry,
andﬂsoon thexmrﬁ itself has no suggestion of the sentimental
or the you@hful. |
Familiar words, such as "tears", together with their
B iﬁaginative cogﬁateé, "rain® and “Showeré" and "dew", became
l;gery quickly symbols, in this casé - of "péin”,‘rather than
expressions,pf actual-experiencé; and this teﬁdency is dig=
cernible in Prelgdes. For example, the association of rain
and tears and pain in Parted improves only a little, the mood
of In Autumn,
‘I shall not hear his voice complain,
But who shall stop the patient rain?
- His tears must not disturb my heart,
But who shall change the years, and part
The world from every thought &f pain? o (24)

But in %he S rin to the Summer, the word "raih" has become
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more closely assoeiated with ®pain™, and indeed is identified
with it, _
Enter into thy poet's pain,
And take the riches.of ths rain, v -
| And make the perfect year for me, (25)
The_association'of "pain® and "rain® in experience is.indieated

in such a line as this, frqm The Love of Narcissus,

His weary tears that touch him with the rain, (26)

‘and will‘need no explanation; But the use of such a phrase‘as

"the riches of the rain" displays a tendency towards

abstraction, or the mental, rather than the imaginative,

representation of the similarity between "pain" and "rain",

-In other words, "rain" is used as the symbél Of-?pain” rather
then as a metaphér for it. I will conclude nothing from a .

single example; but this disposition in the poet to handle the

impfessions of experience, as "ideas", and thus able to enter
into relétions with other ideaé, (in'our example, the word -

”riches“), which bear no relation at all or, at least, not the

;éame reiation to the-experience.as to the "idea®, is a tendehcy

not merely towards the use of symbols, but towards the use of
a eertain type.:of "conceit" - the ingeniously contrived and

elaboraty;y wrought-out cohparison. I_am not denying Alice |

Thompsen;“éh the evidence Qf her increasingly ;ntellectual use

of the word "rain", imaginative power. She has given us a

splendid example of this power in the last lines of A Study.

This poem is 280 lines long and in blank verse., Its length

and its blank verse were both experiments, and neither was

successful. A Study did not reappear in the 1893 edition,

S




alB
Tennyson was perhaps the model for this dramatic represen- ;
tation of a doleful story. But in the last twelve lines,
the rhythm is controlled with mastery, the emotion is
completély projected, and the lénguage - gxcept for that "move"
in the seventh line - profoundly suggestive.
She therefore turned unto the Bastern hillé,'
Thrilled with a west wind sowing stars,., She saw
Her lonely upward way climb to the verge
And ending of the day-time; and she knew
The downward way in presence of the night,
She heard the fitful sheep-bells in the glen’
Move like a child's thoughts. There she felt
_ the earth '
Lonely in sPace..'And all things suddenly
Shook with her tears., She went with
shadowless feet,
Moving along the shadow of the world,
. Paring alone to home and a long life,
- Setting a twilight face to meet the stars. (27)
The adolescent malaise is, in these twelve lines, transmuted
into a deeper and more objective emotion; and it was a good
thing for her poetry that’another'note, clesely related to-
- this adolescent malaiée, was to disappear utterly from her
later work, The preoccupation of some ef the Romantic poets
with death, with easeful death, finds its way 1nto the

re;udes, and into the Unpublished Poems.(zs)

In Autumn
strikes this note in the first three lines, |
The leaves are many under my feet,
And drift one way., ‘
N Their scent of death is weary and sweet - (29)

A Cenotaph, one of the Unpublished Poems, is more imbued with
" the desire for easeful death. Parted from one she has lqved;
and 1eft_with_nothing but the memories of those days of love,

the poet desires to die amidst her memories.
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-~ if I could but rest '
Apd die the quiet queen of them all, (30)

> Alice Thombson most probably learned that this was a "thought
fit for poetry" from Keats; but- it is also in Shelley‘and in
Christina Rossetti and , despite Browning's abuse, even more
frequent in Swinburne, _

Alice Meynell, in her later“years, has left a note

upon thevinfluenges at work in the'composition of the Preludés;
 _“Influences" is perhaps a misleading word for work of such . i
individualiﬁy;'and the diversity of those influences will B o
reveal how difficult it is to define the position of Alice

Meynell with referenég térthe earlier tradition'ef Romant;cism

in England. "In quite early childhood I lived upon Wordsworth.

I don't know that I particularly enjoyed him, but he was put

into my.hands, and.to me Wordswqrth's poetry was the normal

poetry gaf excellence., When I was about twelve i fell in love

with Tennyson, and cared for nothing else until, at fifteen,

I discovered first Keats and then Shelley. With Keats I

celebrated a kind of wedding, ‘The influence of Shelley upon
me belongs rather to ny spiritual than my méntal historyt (31)
Tennyson's influence is distinct ehough in the craftsmanship
of her vérse, though only in the deseriptive and.the more
subjective pieces of the Preludes. Of the later Keats, and
his imaginativeness, she has nothing: of the early Keats,

there is an echo in the sentimental sadpess, we have just
discussed, And, in spité 9f her own qualification, the spirit

of Shelley is felt more distinetly in Preludes than the spirit
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of Wordsworth of}Tennyson on Keats., "Most frequently,”
‘writes Anne Kimball Tuell, of Aliece Thompson, "our young poet
recalls another for whom, despite her recognition of his
poetie divinity, she had_little perSonal patience, the young
Shelley, spirit beauwtiful and swift, Like the young Shelley,
she too speeds her 'wild thoughts' along far 'thought-
Wildernesses'.“(32)> For Alice Meynell, herself, however,
Tennyson was the "wild poet",

Tennyson, the clearest-headed of our poets,

is our wild poet, wild, notwithstanding that

little foppery we know of in him - that

walking delicately, like Agag; wild, not-

withstanding the work, the ease, the neatness,

the finish; notwithstanding the assertion of

manliness, which, in asserting, somewhat

misses that mark; a wilder poet than the

rough, than the sensual, than the defiant,

than the accuser, than the denouneer. Wild

flowers are his - great poet -~ wild winds,

wild lights, wild heart, wild eyes! (33)

"¥ildness" was her touchstone for great poetfy;(34)'and'its
meaning for her, insofar as it can be defined, may safely be
.left for a later place, That she should have spoken of
Ulysses as one of Tennyson's "greater and wilder poems"( 35}
is a sufficient indication that the "wildness" of Preludes
is not altogether the same thing,

Of the words, "tears", "Wild", tgilence", and their
.imaginative cognates, only the last recurs more frequently
than "wild", The exact correlative of "wild" in ‘the mind of
Alice‘Thdmpson is the "west wind,"

‘Like a west wind across the world I move,
Sweeping my harp of floods mine own wild ways. (36)

This is Shelley's "O Wild West Wind," that drives his thoughts
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across the universe. And in Alice Thompson's ?relu@es, but
particularly in two of the Unpublishéd Poems, the spirit
"tameless and swift and proud"”, that ranges in "the wide
fhought-wildérnesses“£37) can be felt omnipreseht as a sense
of "@ultitude"bor tuﬁult or abandonment, infrequently allowed
comﬁlete freedom, usually just heyond the edge of quiet or
sadness or careful control. o

It was a pléce s0 dreanmy and brown,'

Pensive with sheep-bells under the down, _

Scentféreamy, wild, with a Windy-crowp., (38)
In such a placs as.this, tremulous-bétween quietness and

‘flurry, the poet awaits The Tryst that Failed,

And the wild, wild call my soul begot,

The long wild call, I knew not what,=-

We met not then, for it reached you not... (39)
But her ecery is in the wind and meets there the cry of the
lover, '

Your cry and mine’ speed on together S
Above the Spring and the Summer weather. (40)

Shelley's Hzmn to Intell lectual Beauty has dw1nd1ed 1nto Alice
Thompson's iTo_a Lost Melody. She has developed the figure, ]
| ' Like memory of music fled, - (41)
ahd its development, |

The light alone - like mist o'er mountains
driven,
A musie by the night-wind sent
Through strings of some still instrument,
Or moonlight on a2 midnight strean, .
Cries grace and truth to life's unquiet dre?m,)
. . 42

into a poem of 50 lines.
Thou art not dead, 0 sweet 1ost melody

© Sung beyond memory,
When golden to the winds this World of ours
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Waved wild with boundiess‘flowers;
Sung in some past when wilderness were,~
‘Not dead, not dead, lost air! (43)

 Shelley's "awful shadow of some unseen Power" floating
unseen - as Alice Thompson's Melody floats unheard - amidst
the world, visiting
This various world with as inconstant wing
As summer. w1nds that.creep from fléwer to flowgzé)
is urged to forsake its "holy choir® and "endless dome

in A& Lost Melody, for the sake of the poet and mankind.

Then wilt ‘thou as the clouds of ages roll,
Thou migratory soul,
Amid g different, wilder, w1lderness
- In crowds that throng and press,
Revive thy blessed cadences forgotten
. In some soul new-begotten?
- Oh, wilt thou éver tire of thy long rest
On nature's silent breast?
And wilt thou leave thy rainbow showers, to bear
A part in human care?
~ Forsake thy boundless silence to ma ke cholce
Of some pathetic voice?
~ Porsake thy stars, thy suns, thy moons, thy skies
For man's desiring sighs? (45)

In the imagery of stars and sun and moon and skies, in the S

frequency of apostrophe and the "Second Person Singﬁlar"; in
the sense of unheard melodies, in the desire for a vaguely
defined Beauty or Truth, in the eagerﬁess and the Wild.sade

ness of "beating heart and streaming eyes", in the associ- aﬁé

ation of "wild" and "wind" and "thoughts™, in the spirit of
flight, of ahandenmehm, of tumult, of "multitude", the spirit
of Shelley is dlstlnct in this early poetry of Alice Meynell.

~Bist1nct but superflclal the simllaritles reduclng themselves

- on the one hand, to verbal borrowings; and, on the other, to



a vague spirit of abandonment. Her debt to Shelley may

perhaps be best described as the reaction of a young woman,
with some eagerness for liberty, but without sympathy with,
or perhaps without understanding of, Shelley's Platonism, to

such poems as the;Qg@tQJ&&S%Stﬁﬁmi and the Hymn %o Intellectual
Beauty. This is by no means ths only strain in that poetry;
but it is the strain most at variance with her later work. It

is full of a promise that was never fulfilled. How difficult

it is to regognize‘the Alice Meynell of ihe Shepherdess in
suéhilines as these, from one of the Unpubiished Poenms.

I alone shudder and moan to thy great things,

O wildly loved! and clasp thy sufferings

With arms of music cast about thy wings.

Thro! all thy meanlngs, all, come draw me hlgher.

Up to thy summit music I aspire.

Draw me. Lo, I would break, for thy desire, (46)

. The mood of the Ode to the West Wind sweeps through the

fyildest" of these eatly poems, the Unpublighed Poem Wind-Song
. to the Hill, written in March, 1869. This poem is sub-titled,
"The Poet Sings to a Maiden." In the "divine quiet® Nature
"draws breath“ before the coming of the Hlll's lover.

Say, shall I come with wings from plains of flowers
Where poets' thoughts make a rain-bow wilderness?
Shall I bring songs from where the diamond showers
And grey skies mix the sun with tenderness?

- And shall the souls of many larks be ours?

Or shall I tell thee of the midmost wailing

Of an indignant and unpitied sea?

Wet thee with what did wet me of the unfalllng

Long wave-despairs that fare forsakenly,

Passion with pain that follows unavailing?

Shall I rend clouds for garments to enfeld thee,

Bind round thy brows the bent and erying skies?
‘ Darkened with my dark hours shall I behold thee
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Through all the great rains of my passionate eyes?
With arms of pain and tempest shall I hold the?? )
o« o o o o 47

Shall I storm, love-strong, thy small windernesses,
- Thy humble heights, bare to all suns and showers?
Sport with thy timorous thoughts and poet-guesses,
Shaking thy shortest grass and little flowers,
Rioting in thy dreamiest lomelinesses?

- Oh, with a paean of sound I will renown thee,

With waves of lights and shadows I will drown thee.

And like a Wind, a wild wind I will crown thee( ,
48)

This is a poem that suggest§5that‘the poles of
Aiice Thompson's sensibility Wérev“tears"kand "wildness";
thét between these two without reétrainf thehpoetic  "
1mag1nat10n alternately drlfts and rushes. Tﬁis is "the
tremor of a to0 unquiet sensxbllity," Anne Tuell sPeaks of,
in the Atlantic Wonthly,(49) 4nd in the somnet, 4 Poet of
Qhe Mood, the poet herself describes the spirit oﬂ.Pﬁelﬁdes
as'a mingling of the "west wind" and a "cloud fﬁll}of rain,®

A poet of one mood in all my lays, '
Ranging all life to sing one only love,

‘Like a west wind across the world I move,

Sweeping my harp of floods mine own wild ways.

The countries change, but not the west-wind days -
Which are my songs. My soft skies shine above,
And on all seas the colours of a dove,

And on all fields a flash of silver greys.

I make the whole world answer to my art
And sweet monotonous meanings., In your ears
I change not ever, bearing, for my part,
One thought that is the treasure of my years -
A small eloud full of rain upon my heart
And in mine arms, clasPed like a child in ?ea;s.
50

But‘Ereludes is witness that the ﬁears and the wildngss are

gradually mastered. In the fémous Letterggrom a Girl, the
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peétfbresees the probable peace of her'”wildness?.

What part of this wild heart of mine I know not
Will follow with thee where the great winds
. blow not, - (51)

For though some of the.early poems seem to oscillate between | e
sentimental sorrow ahd,sentimenta1~rapture, sometimes nearer
the pain:and sometimes nearer’the ecstasy of flight, the

maturer mood of Preludes and the‘dominant'meod is best S o

represented, not by the sonnet just quoted, but by another,

The Garden,

- My heart shall be thy garden, Come, my own,
Into thy garden; thine be happy hours
Among my fairest thoughts, my tallest flowers,
From root to crowning petal thiné alone.
Thine is the plaee from where the seeds are sown
- Up to the sky enclosed, with all its showers, -
- But ah, the birds, the birds! Who shall =
’ : build bowers
To keep these thine? O friend, the birds have
flown, -

For as these come and go, and quit. our pine
To follow thé sweet season, or, new-comers, .
- 8ing one song only from our alder-tress,
My heart ‘has thoughts, which, though thine eyes
: hold mine,
Flit to the silent world and other summers , _
Wlth.w1ngs that dip beyond the silver seas, ik
(52)

The poet's heart is at once "a garden", enclosed, protected,

andnyet.free to wander wildly on the wings of thought,

A Garden is the portrait of Wordsworth!s-girl‘in Three Years
She Grew. |

®She shall be sportive as the fawn

That wild with glee across the lawn

Or up the mountain springs;

And hers shall be the breathing balm, _ A

And hers the silence and the calm S
Of mute insensate things, ' (53y F



I am suggesting that, in these two words "wildness" and

' "silehce”, are expressed the essential qualiﬁies of Alice
ﬁeynellévfinest poetry. "Wildness" and-“silence" may be
taken as poles, within which the confllct or tension is -’ ;i;;
”set up that creates poetry for her, 7

Alice Meynell, in her eriticism of the w&rk of

’Elizabeth Barrett Browhing, has ertten' 1 S
She had an original genius, a fervent heart, and
an. intellect that was, if not great, exceedingly
active. She seldom has composure or repose, but
it is not true that her poetry is purely
emotional. It is full of abundant, and even
over-abundant, thoughts. It is intellectually
restless, The impassioned beace of the greatest

- poetry, such as Wordswcrth's, is not hers. (54)

| Alice Meynell knew ‘that much of her. early poetry was, ‘not
" intellectually restless, but temperamentally respless; but
4?reludes shows clearly the movement towards "composure 'and -
repose", tqwards that ﬁ;mpaSSiengd peace“; wﬁich was just

‘such‘awparadox as Aliee Meynell loved, to express the tension

betwaen'#wildness" and "silence", Silence, composure, aloof=-

- ness, soiitude, lénelinéss, mysﬁeryl- all these words were
closely associated in Alice Meyngll's mind.

The influence of her father was strongiy marked in

" life and art, She has written one poem, A Father of Women,

published in 1917, that celebrates this influence, Written
when she was seventy: . years of age, it represents, to say
the least, a mature and careful acknowledgment of her debt to -

this father,.




Therefore on him I ery
To arii me: 'For my delicate mind a casque
A breastplate for my heart, courage to die,
- Of thee, captain, I ask,

'Nor strengthen only; press
A finger on this violent blood and pale,
Over this rash will let thy tenderness
A while pause, and prevail,

'And shepherd~father, thou
Whose staff folded my thoughts before my blrth,
Control them now I am of sarth, and now

Thou art no more of earth, - (55)

- The poet felt the eontroi inherited from this father;
and that control had its origins in "silence". Alice Meynell
has left a single, brief testimony of this silence of her

father, a man. "whose silence seems better worth interpreting

than the sPeech of many another n(56)

. The dellcatewd the abstinent the retlcent graces
were his in the heroic’ degree... The reserve was
life-long... He was not inarticulate, he was only

-silent... The things he abstained from were all
exquisite.,. It was by holding session among so
many implieit safeguards that he taught, rather
than by precepts. Few were these in his speech,

~but his persanallty made laws for me., It was a
subtle education, for it persuvaded insensibility

. to a conception of my ‘own. How if he would not
define, could I know what things were and what
‘were not worthy of his gentle and implacable Judg—‘
ment? I must needs judge them for myself, yet he
constrained me in the judging, Within that con-
“gtraint and under that stimulus, which seemed to
touch the ultimate springs of thoughts before they
sprang, I began to discern all things in literature
and in life - in the chastity of letters and in
the homour of life - that I was bound to love, (57)

If this is an acourate description of Thomas James Thompson,
the frlend of Charles Dickens, then father and daughter were
- almost 1ncred1bly allke. Alice Meynell's retlcence and |

reserve in llterature, as in life, vrwera outstanding




—-25=

characteristics. The Athenaeum reviewer of the Later Poems,

 publisked in 1902, wrote that "Mrs, Meynell has not a great
deal that she cares to say, and she is always cgreful to keep
back all but the very heart of the message. Every poem is
like the hinting of a secret, n(58) prancis Thompson had
already written of the 1895 edition of her Work, subgtantially
the Preludes, that "the footfalls of her muse waken not sounds,
but silences. We lift a feather from the marsh and say:

'This way went a neront,"(59) Silence, understood in the
.plenitude-of Alice HMeynell's sense of the word, is to be thé
inereasingly operative elemeni in the union and conflict with
"wildness",

In her Last Poems, publlshed in 1923, To Sllence

gives her final understandlng of the part of silence in
poetry. The sub*tltle informs us that as Space is the
boundary of a solid, so Silence is the form of a melody.
Man's lovely definite melody-shapes ére thine,
Outlined, controlled, compressed, complete, divine,
Also thy fine intrusions ‘do I %race, '
Thy afterthoughts, thy wandering, thy grace,
Within the poet's llne.
Thy secret is the song that is to be,
Musie had never stature but for thes,
Sculptor! strong as the sculptor Space whoss hand.
Urged the Discobolus and bade him stand, (60)
Silence and control, whether in life or in art, are
synonymous, And this convietion was already clearly'expressed

in Preludes. The last stanza of To the Beloved, a poem in

which :the Beloved is compared to Silence, verbally anticipates

the poem of fifty years later,




O pause between the sobs of cares;

0 thought within all thought that is;
Trance between laughters unawares:

Thou art the shape of melodies, "
And thou the -ecstasy of prayers! (81)

Now this is a profoundly original thoﬁght4.and the five lines,
| just quoted, are a perfect example of the applicatioy of that

original thought to poetry. ‘Each of these five lines is a

remarkably carefullprgclslen; and because of that precision,
exciting and. indefinitely suggestive. It is certainly mot
.description, and it may be a dangerous ﬂcqnceit", to call the
Beloved "the shape of melodies" and "the ecstasy of prayers";
and it méy bé absolutely imposéible to give ahy clear trans-
lation of'the'”conéeits" - the poet's meaning may end
'ﬁlﬁimaﬁely in éilence: Yet it is feit that the poet haé set

a bridge between "Beloved" and "the shape of a melody", and
the'experience of"cfassiné has been valid and important,
vThiS"is a precarious art; and there is no middle distance

- between success and bathos,

Such "conceits“ are frequent in Alice Heynell's

- work. In the later work, there is The Shepherdess, where
the flgure of the ”fold" is itself almost a figure of Sllence.

There is The Gourts, where the poet's approach to the*ultimate"

poetry'is'cempared'to the &doration of the Thfee Kings., In
every example, the use of the figure is towards utter
Precision, utter delineation, of an elusive "poetic thought"

or experience, The figure is not the Elizabethan "cénéeit",
"where7the figure - a - ship, perhaﬁs, or a garden - is elaborated

for its own sake, for the sake of a decorative beauty, and not
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golely in order to develop the méaning of the subject thus
figured forth., In these "conceits" of Alice Mbynell, there
is a constant, tense, reference between the figure aﬁd the

thought 4 'The figure is the'outline -~ the Silence that bounds -

. the thought. To the Beloved and The Garden have already been

quoted. Hore perfect examples than these are The Visiting Sea

~and Regrets, both in Preludes. They are coﬁpanion poems, and -

deal‘with the problem of the union and communion of personality:

The Visiting Sea with fhe approach, Regrets'with.the with=-
dfawal.'_In\both poems, the figure made use of is‘the,tidé;-
I-shéllmquote,only The Vigitigg Sea.

As the inhastening tide doth roll,
Home from the deep, along the whole
Wide shining strand, and floods the caves,
.= Your love comes filling with happy waves
The open sea-shore of my soul,

‘But inland from the seaward spaces,

None knows, not even you, the places
Brimmed, at your coming, out of sight,
- The little solitudes of delight

This tide constrains in dim embraces,

You see the happy shore, wave-rimmed,
But know not of the gquiet dimmed
Rivers your coming floods and fills,
The little pools 'mid happier hills,
My silent rivulets, over-brimmed, .

What! I have secrets from you? Yes,
But, visiting Sea, your love doth préss

And reach in further than you knew,

And fills all these, and, when you g0, -
There's loneliness in loneliness, (62)

A tension therefore between "wildness" and "silence"”
- or, more generally, between "multitude" and "composure" -

is the'chéracteristic note of Preludes, and, as shall later

appear3 the characteristic note of Alice leynell's Work,
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whether poetry or prose, Her charaecteristic control or
restraint must be interpreted as a pressure, like a finger
upon the pulse, that does not still the beat of the heart,

but feels it the more vehement., And thus such a "conceit" as i

we have seen in The Visiting Sea may likewise be interpreted

as a form or framework Withih which the sensibility of Alice
Meynell,“feeling the sense ofvoutline,wfeels therefore the

tension and the "wildness" of thought and emotion, There can

be no doubt that the "laws of verse", that the metre itself,
- the rhythm, the preciéign-df the right word, were understood
by Alice Meynell to be a control necessary - not to stifle and
sﬁbdue, but -~ to evoke the tension Of'thought and feeling. ‘in '

her Last Poems (1923), publlshed after her dnath, she expressses

this quite clearly in The Laws of Verse,
~ Dear laws, come t0 my breast! '
Take all my frame, and make your close arms meet
Around me; and so ruled, so warmed, so pressed, -
I breathe, aware; I feel my wild heart beat, (63)
From'thig'discussion of sensibility, I wish now to

turnvto the matter of communication or language. With the

exception of two poems,.the Preludes make use of the language
of Nature; Alice Meynell's "poetic thought" finding its

expression through the‘mediﬁm of imagery drawn from the

observation of landscape, the flight of birds; the movement
of wind and water._ »
Alicé!Meynell's treatment of Nature in the Preludes

is somewhat uncertain, In Autumn, the earliest of the posms

of this volume, diSplays an unrealistic attitude towards
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Nature cpmpletely at variance with her hature. poetry.
Nature in this poem, sympathetically adjusts herself to the
moods of the poet,
| The low winds moan for dead sweet years;
The birds sing all for pain,
of a common thing, to weary ears ,-
Only a summer's fate of rain, .
And =z woman's. fate. of tears, - (64)

- The sonnet, The Love of Narclssus, proposes the thought that

Nature is the mirror of the poet's joy and sorrow,

Like him who met his own eyes in the river,
The poet trembles at his own long gaze
That meets him through the changing nights
and days
From our great Eature,....

He knows again his mirth in mountain rills, :

His weary tears that touch him with the rain.

. , " | _ (65)

An even more unrealistic treatment of Nature, agd the reverse

of that expressed in The.pove of'Narc;ssus, is the identi-

fication of self with the moods of Nature. This, we have
aiready{éeen, in the'Unpublished ?oem§ espécially,,a$ an .

echo of Shelley. We have then a suggestion of Wordsworth

and an echo of Shelley to confuse the dominant, and, as we

- shall see by comparison with the Latet Poems, the life-long
'-view of Alice Meynell_towards Nature. One might even discover

“another hint of Wordsworth and the Eighteenth Century idea of

Providence and the natural order of,thé‘universe in sueh lines

as these from Advent Meditation:
- ‘The happy Springs renewed again
His daily bread, the growing grain, S
The food and raiment of the Child. (66) -

Alice Meynell was a Nature poets But, despite some
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uneertainty in the Preludes, she is completely realistic in
her attitude towards Nature. In the greater part of the |
Ereludes, throughout the Egsays and the Later Foéms,.there
is no attempt to infuse self or personal emotion inte Nature;
nor to feel Nature either as sympathetic to the poet or
 conducive to_reflectiveness‘and spiritual grthh. Alice
Meyneil-commended Tohn Ruskin, in 1900; for a passage in
his Modern Painters.
~
' And happy in thought is a passage on the
modern who accepts sympathy from nature that
he does not believe in, and gives her sympathy.
that he does not believe in (but should this

" part of the phrase be so positive as the other?),
whereas the Greek had no sympathy at all with

"actual wave and woody fibre. " (867)

The qualification ghe implies in that pérénthetical question

is somethlng to be explalned later. Alice‘ﬂbynellfS'start-

ing- p01nt was careful and accurate description of nature: utter

fidelity to the natural fact.
I know the secrets of the seeds of flowers
Hidden and warm with showers,
And how, in kindling Spring, the cuckoo shall -
N Alter his interval, _ (68)
Every period of her life and of her art reveals .a minute
attention to the detail of natural beauty. There is

exquisite @escriptive power revealﬁiin‘theﬂsonnet,_Sgrigg(

on the Alban Hills, where, surveying the Campagna, sﬁe
beholds: "

Rome in the ages, dimmed with all her towers,
Floats in the midst,ﬂa little cloud at tether, (69}

In the Occasional BEssays, impréssionistic\deScriptiong.

thoroughly objective and exquisitely sensitive, without
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suggestion of anything more profound in nature than light
and colour and line and movement, produces such essays as

The Horizon, Cloud, Shadows, Tethered Constellations, and a

number of others., Among the poems published in 1902, there
is such purely descrlptlve work as thiss

-But when the gold and 31lver lamps
Colour the London dew, '
And ; ‘mlsted by the winter damps,
‘ The shops shine bright anew -
Blue comes to earth, it walks the street,
. It dyes the wide air through;
A mimic skKy about their feet, : ,
The throng go cerowned with blue, (70)

From the poems published in 1913, The Rainy Summer is proof

- that Alice Meynell's powers of observation Were not'failing;
Such poems of pure4description were, by this time, quite
rare in her work. _
No scents may pause within the garden-fold;
- The rifled flowers are cold as ocean-shells;
Bees humming in the stornm, carry their cold - ‘ ,
Wild homey to cold cells, (71)

In the Last'Poems, published in 1923, the essay The}HOrizon' o s

~ has been compressed into the sixteen lines of the poem
Winter Trees on the Horizon. In her criticiém, Alice Heynell
never hesitated to point out any lack of_fidelity to natural

faet., Here description, she would not have held to be

poetry; but no more would she alloﬁ'fangy or philosophic
assumptions to tampér with_Nature. "Hven as late as Keats,"

she wrote in the essay Ihat Pretty Person, "a poet would not

have patience with the proeess of the seasohs, but'boasted
- of untimely flowers. The 'musk-rose' is never in faet the

~ child of mid-lay, as he has it." 72) She takes issue with
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Ruskin "as to the seasons of the sea,®

- Did even he, who knew better than to follow

‘the fashion, and who went to the Alps when

" the gentians were blue - did even hHe not N
know the May that kindles the Adriatic and . Cim
is not perpetual, or it would not be May? (73) -

Shakespeare alone she has found Beyond critieism,.

Shakespeare alone is quite explicit,

Shakespeare alone has the natural fact at

heart and identifies natural faet with

Adivine poetry. Spensert's 'untimely tempest!

and Milton's !'forsaken! are both false, for
- tempest is not untimely but timely during

the primrose's life; and the primrose is not
forsaken any more than a young virgin is o
forsaken, : (74)

In this fidelity to nature, Alice Meynell, as a nature-poet,
has closely followed Tennyson, "Tennyson", writes Joseph

Warren Beach,'in The Concept of Kéture in Nineteenthycentury

English Pbetrz} "is anything but a naturedppet(in the sense .
in Which this ternm apﬁlies to the romantic poets, Wordsworth
‘and Shelley and Goethe. He is no not&ﬁ&flandscgpe'painte;.‘
The‘richkandlcultivated English countryside appears in his

~ poems in the form of deliberate pictorial compesitions com-

bining in unique fashion melting grace of line with a certain
hard objective @recision of éétail... Tennyson is the most

\clear-headed of poets, He indulges,very little in unconscious'

~pathetic faliacy. He never confuses the beauty of landscape
with a convietion of the.benevolence of hature;“(75)‘ In
Alice Meynell's work, that landscape,was as often the Ttalian

landscape, where much of her childhood was spent and which

she revisited several times in later life. No more than
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- Tennyson, would she have accepted the limes of Tintern Abbey.

]

‘Nature never did betray S
The heart that loved her., = (76)

And upon just this point, she has opposed'Tennyson to

Wordsworth._ In Hearts of ControVersy (1917), a volume of

éssays in literary eriticisnm, shé defends,the intellectual
quality of Tennyson's work by indicating thg "blunders of

thought® in Coleridge and Wordsworth.' The criticism of

’Woraswcfth is directed;againstﬁﬂeartleag Well.

As for Wordsworth, the most besutiful stanzas
of "Heartleap Well"® are fatally rebuked by the .
truths of Nature. He shows us the ruins of an
aspen wood, a blighted hollow, a dreary place,
forlorn because an innocent stag, hunted, had
there broken his heart in a leap from the rocks
above, grass would not grow there.

This beast not unobserved by Nature fell,
His death was mourned_by sympathy divine.

And the signs of that sympathy are cruelly asserted
by the poet to be these woodland ruins - cruelly,
beeause the daily sight of the world blossoming
‘over the agonies of Dbeast and bird is made less
tolerable to us by sueh a fiction. C

- The Being that is in the clouds and air

Maintains a deep and reverential care
' For the unoffending creature whom He loves.

The poet offers us as a proof of that "reverential
~eare," the visible alteration of Nature at the
scene of suffering - an alteration we have to
dispense with every day we pass in the woods. We
are tempted to ask whether Wordsworth himself
believed in a sympathy he asks us - on such grounds!
= to believe in? Did he think his faith to be
worthy of no more than a fiectitious sign and a
false proof?

Nowhere in the whole of Tennyson's thought is
there such an attack upon our reason and heart,
He is more serious than the solemn Wordsworth. (77)




e

N

-32-

From Breludes to the Last Poems (1923), Alice

Meynell maintained the Tennysonian attitude tgwardsvﬁature.
And particularly in the invineible mystery that lies within
nature., In John Ruskin, she wrote: .

The world - nature - is full of unanswerable
questions, _ - o - (178)

And this thought is the burden 9f all her work. 1In Preludes,
the peem'ﬂo Any Poet warns all peéts'éf the seérecy of nature's
“wild creatures“' "There is something they deny thee,"

Though thou tame a bird to love thee,

Press thy face to grass and flowers,

All these things reserve above thee -
Secrets in the bowers,

Seerets in the sun and showers,

.Sing thy sorrow, sing thy gladness,
In thy songs must wind and tres
Bear the fietions of thy. sadness,
Thy humanlty. '
‘For their truth is not for thee. ' (79)

With death qnly gill come knowledge and understanding; and -

Alice Meynell imagines thisvnew; truer knowledge - nature-

-philosophy itself, she seems to suggest, is but "fair fancies”

and an art to be resigned -« as blossoming into flowers above
the grave of the dead poet,

BEarth, set free from thy fair fancies
And the art ‘thou shall resign,
Will bring forth her rue and pansies
" Unto more divine ‘ .
Thoughts than any thoughts of thine, (80}

Tennyson's The Higher Pantheism had expressed the Same funda-
mental thought about the mystery of "the sun, the moon, the
stars, the seas, the hills and the plains,®” In To a Daisy,

Alice Meynell hasﬂédded in Preludes a sharﬁer edge te the
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'Flower in the crannied wall.' Tennyson had written:
Little flower - but if I could understand
What you are, root and all, and all in all,
I should know what God and man is, (81)

This trivial thought, which nevertheless merited to be

included in The Oxford Book Of English Mystical Verse, receives

”in\the word‘“barrier" of Alice Meynell's scnnet; precision and

clarity, - -
Slight as thou art, thou art enough to hide
Like all ereated things, secrets from me,
And stand a barrier to eternity, :
And I, how can I praise thee well and wide ‘

' ¥rom where I dwell - wupon the hither side? (82)
Agaih, the poet declaresfthat, on this side of the grave,
there is no understanding of God to be gained'from an.
imaginative contemplationvof Nature. Francis Thompson was
to write: _

The angels keep their aneient places;-

Turn but a stone, and star} a wingl

'Tis ye, 'tis your estranged faces,

That miss the:many-splendoured thing,. (83)
" Alice Meynell belonged among the}"estrangéd‘facgs.“ She was
~not a m&stic of Nature. We may suppose She'turned'many'a
Stone: she started no wings. N

Thus far, I have been quoting Preludes. ‘But in

Later-Poems,'the poet still speaks of "this ambigaous

earth"(84); and in the Last Poems (1923§, in a poem addressed

To the Mother of Christ the Son of Man, that epithet is
repeated,
We must affirm our Son

From the ambiguous Nature's difficult speech,
Gather in darkness that resplendent One,

Close as our grasp can reach, - (85)
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In Christmas Night, a poem written in December 1921, a year

before her death,lher attitude towards Nature is unchanged,
God is not to be discovered in Nature: He can be known only
through faith.

We do not find Him on the dlfflcult earth,
In surging humankind,

In wayside death or acecidental birth,
Or in the 'march of mind?,

Nature, her nests, her prey, the fed, the caught,
Hide Him so well, so wel1, -
His steadfast seecret there 'seems to our thought R
Lifet's saddest miracle, e

He's but conjectured in man's hapnlness,
’ Suspected in man's tears,
Or lurks beyond the long, discouraged guess,
Grown fainter through the years,

L

But‘absent, absent now? Ah, what is this,
‘Near as in child-birth bed,
Laid on our sorrowful hearts, close to a kiss?
A homeless childish head, (86)

The first part'of this poem recalls the lines from In
Memoriam: ‘
I found Him not in wofld or sun,

Or eagle's wing, or insect's eye;

Nor thro! the questions men may try, _
The petty cobwebs we have spun, \ ‘ (87)

Of the more sombre note,

Nature, red.in tooth and claw '
With ravin, shrieked against his creed - (88)

by which Tennyson anticipates Hardy, there is no echo'in‘
 Alice Meynell. She is determined to keep the mystery safe,
The silence of Nature is too complete to allow any positive
inference from the evident destructiveness of her ways, ' There

is at least compensation. If there is "prey,' there are also

"nests®: if there are the ”caught", there are also
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the "fed", From such a balance of contraries, no conclusion
can ﬁe d;awn. We have alreédy noticgd that Alice Meynell

had queried the thought of Ruskin that the "modern" poet had
giveh to Nature, "sympathy that he~doesvnot‘beliévé in."(as)
"Hoé could Ruskin be so positive about that? | In 18963 Alice

Meynell published, with others, the essay A Point of Biography.

This essay was a protest against the habit of biographers who G
made capltal of the last palnful moments of their subject's S
life. She found an interesting contrast in the way in Which

Nature conceals rather than publlshes the agonies and deaths

-of birds and animals, Alice Meynell makes use of her dis-

covery to gain a point against the contgmporary view of Nature. :

There are few writers now = of the third class _ :
extremely few - who have not something sharp R
and sag to say about the ceruelty of Nature; few '
who are able to attempt May in the woods without

a modern reference to the manifold death and

destruction with which the air, the branches,

the mosses are said to be fllled. ‘

But no one has paused in the course of these
phrases to take notice of the curious and con-
spicuous fact of the suppression of death and of
the dead throughout this landscape of manifest.
life., Where are they - all the dying, all the
dead, of the populous woods? ....there is nothing
visible of the havoc and the prey and the plunder,

Y | '
Though she seriously questions the extent of Nature's

—

cruelty, Alice Meynell admits that violent death thére is in
the woods - but not without a sharp retort,

The woodland is guarded and kept by a rule,
There is no display of the battlefield in the .
fields... The hunting goes on, but with strange
decorum,  You may pass a fine season under the

- trees, and see nothing dead except here and there G
where a boy has been by, or a man with a trap, R

!
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or a man with a gun. (89)

Alice leynell has thereforé, as the follower of
Tennyson in all but.this 1ast point, no "mystical" philosophy
of Nature to téach and no special pessimism - such as Hardy'sv-
having its'SOurce in the evoiutiopary hypothesis, For her,
Nature ié an impenetrable mysfery: ﬁe be revealed fully oﬁly’_
after death, revealed in life to some extent by faith oniy. :
She can therefore be considered’g nature-poet only in the |
sense that she is much concerned with accuraté; completely
accurate, degcription of nature, and in the sense that she
makes use of nature as a 1anguage,.é medium of communication
..of‘ideas thét have nbthing td do with nature, a source of .
simile and metaphor, When we consider that Wordsworth and
Shelley attempted to replace Religion by Nature, Alice
Meynell!s attitude towards Nature_must seem unimportant by
eompariéon.- It was nevgrtheléss importaht for her art; for
it Willvbe found, I believe, that when her thbught-seeks
ekpreésion'except in this language of nature, it is in danger

of losing its poetic vitality altogether,




2. "The Young Neophyts"

This was the hour of conversion. Beneaﬁh the
surface serenity of Trollope and the deeper serenity of the
humoristéj Gilbert and iewis Carroll and Lear, thers was this
note of alarm, that men were leaving the world deliberately,
or deliberately entering it with a new vehemenece., It was | gﬁf
therefore the}hour Qf the prophets and the proselytizers, N
Carlyle, Ruskin, Arndld, Huxley, and Morris were preaching
in the_secular~pu1pits;) Ibsen'and Shaw were still in the
future; Marx WaS‘yet anruhheard thunder: but_they were being '
prepared for, The movemeﬁt towardslﬁeme, as it was called,
was spreading with an ever wider current across the nation,
and particularly, for that is what concerns us, through the
ranks of men of letters, And this movement was only one
symptom, not the most striking, of that subterranean dis-
turbance. Hen,_qne heremand‘there only,'but gtill the Wiéest

and the best of men, took one long look at the Victorian

' scene and, with the early Morris, fled away into a happier 5¥§
world, or, with the later Morris, descended into the arena
to work with their hands .,

Alice Thompson was received into the Catholiec

(1)

Church in the year 1867, at the age of twenty. Some
years earlier, her mother had beconme a Cathollc and recorded
the event in her journal, The words are particularly
significant.of many conversidns to Catholicism during this

period: "Returned'home and told no one." This might be
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compared with the_conversion of Percy Lucas, younger brother
of E,V, Lucas, Percy Iucas had married Madeline, the second’
daughter of Alice Meynell; and when he diedrof wounds in
France in_1916, BEverard Meynell wrote of him: n0f his affairs G
he said not a word to me. When he became a Catholic he told
his Catholic friends no more about it than he would if he had
been joining a faith alien to them, He never sought help ﬁdr‘
sought to give it."(2) This is an attitude that has its
importance in any ﬁndefstanding'of the'writing of Catholies
in the nlneteenth and twentleth centuries,
Alice Thompson was received 1nto the Church by the
Jesuit, to whom she had first shown her unpublished Preludes. )
This priest, whose name has never been made known to the
'World, encoufaged her to continue her writing, urged it upon
her as a duty, and later 1nstructed her in religious deetrlne( 3)
Agnes de 1a'Eprce, commentlng uponthis ‘conversion, writes that
"this young woman longed for truth more than she desired

n(4)

'happlness. - But such a comment upon Alice Thompson's

conversion must be understood rightly;

.Was her 1onging for truth in any consiéerable sense
similar to the aspirations of the men of the Oxford movement?
Newman's Apologia had been pgblished-only three years befére
Alice Thompsonfs conversion and there is not a book in
English so uttérly revealing of the progress of a soul to=-
wards belief and towards Catholicism. There is, however,

l;ttle resemblance between the qonversion of Aliqe Thompson

and the conversion of John Henry Newman., G.K. Chesterton,

in The Victorian Age in Literature , has carefully defined
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the significance of thg;Oxford Movement, "It was certainly

not éesthetic ritualism; searcely one of the Okford High

. Churchmen was what we should call a Ritualist. It was’
certainly not a conscious reaching out towards Rome:. except

on a Homan Catholic theory which might explain all our

unrests by that dim desire. It knew little of Burope, it
knew nothing of Ireland, to wﬁieh any merely Roman Catholie

., revulsion would dbviously have tufned. In the first instance,
I think, the more it is studied, the more it would appear that
it was a movement Of mé?e religion as such., It wasg not so ’.
mach a'taste for Catholic dogma, but simply a hunger forvdogma,‘
For.dogma means the serious satigfaction of the mind,"(S)-Now,
'of hunger for,dogma,'in this sense, of the painful prbgress of
a mind; inching its way towards convictien; the eonvgrsien of
 Alice Thompson gives no evidence, "I have.been reading
Father Newman's reply (to Gladstone's 'Vaticanism'!) very
carefully," she wrote in 1875 to thé pfiest wﬁo réceived her
into the Church. "I am very much interested by the little

he says of the principle of evolution in-the teaching of the
Church. It seems to me to explain all difficulties with
reépect to 'noveltiés'. I had some idea of this in becominé

a Catholic., I received the Church so ihat whatever she'could>
unfold with time she would unfold it there where I had
enclosed her, in my heart."(6) She was, evidently, easily
satisfied, Where Newman héd @restled mightily, sheAglides

without a tremor, Much later, she admits, in a letter te her
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husband, that she does not understand NeWman.‘u"(Everard)
has verified all my many queries in your Newman proofs - a
'Work of‘houfs. It is certainly a delightful little book,
and I have only a kind of insensibility of my own to blame_
- for my lack of interest in its subject. I do not love the

character at all; the 'beautiful' passage about Ambrose St.

John is to my mind a curious inversion of parody. It is a

sclemn_paroéy of thé comie pages of.'The.Egoist'. And I

don't admire the mere literature. I'disagree with George
EllOt and Coventry Patmore, -and you, and everybody. S0 the

n(7)

deuce is in it. Of the large comprehen31ve mind of the
_ phiicsoPher thaf resolutely pursues thrcugh a volume the
intricacies and the skirmishes of a problem; She éeemed
scareely to have an idea. ‘Her'failure to. grasp the thought
of John Ruskin, in this larger sense;,is amply demcnstrated‘
by her treatment of that writer inm a book commissioned for

the "Modern English Writers" series. Mr, Hare ought not to

have"tried to explain Relativity to her, In 1920 - she was

then seventyuthree ~ she writed to Wilfrid Heynell that "Mr,
Hare tried to make me understand Relativity. Buﬁ as you want,
for that, metaphysies and mathematics, and I am incapable of
both, it was rather a monologué.“(s) Not by mathematics,
_nor by metaphysics, nor by theol&gy, was religious conviction
to come to Alice Thompson,

As a matter of faet, the dron-bound consistency of

the Catholiec formulations of the deposit of faith was as §ﬁ§

often a feason for dismay on the part of non-Catholics, as
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consistent; but consiétency was not necessarily truth, The
sympathy of so many Anglicans during the Victorian Age with
the Church of Réme is more frequently explained by other
factors; and especially by the aesthefic appeal of the ancient
ritual and liturgy, by the peremnial attractiveness of the
early centuries_of thistianity, and by the new emphasis on
medievalism Which bécéme one of most charactéristic marks of
the middle period of Victorian art and literature,

| 7 As with every conversion of this period, it Will.bé
necessary to determine precisely, in,theﬂsensibiiity of Alice
Thompson, the influence of these.three,factors,_and, te do so,
I will allow myself the liberty of pressing into service.at
this point the whole body of her work.

Patér and Newman may be taken as two terms of

v cempafisen. Both were unquestionably much attractéd'by the
ritual of the Church, the first days of Christianity, and tﬁe
Church of the Middle Ages; and yet, there is between them a

considerable difference,

In Mariasrthe Epicurean, Pater combines all three

- middle age - we may see already, in dim antieci-
pation in those charmed moments towards the end of
the second century, - (9)

in the spirit of a pervasive "esthetic charm." _ p o
The esthetic charm of the Catholie Church, her % = -
evocative power over all that is eloquent and g o= oy,
expressive in the better mind of man, her outward 4%%5 x
comeliness, her dignifying convictions about human é .
nature:-~ all this, as abundantly réalized centuries §§§ %’
later by Dante and Giotto, by the gréat medieval .o &= ]

| church-builders, by the great ritualists like St, § =
d Gregory, and the masters of sacred music in the 5
g

-

THE
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v The wonderful liturgical spirit of the
church, her wholly unparalleled genius for
worship, being thus awake, she was rapidly
reorganizing both pagan and Jewish elements of
ritual, for the expanding therein of her own
new devotion, Like the institutions of
monasticism, like the Gothic style of archi-.
teeture, the ritual system of the church, as we
see it in historic retrospect, ranks as one of
the great, conjoint, and (so to term them)
necessary, products of human mind, (10)

On the other hand, there is Newman, who everywhere =

disPIays genvine delight in the liturgieal spirit of the

Ghurch, who evokes, in a religious novel, Calliétag A Tale of

the Third Century, the spirit of early_Christianify,'and in

a sermon, The Second Spring, the English Church of the Middle
Ageé; butvwith-What a difference of émphasis, or rather with
what an eésenﬁially different point of viéW, from that of
.Pater. VIm Loss and Gain; another religious novel, Newman has
a Catholic priest say: | | |

" Bnglishmen have many gifts, faith they have not,

- Other nations, inferior to them in many things,
still have faith., Nothing will stand in place .
of it; not a sense of the beauty of Catholicism, o
or of its awfulness, or of its antiquity, not an- ' SR
appreciation of the sympathy which it shows towards

- sinners, not an admiration of the Martyrs and éarly
Fathers, and a delight in their writings, (11)

Loss and Gain was published in 1848, three years after

Newman's conversion: HMarius the Bpicurean was published in

l885i when "after a'period of flagrant antagénism to the
Chureh he réturned to therfold."(lz) "You seem to think, Hr,
Pater," Jowett said to him, "that religion is all ritual,"(13)

and , if we compare two splendid passages ﬁpan the ceiebrafien

of the‘Mass,>one~from Newman and the other from Pater,‘it
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must appear that Jowett Was_right. willis, in Loss and Gain,

explains the Mass to Anglican'friends:

I declare, to me, nothing is so comsoling, so N

piereing, so thrilling, so overcoming, as the Mass, : B
said as it is among us,.. It is not a mere form of T
words - it is a great actlon, the greatest action:
that fan be on earth, It is, not the invocation
merely, but, if I dare use the word, the evocation
of the BEternal. He becomes present on the altar

-in flesh and bloecd, before whom angels bow and
devils tremble. This is that awful event which is
the end, and is the interpretation, of every part

of the solemnity. Words are necessary, but as

- means, not as ends; they are not mere addresses to
the throne of graece, they are instruments of what

is far higher, of consecration,of sacrifice, They

hurry on as if impatient to fulfil their mission,

Quickly they go, the whole is quickj for they are

- all parts of one integral action. Quickly they go;
for they are awful words of sacrifice, they are a

work too. great to delay upon; as when it was said

in the beginning, 'What thou doest, do quickly!}
Quickly they pass; for the Lord_Jesus goes with
them, as He passed along the laké in the days of

. His flesh, quickly calling first one and then

- another.,. Quickly they pass, for they are as the

words of Hoses, when the Lord came down in the
cloud, ealling on the Name of the Lord as He passed
by, 'The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious,
long=suffering, and abundant in goodness and truth.!
And as Moses at the mountain, so we too "make haste.
and bow ocur heads to the earth, and adore!, So we,
all around, each in his place, look out for the L
great Advent, 'waiting for the moving of the water!', s
Bach in his place, with his own heart, with his own :
wants, with his own thoughts, with his owmn intention,

with his own prayers, separate but concerdant,

watehing what is going on, watching its progress,

uniting in its consummation;- not painfully and ' L
hopelessly following a hard form of prayer from RO
beginning to end, but like a concert of musiecal. s
instruments, each different, but concurring in a

sweet harmony, we take our part with God's priest,
supporting him, yet guided by him, : o (14)

It will be seen that, in this passage, there is obv1ously

ritual, but not a trace of rituglism, or of delight in word

or gesture or sound or instrument for its own sake, Far
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otherwise, is the description of the Mass according to Pater.
For Newman, the words go quickly: for Pater, they can»scarcely
go slowly enough. '

It was not in an image; or series of images, yet

\ - 8till in a sort of dramatic aetion, and with the
unity of ‘a single appeal to eye and ear, that
Marius about this time found all his new
impressions set forth, regarding what he had
already recognized, intellectually, as for him :
.at least the most beautiful thing in the world...

v The little open door, through which he passed
from the court-yard, admitted him into what was
plainly the vast Lararium, or domestic sanctuary,

~of the Cecilian family, transformed in many partis
culars, but still richly déecorated, and retaining
_ muchh of its ancient furniture in metal-work and
) costly stone... : : : ,

And last of all came a narrative which, with

a thousand tender memories, every one appeared to
know by heart, displaying, in all the vividness

- of a pieture for the eye, the mournful figure of
him towards whom this whole act of worship still
consistently turned - a figure which seemed to have
absorbed, like some rich tincture in his garment,
all that was deep~felt and impassioned in the-
experiences of the pastese.
eeee The entire office, indeed, with its inter-
change of lessons, hymns, prayer, silence, was
itself like a single piece of highly composite, _
dramatic music; a "song.of degrees," rising steadily

" to a climax, Notwithstanding the absence of any
central image visible to the eye, the entire

- ceremonial process, like the place in which it was
enacted, was weighty with symbolic significance,
seemed to express a single leading motive. - The
mystery, if such in fact it was, centered indeed in
the actions of one visible person, distinguished
among the assistants, who stood ranged in semi~
circle around him, by the extreme fineness of his .

~white vestments, and the pointed cap with the gold
ornaments upon his head.... ‘

es.. Men and women came to0 the altar successively,
in perfect order, and deposited below the lattice- -
work of pierced white marble, their baskets of wheat
and grapes, incense, 0il for the sanctuary lamps;

/
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bread and wine especially - pure wheaten brsad,

the pure white wine of the Tusculan vingyards....
ees As for Marius himself,~ the natural soul of
worship in him had at last been satisfied as never
before, (15)

In Lionel thnson, we have an example of a convert
to the Catholic Church, who was deeply influenced by both
Newman and Pater. In the poem to Oxford, Johnson gives
Newman the place of honour: u ;

And there, 0 memory more sweet than alll

Lived he, whose eyes keep yet our passing light;

Whose cerystal lips Athenian speech recall;

- Who wears Rome's purple with least pride, _ -

' mo st right, (16)

But Pater likewise had a tremendous influence in his conversion;

_for in the Weekly Rezister, Johnson wrote that "iir, Pater,

gnima naturaliter Cathelica,vby his,Mafius theaEpieuréan, did
more in a few pages to draw my mind towards the ultimate
~ conviction, ihan all the stately volumes of Gibbon;"(17)"And

Mr., Arthur Paﬁrick, in his Lionel thnson, Podte et‘Gritiqne,

quotes, from a letter to Miss Guiney, the result of Pafer's

influencs,

It was at Warechanm, after Mass there, that
I wrote the lines in my book, called, %o a
Passionist. - The celebrant had a face of beauntiful
austerity, and was vested in a wondrous white
" chasuble broidered with purple passion~flowers, (18) .

And yet, assthetic rltuallsm, however strong in thnson, was
‘not the motive of hls conversion, Mr., Patrick will permit
no mistake about that,
_ Il faut donc admetire dans le cas de Johnson,
une vie spirituelle ayant sa source en une
conviction profonde et sincdre. Hn dépit des

apparences, le catholicisme dit "decadent" ntétait . . %
point son fait, (19) |
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The ianfluence of Pater was suffibient in Johnson to rank him
with the neo-Catholics., I am here making use of Mr, Patrick's
" terminology and his definition,
... Johnson est néo-catholique, en ce sens quil
accepte le catholicisme comme une belle expression
de la tradition des sidcles, comme le dernier
refuge dans un monde que la science semble avoir
enlaidi et auquel elle a retiré toute s1gn1flcatlon.
Pour e¢ss neo—cathollques, 1'Eglise donne-a la vie
eette unité dont ils eprouvalent la nostalgle et
qu'ils cherchaient ailleurs en vain, éeux qui
adoptaient cette attitude ne trouvaient dans les
rites et les cérémonies que la beauté de la forme,
une satisfaction des sens, _ (20)
It is not to my purpose to 1nvest1gate whether the number of
neo~Catholics in the later Nlneteenth Century Were many, or
-few, or nons at all; but I must rather discover whether Alice
Meynell was a neo-8atholic, in Mr.“Patrick's sense of the
word; that is to say, what relation her attitude bears to -
that of Newman, to that of Pater, to that of Johnson, who may
be taken as an example of a position midway,between Nevwman
~and Pater. ; ' _
In theearly work of Alice Meynell there is séafcely
a trace of titual and nothing of ritualism, The themes of
her poetry were, as we have seen, 1pve, naturg,.andupoetry
itself, Nor is nature treated at any time in the liturgical
‘manner of Francis Thompson, in such lines, for example, as
 these: | |
Lo, in the sanctuaried East,
Day, a dedicated priest
In all his robes pontifical exprest
- Lifteth slowly, lifteth sweetly, °
From out its Orient tabernacle drawn,

Yon orbéd sacrament confest
- Which Sprinkles benediction through the- dawn,




And when the grave procession's ceased,

The earth with due illustrious rite
- Blessed ,~ ers the frail fingers featly

Of twilight, violet~cassocked acolyte,

His sacerdotal stoles unvest - . :
.Sets, for high close of the mysterious feast,
The sun in august exposition meetly

Within the flaming monstrance of the West. (21)

Alice Meynell's treatment ofvhaﬁure in her early work was, as
hes been nofeéj_in_the manner of Tennyson., What is especially
‘noticeable is‘that the religious Verse in Prelﬁdés,}partin’.
cularly such a poem as Advenﬁ Meditatiqn; which hasWiﬁé-

snggestien from the Divine'Office;_is set in‘a‘backgroupdvof |

Néture, and is without a hint of 1iturgy. Adventggeditatidn5
‘a poem upon the Natmv1ty, ends with the stanza:

Sweet summer and the winter wild,
' These brought him forth, the Undefiled,
The happy Springs renewed again
His daily bread, the growing graln, ‘ ,
The food and raiment of the child, (22)

In one poem, and only in one, of the Preludes is there 2 clear

and\dlstzngt,use of rltual. This is ghe Young Neoghyte,‘the f
géem Whiéh belongs properly to this matter of confersién; and
the only poem wherein thig strangely reserved pdet'speaks of
_this important change in her life,

Who knows what days I answer for today?

Giving the bud I give the flower, I bow

This yet unfaded and a faded brow;
Bending these knees and feeble knees, I pray.
Thoughts yet unripe in me.I bend one way,

Give one repose to pain I know not now,

One check to joy that comes, I guess not how.
I dedicate my flelds when Sprlng is grey.

O rash! (I smile) to :pledge my hidden wheat.
I fold to-day at altars far apart

Hands trembling with what toils? In their retreat
I seal my love to-be, my folded art,
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I light the tapers at my head and feet,
And lay the cruclf1x on this silent heart. (23)

The altar, the taper, the crucifix - here is the use of ritual;
but not used in_the'spirit ef one whogfinds nothing ?dansAles
rites et leé cérémonies que la ﬁeauté de la forme, une satis-
faction des sens"; nor used? as Pater'ﬁses it, to satisfy

"the natufal soul of worship"; nor used, as Johnson might have
used it, as accessories to that "wondrous white chaeuble
broidered with purple passion-flowers." " Here rather in

e The Young Neoggxtevis thersacramental,.not the aesthetic,‘use'
of ritual imagery. Newman wrote, in lines already-éuoted,
that "words are necessery, but as means, not as ends* they are
not mere addresses tothe'ﬂrene<ﬁ\grace, they are 1nstruments

of what is far higher, of consecration, of sacrlflce. To
eonsecrate and to sacrifice, this is the essential wvalue of
the'rites of the Mass: to @lease the Eje and eaf are iheidentel
values; and in this poem of self-cohsecratidn that looks for-

ward to self-sacrlflce, Alice Thompson hag caught the profound

- sense of the Church, accurately and firmly, The resemblance
to Eewman, however , may be misleading, At the time of her
conmersion; Alice Thompspn'seems to have Been scarcely awafe
of fitual; whereas Newman, as might be expected of one in

orders, is #ery much aware of its beauty and its meaning,

Except for this simple poem, The Young Neophyte, Alice
Thompson's early poetry yields practically nothing to our

purpose. An "Amen" may be found in two poems, the word

"sanctuary" 1n another nothlng else, In the prbse, much
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later'than Prelﬁdes, search as you will, you will find nothing
more than an infrequent metaphor, such as this:

It is like the scene in the Vatican wheh a

Cardinal, with his dramatic Italian hands,

bids the kneeling groups to arlse. . : (24)v
There is a remarkable group of four poems, written between

1910 and 1913, The Unknown God, AG General Communion, The

Fu itive, and In Portugal, 1912, all four of which have their
'erig1ns in the ritual of the Mass. ‘They only serve, however,
to set Al;eeAMeynel} further from Pater'than‘evér. In The

Yenhg Neophyte, as in Francis Thompson's Orient Ode, the ritual

is used as an imaginative language or framework, by means of
which a state of mind, as in Alice Thompson's poem, or an
aspect ofAnatﬁre, as in Freﬁeis Thempsenfs Ode, is expressed;
_Such‘a use of ritual argues at least for the peeceﬁtion, in |
the poet, of an aesthetic fitmess, even beauty), ig the rihaai-
itself, But, in the later group, Alice Meynell‘makes no such
use of the rites of the Mass, She isieoncerned with the fite

itself: she is intent onlj upon penetrating its supernatural

' significance. Let me quote the first lines of The Unknown God.

One of the crowd went up,

And knelt before the Paten and the Cup,
Received the Lord, returned in peace, and prayed
Close by my side. Then in my heart I said:

'O Christ, in thls man'!s life - .
- This stranger who is Thine - in all his strife,
All his felieity, his good and ill,
In the assaulted stronghold of his will,
» 17 do confess Thee here,.... | (25)
. This kind of poetry, whieh, for want perhaps of a more exact

term, has been called "mystical", isAdistinetly the product




| of Alice Heynellds maiurity, and can, in no sense, be used
to explain the eﬁent of her conversion at the age of twenty,
The difference may be made“clear by supposing’that Mr. T.S
Eliot,'inetead of making use of the Fisher King myth as an
imaginative correletive for the condition of modern |
civilization in}The Waste Land, had turned his attention to

the myth itself or to some part of it and penetrated within
| it t0‘some'esoterie meahing, properly its ewn; Then Mr.
Eliot, for so'looeely is the term used, might also have
deserved te be called a "mystic" poet., The examination of
Alice Meynell's "mystical® poetry must be put off £ill later:
for the3preseht, it is enly necessary to say that; while the
ihtefesf of the late Nineteenth Gentury in ritual and liturgy
does flnd a responsive and 1mpertant note 1n her work, that
note, at the time of her conversion to the Catholie Church,
- was very faint indeed,
It would seem, at once, when we turn to the element
| of medievalism in the early verse of Alice Meynell, and

- remember how strong a current of medievaliSm flbwed'through '
the iater Nineteenth Gentury,'that.here we have evidence to-
| wards an explanation of her conversion, 'The gffect of this.
new emphasis upon medievaiism after Teanyson and others upon
Bnglish literature e¢an hardly be exaggerated though,
apparently, it can be deprecated

At the present,day‘one is not easy in
reading Idylls of the King, though here and there
are some delightful passages: they, and his by

no means unreadable plays, suffer from a certain
archaism of language, that sham antiquarianism,




the "escape" looking-back tovthe Middle Ages, - -
which did so much harm throughout the century, (26)

Pater conceived this "looking-back to the Middle Ages" as
something at the heart of Bomanticism and, in his 1ntense
desire to gather up the experlences of all ages into a 31ng1e
moment of imaginative'understanding, placed invthe mind of
Duke Carl of Rosenmold, as he stands on the threshold of the
| new.era, a visién of the new Spirit'invart; Whefein'"distant
times,; the most alien thoughts , would come hear togefher, as
'elemehts in a'great historic symphony"(27?,mand in the mouwld-
ing of which, The Age of ?ericles, the Italian'RenaiSsahce,

‘the_Middle.Age, and the new national awakening,vwould, each

inuits own'degree,'nave a share, If the beginning of

Nineteenth Century medievalism is éontemperaneous with‘the
beginning of Romanticism, it can safely be éaid that thg end
of the medievalism is not yet. Iir, H.J.C. Grierson traces
its course through the Nineteenth Gehtury to the moment when
Alice Thompson is writing Preludes, ‘

The century was not done with the Middle Ages,

The mediaevalism of the early Romantie Revival
had not in this country rehabilitated the Catholie
Church, From the Wartons to Sir Walter Scott

the Pomantics had remained, when not scepties, .
firm in the conviction that the Bible Protestantism
of the Reformation was pure Christimnity and that
the Chureh of Rome, if not actually Antichrist, was
a mean and deprav1ng institution®, that the designs
of her defenders in the sixteenth century fwould
‘have riveted on Scotland" (and England) "the chains
of antiquated superstition and spiritual tyranny."
But Scott kad:influsnced, if Newman be right, those
who .were beginning to think otherwise. The frost
of Protestant prejudice was relaxing. The growth
of "liberalism® was beginning to alarm those for
whom the author ity of the Church had still a mean=
ing, and who, even before the new criticism of the
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Bible had begun to undermine the foundation of
historical Protestantism, felt that, without the
sanction of such authority, their faith was in
danger, Hurrell Froude's Remains appeared in
1838 and the Tracts for the Times began in 1841.,.
Now within the Churech of England itself began a
Catholic awakening which has produced many results
besides those which concern my theme. For not all
of those who felt the charm of the Middle Ages,
and studied them more deeply than the earlier
Bomantics had done, were drawn to Rome or even
remained definitely Christian - Ruskin, the Carlyle
of Past and Present, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William
Morris; nor was Catholicism the only aspeet of
mediaeval literature which attracted and delighted
them, The chivalrous and the supernatural in :
ballad and romance made appeal to this as to an’
earlier generation, to Rossetti and to Morris as
to Coleridge and Scott, and Rossetti and Morris and
Swinburne were to discover and revive that rival in
the Middle Ages of Christian devotion, the devotion
. to woman, the cult not of the Virgin but of Lilith,
and to bring back into love-poetry an intensity of
devotlon, sensuoug and spiritual, which it had not

~ known since ShakesPeare and Donne, if it was ever
quite acclimatised in England, It is rather to .
Dante and the ‘Italians that Rossetti, this Engllsh

poet of Itallan blood, goes back, (29)

In the latter half of thg Nineteenth Century, the
cult of the Middle Ages'took séveral disﬁingtly different
forms, From Tennyson in the Fifties to BErnest Dowson in thé
Nineties, medievalism flowed coniinuously apd variously.vrThe
most important legaey from the early Romantic poets was pro=-
bably La Belle Dame sans Merei: the mgstgimportant’addition
in_the middle of the-century was probably Ruskin's‘enthusiasm
for Gothic architecture, A . |

Ruskin's use of the Widdle Ages was to belabour the
art of the Renaissance and the tgliness of Victorian civili- |
zation, His hatred ofrboth wés'deeply moral. We_shall not
find Aiice Meynell in accord with his attitude towards the |




Renaissance; but she went some distance with Ruskin_in his
contrast of Gothic and modern building. In a letter to

Wilfrid Meynell from Rome, in 1908, she writes:
- The great monastery, on & mountain ledge, has a
lovely cloister. So has the lower monastery, on
another ledge, but still high above the ravine
and the torrent, All the oldest parts Gothic,
you must understand of the most exquisite kind, -
Half the hill-tops have strange 1little dark . o
cities and villages sitting on them,.. When they s
" have spoilt and vulgarized Rome, it will take o
. them some centuries to spoil and vulgarize these,
- Will you believe that in these almost inaccessible
. places they have renamed the climbing streets -
' Garlbaldl, Cavour, Mazzini, and the rest of 1tz
SO)

- But if the contrast between médern.civilization and the-Mlddle
Ages appeared important to bath.Ruskin‘and Alice Meynell, and
Zif they did conceive that difference to be'avdiffereneé
between beauty and ugliness, they were nevertheless no£ in
agreement ﬁpon the medieval ideal to which the sordid reality
was opposed, For Ruskin, that ideal WAS altogether a ngtufal.

'ene; though of the highest kind, For Alice Meynell, that

ideal was éltogether supernatural, . Ruskin, for example, in

the Stoiﬁas:of Venice, declares that the furnishings of an

English room are "signs of a slavery in our England a thgusand

tlmes more bitter and more degrading than that of the scourged

African, or helot Greek "(31 whereas the gargoyles and
statues upon a Gothic cathedral feont are "signs of the life
and liberty of every workman who struck the stone; a freedom:
of‘thought; and rank in seale of being, such as novlaws, no

charters, no charities can seeure; but which it must be the i
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first aim of all Burope at this day to regain for her

children.“czg)' Ruskln has stated the contrast in terms of

"freedom of thought Alice Meynell, in The Lady'Poverty,
"a poem published in 1896, states the eontrast in terms of -
"poverty", ‘

The Lady Poverty was fair:

But she has lost her looks of 1ate, .
With change of times and change of air.
An slattern! she neglects her hair,

Her gown, Ber shoes; she keeps no state
As once when her pure feet were bare,

Or - almost worse, if worse can be -
. She scolds in parlours, dusts and trims,

Watches and counts. O is this she

Whom Franeis met, whosé step was free,

Who with Obedience carolled hymns,

In Umbria walked with Chastity? o

Where is her ladyhood? Hbt,here,

Not among modern kinds of men;
- But in the stony’ fields, Where clear
.Through the thin trees the skies appear,

In delicate spare &oil and fen,
~ And slender landscape and austere, (33)
In both Ruskln and Alice Meynell, modern life had lost an .
important freedom. Itwwas strange 1ndeed that John Ruskin,
so sensitive to the moral_qualities of architecture, should
'have defined the character of Gothic as a freedom of thought
‘rather than a fresdom of spirit, a phrase with Which”poverty
of spirit is precisely synonymous, the poverty Allce Meynell
sPeaks of,

whose step was free,
Who with Obedience cgrolled hymns,
- In Umbria walked with Chastity.

‘Rnskih, as Chesterton has said, "seemed to want ali parts of

the Cathedral except the altar."(34) Alice Meynell aécounted




for this incongruity in the semsibility of John Ruskin by

vsﬁggesting that he fpermitted himself to use other men's
“habits of phrase.?(35) ‘In The Lady Poverty, whatever of

"medievalism® thefe may ‘be in it, we.have the authentic note
of the mature poet's~attitudé towards the Middle Ages. This

note is struck again 1n Salnt Catherlne of Slena~

And will the man of modern years

-~ Stern on the Vote <« withhold from thee,
Thou prop, thou cross,'erect, in. tears,

Catherlne, the service of his knee? (38)

In the same manner , Allce_Meynell opposes the med;eval ideal

to the modern‘reaiity‘in the essay, AthonaStxy Gates;

'S0 much elect intellect and strength of heart
withdrawn from the traffic of the world! True,

the friars are not deing the task which Carlyle

set mankind as a refuge from despair. These
"pearded counsellors of God" keep their cells,

read, study, suffer, sing, hold silence; whereas
they might be "operating® - beautiful word! - upon
the Stock Exchange, or painting Academy pictures,

or making speeches, or reluctantly jostling other
men for places, They might be among the involuntary
busybodies who are living by futile tasks the need
whereof is a discouraged fiction. There is
absolutely no limit to the superfluous activities,
to the art, to the literature, implicitly renounced
by the dwellers within such walls as these. The
output = again a beautiful word - of the age is
lessened by this abstention, Nonetheléss  hopes the
stranger and pilgrim to pause and knock once again
upon those monastry gates, ‘ (37)

Here, of course, there is, especially in the last sentence,

a sense of nostalgia that is closer to The Lady Poverty,

whose "ladyhood™ is not to be found "among modern kinds of
men ,"

But in the stony fields, whers clear
Through the thin trees the skies appear,
In delicate spare so0il and fen,

And slender landscape and austere;
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than to Saint Catherine of Siena, where the medieval example

of womanhood challenges the modern error and demands

insistently a modernrregognition. Qhe_Zady Poverty and ég'

- Monastery Gates were published in 1896: Saint Catherine of

Siena in 1913, But what is particularly pleasing in all
three, and particularly impértant, is the brisk, bright air
about them. There has been no attempt to cereate the illusion
” of a past age: there is no attempt'atv"medievalism“:‘there'
1is no continuation of the tradition of the Fifties, of
Tepnyscn,'of Rossetti, of Mbrris. Alice ngnell sbeaks of
the monastery as a world apart; but, for her, the monasfery'
lwas no ‘"shadowy isle of bliss*,“and the mood~ of Morris's

Pfoleguevto The Barthly Paradise never escapes}into her:

mature verse or prose, In each of the three pieceé quoted(l
there is exppicit contact with a modern reality; with a ‘modern
"noverty" that "dusts and trims, watches and counts®, with the
modern "output" of "superfluous activities" and "futile tasks"
with the modern Stre hon, "who said that a woman must lean,

or she should not have his chivalry. w(38)

Alice Meynell was by no mgans an indiscriminating
admirer of theOMiddle Ages., The realisfic attitude she has
applied tq modern civilization is not in‘abeyance, either
- from praise or from blame, when her attention is upon the
life of the Middle Agési She has severely critieized Ruskin
for his "brief hlstorlc judgments.,? |

\ Here is one:. "Before the twelfth cenxury the

nations were too savage to be Christian, and
after the fifteenth too carnal." To the glory
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of these four hundred years, then, he sacrifices

at a blow the Thebaid, Chrysostom and Naziansen,
Augustine and Gregory, and the multitude of
Bishoprics of North Africa, and the great Christian
peasant populations of the sixteenth, seventeenth,
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, who have
laboured in patience upon Breton, Provengal, _
Lombard, Tuscan, Irish earth, It is of nations,
not of States, that Ruskin speaks; otherwise, ws
shouwld have granted him that States have not been
Christian; ‘the historian can hardly venture to
claim that name for the German Empire or the French
Monarchy, or the temporal power of the Papacy.
Ruskin further explains his four hundred ¥ears,

"The delicacy of sensation and refinements of
imagination necessary to understand Christianity
belong to the mid period when men, risen from a
life of brutal hardship, are not yet fallen to one
of brutal luxury." .

Whether brutal luxury is a name fit for the softer
“arts of life = to wuse the usual word, the "comforts®
« learnt by mankind since the fifteenth century, I
know not; it is at any rate a tenable dopinien that -
the most brutal thing about them is that they belong
to a minority. But granting this, there are yet
perpetual generations of men living in precisely
this condition,~ "risen from a life of brutal hard-
ship and not yet fallen to one of brutal luxury." ’
Assuredly that condition was not confined to a few
violent and unhappy centuries, centuries when for a
superstition little children were dashed against

thé stones of their poor villages, Imperial or
Papal, when, for a calumny, the young devout
Templars, flowers of masculine innocence, self-
sacrifice, and good faith, were burnt alive, a

seore at ome time; when, for a jealousy of trade,
one furious city lay in wait for the destruction

of another; when the revenge upon a politiecal .enemy
was to hew his son's head off before his eyes, so ‘
as to make a last spectacle for thoseeyes before
they were put out, and ten years in a dungeon with-
out a page to read or a tree to look at was a

common prelude to penal death. Not then only did

a people obscure, unnamed, innumerable, live some-
where between savagery and luxury, but century by

- century ever since then., All the centuries have
‘brought this life to pass, and the race has followed
this narrow way by a multitude that no man can ‘
number, ' (39)

This is a passage that must throw 1igh£ upon Alice Meynell's




,conversion; at least to this extent, that, in her, conversion

was in no sense a conscious reversion.' For her, fhe ideal
was.not in the past, the actuality in the present: thé ideal
and the actual are two distinct.1evels'discernible in.everj
century, in every civilization, This is a distinction that

applies equally to The Lady Poverty, At a Monastery Gate,

and gginp Catherine of Siena. And‘tnére is no other
5medievalism", in‘herrlater work, tpan this. In A Thrush
before Dawn,'published in 1915; we are given, in the song
" of the bird, a symbol of this ideal, this‘"graver st111
divinity" that hovers above the world, Opefative in, but
independent of, the passing ages. '

Darkling, deliberate, what 31ngs R
This wonderful one, alone, at peace7
What wilder things than song, what things
- Sweeter than youth, clearer than Greecs,
Dearer than Italy, untold
Delight, and freshness ecenturies old?
What Middle Ages pa551onate, _
O passionless voice! What distant bells
Lodged in the hills, what palace state
' Illyrian! TFor it speaks, it tells,
Without desire, without dismay, -
‘ Some morrow and some yesterday, (40)
Whether Alice Meynell is making use of the imagery of ritual
or of some ideal or institution connected, in ﬁhewgeneral
mind, with the Middle Ages, there is no sense of a beauty -
gone forever, but rather of a "freshness centuries old."
And thus, search as we may, we shall find no evocation in
her work of the early centuries of Christimnity, no attempt
to isolate there, within that period of youthfulnmess, a

éimplicity-and-purity of religion,'now regretfully remembered,
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It is evident that, to answer the question - why
Alice Thompson left the Anglican Chureh for the Catholie
Church, I can hardly make use of poems , such as A Thrush
“before Dawn; written forty-six years after her conversion,
It was necessary, however, to.take this generai view, first:
the medievalism in Preludes might otherwise be disconcerting, - ‘
In Preludes, of the thirty-eight lyrics, two only o

may be considered "medieval"’ San Lorenzo's Mother and

'Soeur Monigue., Agnes Reppller, in the Gathollc World has

written that, in San Lqrenzo's Mother, Alice Thompson has

repfoduced, "with absolute fidelity, the medieval note,"(41)
This poem represents the supreme renunciation of a mothér:
the‘surrender of a young son: to the cloister,
I had not seen my son's dear face
(He chose the cloister by God's grace)
Since it had come to full flower-time.
" I hardly guessed at its perfect prime,
That folded flower of his dear face,
Alone, isolated by her tears, the mother walts. And, if it

is asked what is she-waiﬁing for, the only answer seems to

be, she is waitiﬁg for death, for the end of grief. An
interruption sharpens the sense of isolation and the sense
of renunclatlon. |

WMine eyes were veiled by mists of taars ' P
When on a day in many years

One of his Order came, I thrilled,

Facing, I thought, that face fulfllled
I doubted for my mists of tears,

- . And then, in the last three 1ines of the next stanza, the

poem has a magnificent moment, _ . _ D
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‘His blessing be with me for ever!
My hope and doubt were hard to sever,
- That altered face, those holy weeds.
I filled his wallet and kissed his beads,
And lost his echqing feet for evsr,
In these lines, the medieval note is distinet in the'fomantic
sense of the mystical, the mysterious, the remote., The
presence, just beyond hearing, of echoing feet whose sound.

is lost forever seems to have haunteéd the romantiec imagination.

©* And. the precision of that portrait - the altered face, the

weeds, the wallet, the beads - is, in tone and in detail, a
Pre-Raphaelite painting, The grief of the mother, now
’perfect in her inability to recbgnizé her own son, now
climaxzed in this last utter renunciation, turns foriggmfort
to faith,
: If to my son my alms were given
I know not, and I wait for Heaven,
He did not plead for child of mine,
But for anothier Child divine,
_And unto Him it was surely given,
‘There is a peculiar uncertaintj_about these lines, It is
impossible to decide.whether they are intended to suggest
that the mother receives comfort from her faith or sipks'
into a half-trusting state. of dull patience, The poet does
not seem to have understood the.pfeqise quality of the
' strength bf faith as well as she has undérstood the quality
‘of maternal grief, I am judging this by the last stanza.
There is One alone who camnot change;
Dreams are we, shadows, visions strange;
And all I give is given to Oxne,

I might mistake my dearest son, ’
. But never the Son who cannot change., . (42)
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Ruskin is said to have approved this poem in every line, (43)
And yet it seems to me that the poem is more perfect without

this last stanza, The last stanza br1ngs it nearer to Allce

Thompson'é view of the problem, of the conflict between
maternal grief and re31gnat10n to the Will of God, but it
exceeds‘her experience of the problem, She was not yet an

-unerring religious poet, The mother loses her love for her

own child, become a dream to her, in the unconvinecing line,

Dreams are we, shadows, v131ons strange;
by transflgurlng that love with the love of the Child dlvlne,\
whc does not change. But when this divine Child is referred
to as, |

- There is One alone who cannot change;

And all I givé is given to One;
that transfigurgtion of maternal love is not even intelligible,
We are left then With the really authentic note of the poem,

definable as the grief of a notfwell-qnderstood renunciation.

In the sonnet, The Young Neophyte, Alice Thompson, with the

same theme, has succeeded as remarkably as she has failed

here,

" Thoughts yet unripe in me I bend one way,
Give one repose to pain I know not now, :
: -One check to joy that comes, I guess not how.
I dedicate- my fields when Spring is grey., (44)

The sentlmental attitude towards the Middle Ages, in San

Lorenze's Mother, is not the attitude of the later poetry.

Sueh lines as,
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That folded flower of his dear face,
. and

- That altered face, those holy weeds,

might be compared with the friars in the essay, At Monastery e
| Gates,

The great hood of the friars, which is drawn over
the head in Zurbaran's ecstatic picture, is -
turned to use when the friars are busy. As a
pocket it relievés the over-burdened hands....
The friars tell how a brotheéer resolved, at
Shrovetide, to make pancakes, and not only to
make, but also to toss them. Those who chanced
to be in the room stood prudently aside, and the
brother tossed boldly. But that was the last
that was seen of his handiwork.... It was clean
gone, and there was an end of it. Nor could any
explanation of this ceasing of a pancake from the
midst of the visible world be so much as divined
by the spectators. It was only when the brother,
in chureh, knelt down to meditate and drew his
cowl about his head that the accident was
"explained, - (45)

Thiswis clearer, heaith;er, air than San Lorenzo breathes
in Alice Thompson's poefs; clearer, healthier, air than the '

Beadsman, ?meagre; barefoot, wan?, breathes among his

"pﬁrgatoriglirails“, uponAthe Evé of St. Agnes. ‘Soeur -

Monigue'Ais a valuable comment upon the sadness of_San-

Lorenzo's Mother. For, of the sadness ."that the passing

ages sing", there is in 'Soeur Monigue', a discriminating'

Cdemial, .
No, not.%gadi;'We-are<beguiled,

Sad with living as we are;

Ours the sorrow, outpouring = -

‘Sad self on a selfless thing. (48)

This is recognition of Ruskin's declaration in the third

' volume of Modern Painters, (this volume was published in S
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1855) , that "on the whole, these are mich sadder ages than
the early onés; not saddér in a noble or déep way, but in

'a dim wearied way,- the way of ennui, and jaded intellectg
and uncomfortableness of soul and body.”(47) AlicewThompsén;
in her vision of this "quist form of silent mun," has over-
come the dlfflcultles of the unquiet mother of San Lorenzo

'l

and achieved a portralt in\the spirit of The Shepherdess,

one of the 1896.group.

And I see you where you stand

With your life held in your hand

As a rosary of days.

And your thoughts in calm arrays,

And your innocent prayers are told

On your rosary of days,

And the young days and the old

"With their quiet prayers did meet : ‘ '
-When the chaplet was complete. ' (48)

Here agaln, as in The Lady Poverty and Saint Catherlne of

Siena, upon a theme heard

In the throngs of centuries ,
That mine ears do listen through, (49)

- Alice Thompson has avoided "medievalism®, Where the

philosophical language of the conclusioh»to”San'Lorenzo's_

Mother has failed, in 'Soeur'Monique' therimage of the'fosary

suceceeds; as, later, ih The She herdéss, the pastoral imagery
was to succeed.,

She holds her little thoughts in sight,
- Though gay they run and leap.
She is so circumspect and right;
-She has her soul to keep,
She walks - the lady of my delight -
A shepherdess of sheep. (50)

‘It is as Agnes Reppller has sald thinking, especlally
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perhaps, of Bossetti and Morris, that "mrs. Meynell was too
essentially'@odern for such vain retrospects. - She could
reproduce with absolute fidelity the medieval note, as in
'San Lorenzo Giustianiani's Mother!, but left to her own
imaginiﬁgs,-shé brought évery;subjéct up to date."(51) And,
- in !SOeﬁr Monique', that is, already in the Preludes, the .
vmadievalrsubject is brought up to date,

Soeur Monique, remember me,.

'Tis not in the past alone

I am picturing you to be;

But my little friend, my own,

In my moment, pray for me,

For another dream is mine,

And another dream is true,

- Sweeter even,

Of the little ones that shine

Lost within the light divine,-

Of some meekest flower, or you, .
In the fields of heaven.. (52)

There is more ﬁhanAa.hint in this concldding stanzag that'

'Soeur Monique', so far from being a poem of conversion, is
rather a poem éf vocation. There can be no doubt that Alice

Thompson was stropgly}attracted_to the religious 1ife; and

'Soeur Monigue! may represent a definite decision, It does,

at any rate, by its resemblance to The Shepherdess, reveal

now closely the spirit of religious life was, in the poet's
mind, united with her ideal of married life; This absence

of "medievalism" in hér appreciation of the :eligious life
separates Alice“Meynell sharply from thg extraordinafy school
‘of Huysmans., ~Jbris-Kari'Huyshags'is the example we must '
seek for in vain in English literatura - alwriter.who entérs

 the Gatholic Chureh under the influence of "medievalism."ﬁ




Huysmans, indeed, as much under the influence of archi%
tectural beauty as Ruskin, took the step further that Ruskin
did not take. Ruskin, if we regard the last phase only of, |
- Huysmans, was.really a Huysmans'méngu'.

Avant de voir Notre-Dame en sss:parties - ne -
faut+il. pas l'embrasser en son ensemble, se
pénétrer de son sens général avant que d'en
feuilleter les détails? Tout est dans cet
daifice, reprit-il - c'est 1'abbé Plomb qui parle
4 Durtal - en enveloppant dtun geste l'église,

- les Beritures, la théologie, 1'histoire du_ genre
‘humain résumée dans ses grandes lignes; gracs &
la science du symbolisme, on a pu faire dfun

- monceau de pierres un macrocosme, . (53)

Ruskin, said Ghesterton,iih~a comment already quoted, "seemed
- to want all parts of the Cathedral except the alfar.“(54)

#ore aceurately, Ruskln seemed to want all "ses~partles"
~W1thout Yson ensemble. Thus Huysmans moves through med1eval~l
ism into the Cathollc Church. Whatever there is, that 1s
medieval in Alice Meynell, seems to have come,tp her after,

and, not before, her conversion, She nowhere displays tﬁe

purely agsthetic appreciation of rellgion in the. Mlddle Ages

that, Whether we think of the Blessed Damozel or Slster Helen,

possessed the soul of Dante Gabriel Rossettl. And San

Lorenzo's Mother, it~séems:tc me, in that last and'unsuccess-

ful stahza, is an'example of the impositioh of religious

categofies, in no sense typically medieval, upon just such a
medieval vignette as Rossetti himself might have\ﬁritten.
Rossettianism is in conflict with her religious sensibility.
Huysmanism simply_did not touch:her.

Delicate, tender portraiture, and haunting in
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cadence‘and echo, as 'Sqéur‘MOnique! is, we yet feel in those '
"calm‘arrays"*the stréngth and vigilance ofJThe She herdess,
and thus Alice Thompson's "silent mmn" is saved from the

equally delicate, but de-vitalized, portraiture of Ernest

Dowson's Nuns of the Perpetusl adoration,
\ ‘ Calm, sad, secure; with faces worn and mild
Surely their choice of vigil is the best?
Yea! for our roses fade, the world is wild;
- - But there, bsside the altar, there is rest,
. - ) (55)
The difference between AlicedThOmpson's coneeption of the
nun and Frnest Dowson's is, at once, felt to be a moral
difference. This is a signifiéant difference in character,
Alice Thompson would not have usedvthat word "rest", If we

accept her own reserved account of her conversion, we shall

~ see at once that she sought in the Catholic'church something.

qu%te.oppesedRto_"rest";“ In a letter to héy daughter, -
Olivia, Alice Meyﬁelliﬁrote in 1923,_the year of hervdeath:

As far as I know Bolshevism, it is heretical in.
the practice of right and wrong., I don't at all
allow that we have "liberty" to think what we .
happen to choose as.to right and wrong. I saw,
when I was very young, that a guide in morals was
eéven more necessary than a guide in faith, It
was for this I joined the Chureh. Other Christian

- socleties may legislate, but tle Church administers
legislation. Thus she is practically indispensable,
I may say that I hold the administration of morals

- to be of such vital importanee that for its sake I
accepted, and now accept, dogma in matters of K
faith -~ to the last letter. To make my preachment
clearer: Right and wrong (morals) are the most
“important, or the only important, things men know
or can know. - Everything depends on them. Christian
morality is infinitely the greatest of moralities.
This we know by our own sense and intellect, with-
out other guidance. = The Church administers that.
morality, as no other sect does or can do, by
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: means.of moral theology. Tﬁe world is far from
living up to that ideal, but it is the only ideal
worth living up to... As to the 'divine' teachings
of the Genesis allegory, I cannot withdraw that
word, I have to remember that all the morality
worth having - the morality that led on to .

- Christianity - had its origin in that parable, (56)

In another place, Alice Meynell wrote:
It was by no sudden counter-revolution, but slowly
and gradually that I returned to the hard .w0ld
common path of submission and self-discipline
which soon brought me to the gates of the
Catholie Church. - (57)
Her daughter, Vlola, has confirmed thls in her Memoir,

‘Already ardently a Chrlstlan, in €atholieism she

- saw the logical administration of the Christian:
moral law; and as that she adopted it with a
deliberate rational choice... (58)

After falllng then to hring Alice Meynell into close relatlon
with such movements‘towardsHCatholie;sm as the theeleglcal
disputes of the Oxford Movement, the revival of interest in
primitive Christianity, the Anglican renewal of liturgy and
ritual, the new. emphasis upon medieval art and culture, we
must, it now appears, relate her to the wider, more pervas1ve,
more fundamental, preblem of the latter ‘half of the Nineteenth
Century, the preoccupation of that time with the questlon of
morality. "What binds the period into a whole is the moral
sense, the social conscience, which animated the middle
clags: ‘the need for,self-juetification, the strain of
puritenism, ran through everything."(ﬁg) There was no
adventure in science or in war, in ert or in_house-keeping
thet did not need its justifieation upon moral grounds, In

science, for example, there was a "chronological movement
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‘through the physical sciences and geology to biology and so

to anthropology and'eugenies;““ﬁn and it is not fantastic

to suppose that each of these in order attempted to formulate
out of its newly-dis¢overed data, a code'of morals. AS early
as 1855, politiCal economy , in the person of Nassau Senior, ‘

proclaimed "quite categorically that thevincrease of wealth

_ : 6
is the chief means towards the moral improvement of'mankin@."( 1)

In 1866, the natural sciences entered the field with Thomas
Huxley in the Chair of Moral Theology.

... the improvement of natural knowledge, whatever

 direction it has taken, and however low the aims

. of those who may have commenced it - has not only
conferred practical benefits on men, but, in so
doing, has effected a revolution in their con--
ceptions of the universe and of themselves, and
has profoundly altered their modes of thinking
and their views of right and wrong. I say that
natural knowledge, seekipmg to satisfy natural
wants, has found the ideas which can alone still
spiritual cravings. I say that natural knowledge,
in desiring to ascertain the laws of comfort, has
been driven to discover those of comduet, and to
lay the foundations of a new morality. (62)

It must be noticed that Huxley was speaking of the ,»
"foundations of a new morality.“ Both Nassau Senior and

Thomas Huxley were Victorians._AThey did not seek to distufb
_ the actual practice of the conventional Victorian morality.
They were seeking a new basis, a new foundation for morality.
Huzxley, in the lscture from which I have just quoted, is
more specific in the concluding paragraphs, |

eee ‘the moral convietions most fondly held by

barbarous and semi-barbarous people... are the

convictions that authority is the soundest basis

of belief, that merit attaches to a readiness to

believe; that the doubting disposition is a bad
one, and scepticism a sin; that when good
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authority has pronounced what is to be believed,
and faith has accepted it, reason has no further
duty. There are many excellent persons who yet ,
hold by thesSe principles, and it is not my present
business, or intention, to discuss their views,
‘All I wish to bring clearly before your minds is
the unguestionable fact, that the improvement of
natural knowledge is effected by methods which
.directly give the lie to all these convictions,

and assume the exact reverse of each to be true,

The improver of natural knowledge absolutely
refuses to acknowledge authority, as such, TFor.
him, scepticism is the highest of duties; blind
faith the one unpardonable sin.,.,.. The man of
science has learned to believe in justification,
not by faith, but by verification, (63)

This was the central Viectorian inconsistency: the acceptance
of Puritan ethics without the Puritan theology. John Stuart
- Mill, diseiple of Bentham, is the representa+1ve phllosopher
of ‘the perlod. His Utilitarianism appeared in 1863. In the
‘principle of utility, he‘findS-a substitute for dogma as the
basis of morality, In 1866, the publication of Poems and
Ballads was one natural resolution of this 1ncon81steney.

In 1867 Alice Thompson was converted to the Cathollc Church;
and her conversion was the other natural resolutlon of the
'7V1ctor1an compromise,

The Church administers that morality, as no

other seet does or can do, by means of moral -
‘ theology. (64)

In her handbook on John Ruskin,4Alice Meynell has
throughout managed to give ws the fundamental prineciples
that guided her in resolv1ng the Vlctorlan 1ncon31stency.
Indeed the failure of that book as a revelation of Ruskin
may well be accounted for by 1te success as a revelation of

~ Alice ﬁeynell.. In its first chapter, when she is commenting




=70

upon the law of change that affects all works of art, She
suddenly pauses to make a distinction,
+ss but how shall we dare to call that a law
whereof we know not the cause, the end, or the
sanctions? Le} us rather, ignorant yet vigilanty
call it the custom - of the universe, (65)
‘The distinction between law, which involves the éoncept of
sanetion; and custom, obscurely unaware of causg-of end or
sanction, is the distinction between what Alice Meynell
sought in the Church and what she left behind in Victorian

Hngland, In her examination of fthe lecture, The Political

Economy of Art, Alice Meynell decides that "what Ruskin

teaches‘in the political'part of this 1ectufe is'the necessity'
of authority.and -:ence the arbitrary tyrannies of primitive/
society are done away, which is early in all civilizations ;,'
the nullity of the 'liberty' that men have died for with |
alacrity age by age.?(ﬁé) We have to waif till the exami-
nation of The Two Paﬁhs‘for ﬁrs.‘Meynell's comment upoﬁ
authority and‘liberty. | -

The warning against the foolish use of the -
word "freedom", and against the foolish enthusiasm
for the vague idea, repeats what Ruskin has said
often: "No human being, however great or powerful,
was so free as a fish, There is always something
that he must, or must not, do," '

"In these and all matters; you never can
reagon finally from the abstraction, for both
liberty and restraint are good when they are
nobly chosen,sz.., but of the two,.. it is restraint
which characterizes the higher creature, and '
betters the lower creature; and, from the
ministering of the archangel to the labour of the.
insect,~ from the poising of the planets to the
gravitation of a grain of dust, - the power and
glory of all crédtures, and all matter, consist
in their obedience, not in their freedom," (6%)
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© With Ruskin, Alice Meynell assumes the validity of morality
as a self-evident truth of human nature, Newman has care=-
fully analysed in A Grammar of Assent the origin of this

(68) witn

assumption and the extent of its implications.
ﬁuskin,sAlice Meynell assumes also the pfimacy of morality
in l;fé. But she haszmﬁther impértant distinction to make,
Already, she has distinguished law and custom; already,vshe
has accepted Ruskin's distinetion of‘authority and liberty;'
now she disagrees with Ruskin to enforce the distinetion
betﬁeen the fact of morality and a eodé of morality. Ruskin
haé,xinythe lecture Traffic, committed himself to the state-
 ment that "taste is hgt énlyma part of ap;index of morality;'
~ it is the ONLY morality,"(69) In the lecture on The

Relation of Art to Morals, Ruskin said that "™mo art-teaching

could be of use to you, but wéuld rather be harmfu;,funless '
it was gfafted on something deeper thag_all‘art."(70) Alice
Meynell is quick to point out the incompleteness of both.

Whichever of these two answers for the other -

whether morality for such art as it is able to teach,
or art for such morality as it is able to teach, =

by neither, nor by both, in those elementary measures,
are men led many paces on the way they must walk. The
fact of morality may be established by art, but the

code of morality whereby we have to control our aetions
and to constrain ourselves has that faet as its start-
~ing point, and does its effeetwal work further on, - :
" Ruskin, however, seems to hold that a working morality

is to be found in the decisions of art, (71)

A worklng morality! - for that Alice Meynell wanted def1n1te
direction, definité administration, definite knowledge of
a”cause, end, and sanction," For that, she deelares, she
_éntered the Catholiec Churcﬁ. In the poem, 'I am the W

she makes a "working morality", the condition of her




acceptance of Christ,
» Thou art the Way. ’
Hadst Thou been nothing but the goal,
I cannot say
If Thou hadst ever met my soul. - (72)
In the second stanza, Alice Meynell eonfesses‘that'she could
not have found her way, without faith, to knowledge of the
divine purposes.
. I cannot see =
I, child of process - if there lies
An end for me; , _—
‘ Full ofrﬁpose,'full»of replies,
No more could Tennyson see that end, "full of replies,"
Behold, we know not anythiné; m
I can but trust that good shall fall
At last - far off - at last, to all,
And every winter change to spring,
. So runs my dream: but what am I7 :
: An infant erying in the night;
An infant crying for the light;
 And with no language but a cry. _ (73)
Tennyson, therefore, replaces the lost theology with a not
entirely convincing trust in |

«+s one far-off divine event
To which the whole creation moves, L (74)

ihis was jus£ the goal which Alice Meynell could not see
"and would not hawve confessed upon a vague, however infense,
. trust, And therefore where Tennyson. has substituted trust,
.Allce Meynell has sought and found law, deflned and
administered, While Carlyle was busy replaclng morallty
with'herdism, Ruskin with art, Arnold Wlth culture, Pater
with hedonism, Swinburne in the Sixties, with nothing,

Alice Meynell never sought to réplace morality, but to find
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a satisfactory basis for it, And yet, all these men,

Swinburne alome excepted, treated life in the spirit of the
moralist., But the disappearance of the, Protéstan;_theology

' gnder’the hammer of the ratipnalist héd made it apparently !
impossiblé for the moralist to recover the léw that must be‘

at the basis of morality, )

Alice Heynell's ehcice of law was not merely a
reasoned concluéion.‘ It'was evidently a deeplyafeitlneed
and, as she beligved, the deeply-felt need of every human
“being. And it was in defence of this deeply-felt need that
she has dealt Matthew Arnold a crushing rebuke. Arnold in .

the essay, The Study of ggetpy; first.published as an Intro-
duction to Ward's English Poets in 1880, had written:
More and more mankind will discover that we
have to turn to poetry to interpret 1life for _
~ us, te console us, to sustain us, o (75)
Arnold had rejected religion, because "it has attached its

emotion to the fact, and now the fact is failing 1tn(76),

and had turned to poetry to fulfil the offiece of inéefpreting
life for\man; of consoling and sustaining them, WMrs, Meynell,
with some spirit, replies. ' |

Has it indeed come to this, that interpretation,
sustentation and comfort are all the necessities
of the human heart - interpretation because we

are puzzled, sustentation because we are ill=
tempered, and self-indul gent consolation because
we are feeble pessimists? Not guidance, not
discipline, not a rule of conduct, not laws, not
punishment, not pardon? No commands in the face
of good, no prohibition in the face of evil? (77)

And, in this spirit, Alice Meynell would not have'the grief
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of John Ruskin abated by one degree. In Fors Clavigera,

Ruskin, in a passage remarkably self-revealing for a

Victorian writer, had written of himself'
Bred in luxury, which I perceive to have been

-unjust to others, and destructive to myself°
vacillating, foolish, and miserably failing in

" all my own conduct in life - and blown about
hopelessly by storms of passion - I, a man
clothed 1n soft raiment, - I, a reed shaken Wlth
the wind - , (78)

The response of Alice Meyngll to thisrdistress mast have

startled Matthew Arnéld, had he been alive to read it.

| Assuredly, it was not the "consdlation" of religion that

. Alice Meyﬁéll offered; but"the severer, more sublime, more
-essential repiy of religion,

To this passion of grief how shall anyone desire
that consolation had been brought? Not for
passion, but for the lack of it, he reminds us,
are men condemned - "because they had no pity."

To wish him less mercy, to wish, with the vain
wish of retrospectlon that Ruskin had found

some solace in the midst of the martyrdom of his
convlctlons, is forbidden us, ‘ : (79)

Katherine Tynan Hinkson, herself g poet and friend of Alice

Meynell, éees her perfectly in Via, et Veritas, et Vita, a
poem of four lines, published in 1896, This poem, together
with 'I am the Wa * and The Young Neophyte, may be taken

as "conversion" poéms; All three reflect the desire of a

"Waj" of 1life, a law, to be accepted with whatever pain

that law may involve. Via, et Veritas, et Vita,is the

briefest formulation of Alice HMeynell's demands of life and

of religion,

'You never attained to Him?' 'If to attain
Be to abide, then that may be,!
'Endless the way, followed with Bow much painl!



'The way was He,! - '; (81)

In The Young Neophyte, the poem of the Preludes, which,
according to‘Alfrevaoyes; "gymboldzether'life, which
fulfilled it", (82) Alice Meynell has dedicated her youth
and her age to the law she was assumlng. 7
| 0 rash! (I smile) to pledge my hidden wheat.
I fold today at altars far apart
Hands trembling with what toils? In their retreat
" I seal my love to—be, my folded art, _
- I light the tapers at my head and feet,

~ And lay the erucifix on this silent heart. (85) e
0f the effect of this sensibility upon the»poetry and prose '
of Alice Eeynell;vthere will be time to speak léter. - For
this place, it is sufficient that we have discovered the
peculiér contemporaneityuand'the:special Qrigin@lity'of a

mind, in its movement towards the Catholic Church,




3. Poems of Parting

The transition from the Conﬁersion poems to the
* Poems of Parting is a natural one, Alice Thompson's

acceptance of future pain in The Young Neophyte-waé 500,

very soon, to have an opportunity to test its sincerity.
Nothing more is known of this opportunity than the brief
account of it in Viola Meynell's Memoir.

Back in England, Alice's verses were being shown
t0o one friend, the priest who received her into
the Church, who now not only encouraged her by

his interest in her writing, but urged her to it
as a duty. And even that wgs but part of this
influence of his that helped to make her a poet.
Their frlendshlp had become precious to both of
them; but in keeping with the striet precautionary
rules of his priesthocd it was considered best
that this friendship should end, and that they
should see each other no more. At her side he had
‘encouraged her writing of poetry; in separation,
the exceedingly great sacrifice of parting made
that poetry inevitable., - (1)

The poems that constitute this group are somewhat
scattered_throughéut tﬁe ediﬁionsvof her work. The Cenotaph,
cerﬁainly_a Poem of Parting, and published for the first
time in 1940, was found in a manuscript contadning poems
dated from Deceamber, 1868, to April, 1870.(2) The latest
date then}fOr this separation is 1870,'thfe§ years after .
Alice Thompson's conversion. In Preludes, publiéhed in

1875, there are two poems: Parted and Thoughts in Segaratioﬁ.

In the'edition"off1893, there are also two: Renouncement

and After a Parting. Renouncement Was first printed inA

Hall Caine's Soﬁnets of Three Centuries; in 1882, "This was o
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an early poem which might have appeared .in Preludes,vbut
which was held over for future publication."(®) After a

Parting was first published in The Scots Observer, May 31,

1890, bearing the date, 1877. We have then to consider a
‘ group of flve poems, ertten in the nlne years between

December, 1868, and 1877; hav1ng their origin, if we may

Judge*from interior evidence alone, in the single experlence i

bf*segafafion already described,
| It is not difficult to conjecture a reason for the
‘suppression of 4 Cenotaph. This poem is, of the five, the

least informed with the spirit of The Young Neophyte. The

opening lines give us at once the mood of this first poem
of the series, | | | o

Thy life is lonely utterly
O one I know of emptied days! ,
A place of wakeful pain for me,
Remote my consecrated ways,- _
If I eould only die in thee, ‘ - (4)

The poet desires death, not acceptance of pain, In the

 next stanza, the poet clings in memory to the past, and, e

far from using the knife herself, pleads for release,

We are apart, whose hands clung 50,

We might have lived - I mourn with thee,
Sweet life was not for us to know.

We cannot die till death shall be,
Lament thy love, and let me goo -~ 0o
Her memofy holds the hours of love in the image of a funeral
proceSSion. | o ' | i

":=Thy white hours clad as mourners all
With faces to the ground go by. o ‘
And sweet decorous tears do fall V v

- Since we were parted, thou and I, L BT
In one long feast of funeral, ' )
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In this poém, the poet, it seems, can find no resplution
of her distress, except death, a decorous, peaceful, death,
Sweet are the thoughts, O loneliest
Thou glorifiest me withal,-
My subjects - if I could but rest
And die the quiet queen of them all,
~ This is not precisely the adolescent malaise of In Autumn,

A Cenotaph has its origin in acute and genuine experience;:

but in both, there is the same unquiet sensibility, as of“a

heart not well stayed, not mature enough to meet"aAreal dis=- T

tress with the grace and vigour of The Young Neophyte.

In Renouncement, Alice Thompson leaves memory and .

describeéiﬁhe present experience. The excellence of this
sonne%xéénéists just in this: ‘that the poet neither accepts
nor rejedts fhe conflict'of utter separafion, even in thought;
that‘she ngiﬁher grieves over the past or.sadly;contemplates
the future; but is concerned with-the single present :
-experiéhcé of that conflict and.its carefullrepresentatién.

I must not think of thee; and, tired yet strong,
I shun the thought that lurks in all delight =
The thought of thee ~ and in the blue.
' o Heaven's height,
And in the sweetest passage of a song,
0 just beyond the fairest thoughts that throng
This breast, the thought of thee waits
hidden yet bright;
- But it must never, never come in sight;
I must stop short of thee the whole day long.

But when sleep comes to close each difficult day,
When night gives pause to the long watch I
N . keep, N
And all my bonds I needs must loose apart,
Must doff my will as raiment laid away,~ ' ,
"With the first dream that comes with the
o , first slesp
‘I run, I run, I am gathered to thy heart,(5)
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In-this sbnhet, there is the meeting of the two elements

that seem to produce the best poetry of Alice Meynell: the
sense of control that was the chief characteristic of her

“ conversion, and fhe "gildness" of the unpublished poems,
Inithe~first eight lines, the séﬂse of control is felt in

the deliberats rhythm: in the last six lines, there is a
sudden change.to.a swift, impetﬁous, rhythm;7’fhe sonnet,

even verbally, may Be taken as an expression of that coﬁflict.
in sensibility, which has élready been variously described,
Control, éusterity, solitude, are different manifestations

"of the same quality: .multiﬁude, "wildneéé", are manifestations
of the contrary duality., In the first eight lines,of thié
sonnet desplte the dellberate control there is the tremulous
" sense of multitude in the "thoughts that throng", and the
rhythm very nearly breaks free. Thronging thoughts and the
"long wateh", multitude_and solituﬁe, are_the}poies of Alice-
Meynell's poetic inspiration. ‘Let her Qraw‘too near to

either,'and phé result is either uarestrained sentiment or

frigid speculation. ‘Rehouncement, concerned with one single:
experience of that confiict, haé itself achieved a f ine poise
between‘the poles of the poet's sensibiliﬁy.

A Cenotaph concluded that resolution of the confliét,
was iﬁpossible. Renouncement was concerned witﬁ the conflict
itself, not its resolution.' The last three poems of this
- group take up the pr&blem of resolution and give, each, a
different answer,

In Parted, the beloved is identified with nature.
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There is still a deep sense of mourning in the "multitude".
Though I shall talk with him no more,
A low voice sounds upon the shore,
He must not watch my resting-place,
But who shall drive a mournful face '
From the sad winds about my door? - (8)
"His tears must not disturb my heart", And the poet finds
'a counterpoise for pain in the presence of the beloved in
the sky, in the eyes of a child, in the flower.
Joy is not gone from summer skies,
Nor innocence from children's eyes,
And all these things are part of him, -
The last lines of the poem,

I shall not have him at ny feet,
aAnd yet my feet are on the flowers...e.ey

carefully summarize the solution, this poem providés the
'poet. A tense balapce of.pain and joy @as been érranged.- |

In After a Parting;4this metaphysics of nature is
replaced by a more spiritual‘metaphysics; énd the beloved -
is identified with supernatural goodness, becoming the |
spirituél perfection towards which the péet is, at every
moment , striving; '

Farewell has long been said; I have foregone thee;

I never name thee even.
But how shall I learn virtues and yet shun thee?

For thou art so near Heaven
That. Heavenward meditations pause upon thee. (7)

The grieving of A Cenotaph and Parted has utteriy disappeared,
The'beioved is no longer "a mournful face" in the "sad winds"

or%a 1low voice" in the sound of the sea,




Thou dost beset the path to every shrine;
My trembling thoughts discern

Thy goodness in the good for which I pine;
And, if I turn from but one sin, I turn

Unto a smile of thlne.

-The pursuit of perfectlon has all the poignancy of thew
pursuit of the beloved. The poem ends on a note that

betrays how little peace the poet has achieved in this sense
of the "multitudinous" presence of the beloved in spiritual |

goodness,

How shall I thrust thee apart
Since all my growth tends to thee nlght and
_ - day.-
To thee faith, hope, and art?
_ Swift are the currents setting all one way;
They draw my life, my life, out of mymheart.,

A perfect resolution of this conflict is not reached till -

Thoughts in Separation. Neither the balance of joy and pain

in Parted, nor the continual frustration of the quest of
perfection, seem, to the poet, a satisfactory explanation of
the fact of renunciation. There has been a deliberate atiempt

to achieye through pain, a peace that is beyond and above pain,

.And, in a startling image, Thoughts in Separation attains the '
paradox of union and separation., The sonnet opens with a |
quiet affirmative paradox, -

We never méet;'yet we meet day by day

Upon those hills of life, dim and immense =~
The good we love, and sleep, eur imnnocence, (8)

Except for the difference in tone, this was the point already

reached in After a Parting, In the next lines, however, the

sonnet rises far above the pain and joy of Parted, and the

quest of After a Partlng, to spiritual love and Spirltual

peace,
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0 hllls of life, high hills! And, hlgher than they,
Our guardian spirits meet at.prayer ani play.
Beyond pain, joy, and hope, and long suspense,
Above the summits of our souls, far hence,
An angel meets an angel on the way,
Here is, at lasi; the quiet exultation that indicecates pain
triumphed over in the spirit of faith, The quest of the
beloved in spirltual perfection likewise finds peace in union,
In the permanency of their ideals of goodness, poet and beloved
have attained to.an-lndlssoluble union,
Beyond all good I ever believed of thee
~ Or thou of me, these always love and live. -
And though I fail of thy ideal of me,
My angel falls not short, They greet each other.
And then, in a startling 1mage, worthy of Donne, the poet
,brlngs.heaven and earth tegether,

Who knows, they may exchange the kiss we give,
Thou to thy erueifix, I to my mother,

In_bhe contrast of crucifix and mether, the separation on

- earth is finel and.ebsoiute. Renunciation.is complete._ In
 the kiss of angeis, union "above the summits of our souls®

is eomplete and eternal., The poet has boldly 1dentified the
lovefbr Christ Crucified and her lovejﬂn°her mother with the
spiritual love of man and woman. In this way, has renunciation
fulfilled itself.n Alfred Noyes, whose criticism of Alice
‘fMeynell's poetry does more credit to his reverence of Alice
,Meynelllthan‘to his ovn judgment of poetry, has now andAthen -
though never.withoﬁt the\uSual exorbitance - something of .
value to say., Of this sonnet, he writes that it is "a vast
spiritual landseape,"finvolving "love., passion, devefion,

grief, two life~histofies”, at once "world-embraecing" and




"an exqulsite celestial vision"; expressed'with "complete and

apparently effortless lucidity in fourteen llnes", Whlch make
of 1t "a poem without parallel in our language. ”(9) The
attempt to turn a sonnet into an epic need not be taken too
seriously; but Mr, Noyes has seen the vast framework of
thought and the multitude of desires that is here compressed
into the_sonnet forn, Evefy word of the sennet has its'full.
meaning in some stage.of the series we have been examining,
Tt is however in "the brief pfesentment of en image"(10) that

Alice Meynell's lyric art succeeds; and, in Thoughts in

Segaration, tﬁe image of the three kisses, with its peeuliar
geometricity, catohes swiftly and aceurately the outlines of
.Mr;'Noyes' epic, This eense<ef outline is'the real conquest
of "multiiude" ..The conclusion'fe Parted, -

I shall not have him at my Ieet, ,
And yet my feet are on the flowers...,. &

is a similar example of the 1ntellectual.apprehension of
imagery that is the‘predominant characteristic of'Alice

l Meynell's lafer manner, In such examples as these, it is
clear that. the later maﬁner is mofejthan implieit in Preludes,

This group of poeme has fared well in criticism,

William Sharp, writing of Renouncement, said: ' "I know of

no nobler or more_beaﬁtiful sonnet; and I have so considered
it ever gince I first heard it,ewhen Rossetti (who knew it by
.geart) repeating it to me, added that 1t was one of the three

w(11)

ﬁumst‘sonnetshever written by women, Goventry Patmore

‘denies Renouncement the ultimate excellence of the #¢lassical®
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standard, This sonnet,'he wrote in the Forthightly Review,

is "true, beautiful, and , negatively, almost.faultless; buf

it does not,attain the classical and only sound standard..,.

Mrs, Meynell's thoughts and feelings seém to be half- ' 5:5
"suffécated by their own sweetness and pathos, so that, though

they can speak with admirable delicacy, téndenmms, and - that

rarest of gfaces‘- unsuperfluousness, they camot éing."(lzy

It is difficult to see how these last words apply to
Benouncement. In Ereludes, as we have seen, and in the
unpubiished poems;-thefe are examples‘suffiéientidf the

suffocation of thought and feeling‘by sweetness and pathos;

. and in the Later Poems, there Wlll be occa31on to notlce the

suffocatlon of feellng by thpught but just why Patmore should
apply ‘such words as "sweetness and pathos“, to lines such as,
With the flrst dream that comes Wlth the first |
I ran, 1 run, I am gathered toS%E;pheart....,

is something, I confess, that I cannot explain, Anne Kimball

Tuell considered After a Parting, the "freer and perhaps more

beautiful companion poen" of Renouncement , combining "all the

guilelessnéss of the early work and the mature expressiveness

"( 13)

of the graver work to come, Katherine Brégy, in the

Catholie World finds that After a Parting "beats with a mu31c g

still more p01gnant" than Renouncement (14) Alfred Noyes

conS1dered both The Young Neogﬁytg and Thoughts in Separation

more perfect than Renmouncement; though - to illustrate héw

his extravagance undermines our respect for his judgment «~ -

these three sonnets, he thought ‘the "three greafest.pcems'
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ever written by‘a'woman".gls) Such nice diserimination may
be left at this point. I wish to add this only, that

The'Ybung,Neophyte is more typical than Renouncement of Alice

 Meynell's sensibility, and that Thoughts in Separation is
more tyﬁical of her mature manner,

In the Later Poems, there is only one poem of

renunciation that may be included in this group. It is
impossible to say with cerﬁainty Whether,it refers to an

actual experience. This poem, '§hy wilt thou. Chlde?', first

appeared in The Pall Mall Gazette, early in 1896

' Why wilt thou chide,
- Who hast attained to be denied?
0 learn, above:
All price is my refusal, Love.
- My sacred Nay
Was never cheapened by the way.
Thy single sorrow crowns thee lérd
Of an unpurchasable word,

0 strong, O purel’
As yea makes happier loves secure,
I vow thee this
‘Unique rejection of a kiss,
I guard for thee
This jealous sad monopoly.
I seal this honour thine; none dare o
Hope for a part in thy despair, _ (16)

At first sight, this seems perverse arrogance. John Drinkwater

Wr?te»df this poem: "I, for.one, who adore Alice Meynell's

work and think of it as among the very fine flowers of the R
English genlus, do not mach- care for the poet who wrote that

poem - I somehow do not thlnk that in strict terms of the

n(17)

1mag1nation she really meant 1t Upon a second reading,

the astonishing originality of thoughtAreveals iteelf, If



the poem is read, couplet by couplet - not line.by,line -
it will be seen that each couplet expresses an~idea that, if

I may be allowed a generous rashness for emphasis, is

éxpressed nowhere else in English iiterature. It must be
admitted that the perversity, if this is perversity, is
extraordinarily consistent; aﬁd it is élways dangeroué to

. ecall anything consistent, perverse, TFor example, each succeed-
ing couplet is but a fresh precision of the initial paradox:

Why wilt thou chide, ,
Who hast attained to be denied?

Without being necessarily profound, the thought and expression
can be extremely subtle. It requires careful consideration
before any sense can be made of the lines:

- . My sacred Nay o
Was never cheapened"by the ways

Change . the word "Nay" to "Yea®, and tge couplet is at 6nce
clear - and vapid; Alice ﬁeynéll, in this characteristic
- but unusually difficult'example Qf her mature manner, has

looked at the reverse side of an accepted idea and seen

there, what seemed to her mind, the shadow of truth. John -
'Drinkwater;had already noticed in Alice Meygell, though hé

ﬁas unable to divine its employment here, "an amazing gift

for capturing with a phrase the most elusive turns of thought,
for arresting the cloud forms of emotions as they pass over
the mind and\giving'them solid intellectual form," "This ﬁas

a faeulty, that",,according to Mr, Drinkwéter, "she éhared

 with herﬂbeloved}seventeenth—Century lyrists, with Donne



- -87-

and Crashaw and Vauvghan, but in actual deftness of4its
exercise I think she excelled them all. Such poets as those,
perhaps, burnt more fiercely than she, and were even more
curious in spiritual skill, but none of them gave dlfflcult
thought S0 1u01d a s1mp1101ty of statement. "(18) Katherine
Brégy is the only critic, to my knowledge, w hp has discovered

a meaning that seems to warrant the vigour and deliberate

_ precision of 'Why wilt thou chide?' This critic writes that

the ery of;rehuﬁeiation,vheard in San Lorenzo's Mother and‘

The Young Neophyte, "stings the soul in 'Why wilt thou Chide®'
- a late and mystical lyric.“(lg)"This was a splehdid » |
intuition; but it is not eXpiicit‘eheugh to resolve the
apparentvperversities of the poem, and, if I can judge from
so slender a hint, it isvperhaps not quite aceurate. This
poem is guite cleafly a lover-beloved poem. There is intense
1ove.in the heart of the/one, who renounces, .as well as in
the heart of the one, who“pleeds for~the seecurity of "happier
loves", &nd this essential problem is not the problem of

| San Lérenzofs Mother, nor the problem of The Young Neophyte,

but rather the problem of Thoughts in Separation. The poem,

thoqgh not a "mystical" poem, does bear a relation to

" mysticism, The f@ll meaning of the poem, and therefore its
full intensify, can only be understood, if the reader has
penetrated the significance - I do not say, the meaning =
of a certaln nystery of the New Testament, or of certain

.chapters in the works of the great mystical writers. The _ S
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passage from Holy Scripture occurs in Saint Matthew.

And about the ninth hour Jesus cried with a .
loud voice, saying: Eli, Eli, lamma sabacthani?
that is: My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken
me ¥ (20)
It will be observed that God the Father and God the son
present to us the lover-belbved relation of the poem 'Why

 ggét thou Chide?'  There is in this passage also the with-

drawal of_the loﬁer, agonizing and incomprehgnsible t&-the
beloved, We are dealing, it is also éiear, with the elect
soul. Christ had indeed "attained to be denied”. The agony
of such a Withdrawal, such a denial, is possiblé oily for the
soul whose being, activity, desife, are directedrexciusiveiy
to the lover. This is the "sacred Nay" that "was never
éheapened by the Way",'but reserved for the soul that had
deserved this c}imax of renunciation, And, in this imcompre-
hensible withdrawal of the Father from His Divine Son, the

value of such a fejection is assured, No other pain of the

Pagsion, however te?rible, had brought a cery from the lips of

Christ., As the gréatest agbny in this deliberately painful
plan of Redemption, this imcomprehensible moment of Divine |
denial has necessarily its}importange, its place, in that'
plan, Alice Meynell's poem may be frightening; it may appear
strangely unfeeiingvand imperious as the withdrawdlof the
: Fatger from the dying Son‘may appear to us; it may be
mysterious; it ié certainly neither meaningless nor perverse,
' The mystlcs have verlfled, in their own experlence,

the w1thdrawalof God from the soul that has reached that
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degree of perfection, wherein, completely detached from every
earthly desire, it desires only to clingltovGod Himself, I
quote, almost at random,vfrom the Autobiography oflst. Teresa_
- of Avila, |

By impetus I mean that desire which at times

rushes into the soul, without being preceded by

prayer, and this is most frequently the case; it

is a sudden remembering that the soul is away .
from God, or of a word it has heard to that ' L
effect. This remembering is occasionally so L
strong and vehement that the soul in a moment

becomes as if the reason were gone, just like a

person who suddenly hears most painful tidings

of which he knew not before, or is surprised;

such a one seems deprived of the power of collect~
~ing his thoughts for his own comfért, and is as

one lost, So is it in this state, except that

the suffering arises from this, that there abides

in the soul a coaviction that it would be well
- worth dying in it. It seems that whatever the :
soul then percelves does but inerease its suffering,
and that our Lord will have its whole being find

no comfort in anything, nor remember that it is Hia
will that it should live: the soul seems to itself

to be in great and indescribable loneliness, and
abandoned of all, because the world, and all that

is in it, glves 1t pain; and because if finds no -
companionship in any created thing, the soul seeks
its Creator alone, and this it sees to be impossible
unless it dies; and as it must not kill itself, it

is dying to die, and there is really a risk of death,' S
and it sees itsell hanging between heaven and earth, S
- not knowing what to do with itself. And from time. I
to time God gives it a certain knowledge of Himself,

that it may see what it loses, in a way so strange

that no explanation of it is possible; and there is

no pain in the world - at least I have felt none = -

that is equal or like unto this, for if it lasts .

but half an hour the whole body is out of joint,

and the bones so racked, that I am not able to

write with my hands: the palns I endure are most

grievous, , . : (21)

With therefore the sacred text in mind, and any such passages

as this one from mysticai writers, the poen '"Why wilt thou

Chide®' becomes a lucid and éxtremely intense poem, in which

Voo



~90=

g difficult mystery is outlined Wifh extraof@inary,snbtlety

and precision, I am not suggesting that thismpoem is a
”mystidal" poem; but it does seem 1o make use of a fundamental
fruth of ﬁysticism. The poem carefuliy underlines the
“uniqueness"-of the experience. Such phrases as, "Thy single
éorrowﬂ, "an unpurchasable: word","unique rejectioh of a kiss",

"jealous sad monopoly", "I seal this honour thine", "none

dare hope for a part in thy despair", impress us with the

sense that we are dealing, exclusivély, with‘the elect soul, o
The poem deserves its place at the end of the series of |

Parting poens; for'the lipes,

E 0 learn, above _ .
All price is my refusal, LOVB.ecesey

reveal that, for the first time in this series, is the fact
of renunciation itself éxplored for its proper, essential
value. ~And here the series must end; for it is impossible
to conceive what further exploration of this theme is

- possible, after Thoughts in Separatipn, where renunciation

findsfifs fulfilment in spiritual union, and after 'Why wilt

thou Chide?', where renunciation finds, within itseif, its

fproper mystical value,

In this'preoccgpation with the theme of renunci-

'ation, Alice Meynell demands comparison‘with that other
‘woman poet of the Victorian Age, Christina Rossetti. The
\difference may belsimply expressed as the difference between
21 Upper Phillimore Place and 30 Tbrrington Square., Their |

1ikenesé may be expressed by saying that both Weré,called : I O
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Saints by those who knew them, and yet both were women of

Acharm and warmth, Theodore Watts, in the Hineteenth Centﬁry,

) .
describes his impression of Christina Rossetti.

evs. While she seemed to breathe a sainthood

that must needs express itself in poetry, all

the charm of the mere woman remained in her -
remained, and coloured her life with these

riches of earth, without which woman may be
worshipped, but never loved as Christina '
Rossetti was loved by us all.e (22)

‘J.C._SQulre has described his 1mpresslon of Aliee Meynell,

I, one of many .who were honoured by her kindness
and benefited by her wisdom, shall carry her
gracious memory to the grave., There, in her
London Flat or in . the ample library room of her
country cottage, she would sit in her corner:

a woman with uwawhitened hair, very upright and
calm, She still gave an impression of youth .and
beautye... A saint and a s1by1 smoklng a ,
_cigarette, ' : (23)

Katherine Tynan Hinkson shows the contrast between the two
poets in her impression of their homes. Of the Kensington .
home of Alice Meynell, she has written:
I remember the sunlight in the drawing-room
at 21 Upper Phillimore Place, Kensington, and
daffodils, as well as peacock feathers, which
~were very much in vogue just then, the
influence of the Aesthetlc Movement bveing still
in the air, , : (24)
And Christina Rossetti, Katherine Tynan saw}
weo living with her mbther and one or two old
aunts in a house full of twilight, as it
~ seemed to me - 30 Torrington Square. (25)
The contrast between sunlight and twilight expresses, with
reasonable accuracy, the difference in sensibiiity between
Parted or Thoughts in Separation and such lines of Christina
Rossetti as these:

T
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The irresponsive-silence of the land,
The irresponsive sounding of the sea,
, Speak both one message and one sense to me:-
.Aloof, aloof, we stand aloof, sd stand.

Thou too aloof, bound with the flawless band
Of inner solitude. we bind not thee

But who from thy self-chain shall set thee free?

What heart shall touch thy heart? What hand thy -
| | hand? (26)

The renunciation of Christina Rossetti was definite, but not
with a pervasive regretfulness, The poet frets Within bars,
v She désires}to be remembered. Her fenuneiation"is not quite
. absolute,
" Remember me when I am gone away, '
Gone far away .into the silent land;
When you ¢an no more hold me by the hand, ,
- Nor I half turn to go yet turning stay. | (27) -

Death_ié, 1n_chrlst1na Rossettit's mind, closelyrassociated

with the pain of renunciation. 'Indeed, so far is her spirit

from the spirit of Thoughts in Separation and 'Why wilt thou

Ghide?', that renunciation seemed to her rathef a frustration,

"Too late for love, too late for joy, ' .
: Too late, too late! '
You loitered on the road too long,
: You trifled at the gate:
The enchanted dove upon her branch
’ Died without a mate,
The enchanted princess in her tower
Slept, died, behind the grate;
Her heart was starv1ng all this while :
You made it wait, ‘ (28)

In the same poem, Ihe Prince's Progress, Christina Rossetti

has given us a brief contrast to mark the pathos that per=
" vades the ever-present theme of renunciation,

Let be these poppies that we strew, _ .
Your roses are too red, ﬂ (29)

Despite the declaration of seme.: that Christina Rossetti is




: ~93-

"the finest flower of the Oxford movement to which she

(Eo)there is yet to

1ntellectually -and emotlonally belonged”
be felt, in her melancholy, an overbalance of grigf, a sense
of féar, of lack of trust, théﬁ betrays a strain’of‘Puriténism.-
William Rossetti, in his'Introduétién to Maud, agrees that
this little novel reveals ﬁis sister as over-scrupulcus in
métters of conscience.(31) There is something sigﬁificantv

in the contrast of Christina Rossetti, expuhging from her coPy

(32)

of Swinburne - "The supreme ev1l God", and of Alice

' Meynell keeping carefully - "the lilies and 1anguors of
virtue and the roses and raptures of viece" - to knock
Swinburne on the head with it, not for ité morality, but for

- (33)

the cheapness of the verse. Sister Madeleva, in Chaucer's

- Nung and cher Essazs,-tells how Christina Rossetti would not
step upon a secrap of paper in the“streét, iest it might'have
written upon it, the Holy Name: and then continues:
Her devotion to a single attitude becomes almost
a disease, her homesickness for heaven is near
. to dypochondiia, yet one cannot assail the
patient sweetness of it., Hers is the most
plaintive of all the music made by this group
of spiritual singers, , . (34)
Puritanism is a very real danger for the soul that
feels profouhdly the need of renunciation. We are reminded
" of Milton deliberately, although reluctantly, stripping the
pagan ornamentation of the ancient classics from his pdetry,

" as he proceeds from the Paradise Ldst, thrqugh Paradise

Regained, to Samson Agonistes. But the seriés of Poems of

- Parting, we have been discussing, begin indeed with the
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'pain of renunciation; but they soon transcend the pain and
enter into the glory of renunciation, where puritanism is

impéssible. This must be made clear, in view of the special

nature of Alkce Meynell's conversion, In that cenversion, L
Alice Meynell was seekihgravlaw_and sanction for morality.
Suech a quest suggestg,'in Victorian England, a strain’ of

‘puritanism. And indeed, her dauvghter writes that Alice : o

Thompson, at the age of seventeen, had 2 too-sensitive
conscience, . "Her religious»ideais, and pefhaps hér'father'é
standérds,‘aléo made.her morbidly.selffaceusing.n(35)
Delicate of cénscience, she was always; but she S§on]0ut-
grew morbidity.‘ Most conﬁiﬁcing evidence_gf her laék of |
puritanism is the tone of the two Sin poems of her later
lwérk. It migh£ be well t§ ha§e in mind, Davidson's A Ballad
of Heaven, published in 1894, as an eitfeme exampie of the
éense of sin,

The slow adagio begins; B

The winding-sheets are ravelled out-

That swathe the minds of men, the sins -
That wrap their rotting souls about. (36)

Mr, H.J.C. Grierson accounts for this morbidity in Davidson,
as‘"a consequence of‘Scotiish religious thought and feeling,
the'stress léid upoh a personal sense of sin and sense of
-pérdon”;,.. "and the Evangelical_movement Qf”the later
eighteénth and earlier nineteenth ecentury had renewed and
intensified the mood." 37) Alice Weynell has deprecated the

Evangelical upbringing of John Ruskih(ss); and;‘instead of

the stin that WrapS‘thé rotting soul about, celebrates, that
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_ , h
is the word, the sin that is made white as snow,

Into the rescued world newcomer, .
The newly-dead stepped up, and cried,
'O what is that, sweeter than summer .
. Was to my heart before I died? : SR
Sir (to an angel), what is yonder ‘ : S
Hore bright than the remembered skies,
A lovelier sight, a softer splendeur -
Than when the moon was wont to rise?
Surely no- sinner wears such seeming '
Even the Rescued World within?t

'O the success of His redeeﬁing!
O child, it is a rescued sin!! . (39).

This is the poem, Beyond Knowledge, publishéd'in The

Saturdav-Revieg, in 1911, Among the ten poems , privately.'

printed in 1915, the second Sin poem, Free Will, appeared,
In this poem, it would seem that personal sin, so far from
being matter for morbidity, is matter for encouragement,

But my best treasures are

- Ignoble, undelightful, abject, cold;
Yet 0! profounder hoards oracular

No religuaries hold,

There lie my trespasses,
- Abjured but not disowned...,

Under my hand they lie, )
My very own, my proved iniquities;
And though the glory of my life go by
I hold and garner these,

How else, how otherwhere,
' How otherwise, shall I discern and grope
For lowliness? How hate, how love, how dare, -
How weep, how hope? ~ (40) hn

 This was the poem that Ralph Hodgson, on leave during the

war, praised so highly in Hverard Meynell's bookshop, ' 41)

And this is the poem that Anne Kimball Tuell, in the

Atlantie MOnthix, explained in the sense that "sin committed
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is a speeial privilege, as the first stage of the rebirth

" of beauty."™ 42) . Since the poem, startling though it is,

in its triﬁmph over the futility of sin, might quite as

easily be interpreted in the sense of King David's "Miserere",

- For I know my iniquity: and my sin is |
always before me; ‘ (43)

'Anne Kimball ‘Tuell ought not t0 have convicted Allce Meynell'

of heresy. This is a poem upon "Free Wlll", and, whereas.
John Davidson makes of sin, a mehstrous load that crushes
the soul, Alice Meynell deliberately uses s;n as a tool that
strikes off virtue from the_soul; And perhaps the difference

between Davidson, and indeed between Christina Rossetti,

and Alice Meynell may be expressed best in this distinction

of St, Evrémond,

The Protestant is always thlnklng of not
displeasing God, the Catholic is always .
thlnklng of plea31ng Him; fear being the ruling
motive in one, love in the other, (44) -

One thinks at once of George Herbert; and the distinection

shows itself as outrageously unfair. 'ged St, Evrémond

used the word "Puritan" instead of "Protestant", T should

~ have been content,

It can now be seen that The Young Neophyte must

be interpreted in the spifit of the Poems of Pérting. The

meaning of The Young Neophyte is fulfilled, not merely in

the acceptancé of whatever pain may coﬁe, but in the spirit,

and in the practice, of active renunciation, We have seen,

in the last place, that this active fenunciation,’in Aliece
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Meynell, was uttgrly free from any mingling of puritanism.
and it is in terms of this characteristiec quality of Alice
Meynell's sensibility that Alige Meynell!s art, in poetry
and broée, is revealed to us. In life, she had remounced . "
a deep and valuable love: in hér art, she will renounce more

and more anyheffusiveness qf the'imaginatién, beSt_illusf

trated by the Unpublished Poems, for the austerity and fﬁ?

intellectuality of her Later Poems,




CHAPTER TWO: OCCASIONAL ESSAYS




In the autumn of 1877, Alice Thompson was married

to Wilfrid Meyngll. And with her marriage, Alice Meynell
entered upon that umusual enterprise for a Victorian

-Womah; a career. Journalism was to be the constant occu-
pation‘of both busband and wife, During the days of their
engagement, they had been preparing'to project a new Review,

But it was not till 1880, that the Review, The Pen, a

Jburhgl‘oth;teratgre, appeared. After ten isgugs) The Pen

~died Quietly in Iuly.” In 1881, The Weekly Register, a

Catholic periodical, was begun; and this was in Wilfrid
Meynell's,hands fof eighteen years., ;Iﬁ 1883, Wi;frid.
Meynellflaunched Mefrz»England. -”Thevfirst number", writes
Viola Meynell, "had a portrait of Disraeli for frontispiece,
" and all the ardéuf of the new magazine was in support of

the social revolution of the Young England Movement, the

revival of the peasantry, the abolition of the wrongs of
~the‘poor,uthe spread of art and‘literature."(l) Alice
Meynell was therefore in vital contact_with"the issues of

the late Vietorian period, She was, beéides this essentia1 

business,veohtributiqg-to Henley's Scots Observer,vlater

The National Observer, and to thé Pail Mall Gazette. And

during this time, the Bighties and the Nineties, Alice
‘Meynell was devoting herself to the bringing up of her
seven children, '

- It is not'surprisinggﬁhat;junder this pressure,



=99

poetic inspiration vanished., After the publication of

Preludes she wrote éiter a Parting in 1877, Unlinked in

1880, A Song of Derivationg in 1885, and the Ven1 Creator

in 1890. Four brief lyriecs 1n a perlod of flfteen years!
In the sonnet Unlinked, Alice Meynell had already noticed
the silence of her poetic inspiration; but_decides,‘

i From me, my art, thou canst not pass away. (2)

In the essay, The Rhythm of Life, written in 1889, she

instances poetic'inspiration as an example of periodieity
in life, | | |
Like them fthe saints) are the poets'wﬁom, three
timés or ten times in the course of a long life,
the Muse has approached, touched, and forsaken,
And yet hardly like them; not always so doclle,
nor so wholly prepared for the departure, the
brevity; of the golden and irrevoecable hour,
Few poets have fully recognized the metrical
absence of their Muse, TFor full recognition
is expressed in one only way - silence, (3)
| dlice Meynell's'prose divides itself convenientiy,
and~a1most chrpno;ogically, into two kinds; the Occasiopal
Essays and Literary Griticism.. The Occasional Essays belong
to the Eighties and Nineties, Her literary criticism begins
in earnestnafter her visit to America in 1902, and continues
till her death in 1922, The Occasional Hssays include, as

‘ their mosﬁ important work,.fiVe small volumes: The Bhythmf

‘of”Life'(1895), written chiefly for Henley and theﬂNational

'ObServer* The Colour of Life, which reprinted, in 1896 the

"Wares of Autolycus" columns in the Pall Mall Gazette,_

-The Children (1897); The Spirit of Place (18991, and Ceres

Runaway (1909).
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The themes of these Hssays were, as her daughter

has said, entirely her own.‘4) In the volume of The Rhythm

of Life,vthe title essay exposes the law of periodicity that
governs the exchanges of joy and sorrow in life; the essay .
on Composure, in controversy with the contemporary bias for
the Germanic element in languége, declares the neceséary

office of the Latin element in the language of literature;'

the essays on ggggglgﬂgg and Deciﬁi}ized reprove the dullness
and artificiality of public taste, Her subjects are various,
having their source usually in controversy or, as she gained
repufation, in impressionistic description of nature,

To speak of fhese gssays, as most have done, usihg
the words "austere rastraint"(5),.is to speak_bf only part of
the sensibility revealed. The spirit of "maltitude” is
omnipresent in these essays; though the céntrol) soﬁevidently
needed in the earlier poems of Preludes,vis increasingly felt;
The essay, The Bhythm of Life, is actually a'poem in prose;_
treating a subject‘elOSely,allied to the subject 6frtheppem

To the Beloved., The essay is a new version of the "multitude- 
composure“ theme,

It seems fit that Shelley and the author of the

"Imitation" should both have been keen and simple
enough to perceive these flights, and to guess at
the order of this periodicity, (6)

There is orderj but there is flight.

Delight can be compelled beforehand, called, and
constrained to our service - Ariel can be bound to
" a daily task; but such artificial violenece throws
life out of metre, and it is not the spirit that e
is thus compelled., That flits upon an orbit o
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ellipticaliy or parabolically or hypefbolically
curved, keeping no man knows what trysts with .
 Tinme, (7)

The last sentence of the essay is wisdom: the wisdom, not
profound, but not easily aceepted, that men must heve in
the tide of their affairs,
Their joy is flying away frdm them on its way
home; their life will wax and wane; and if they
would be wise, they must wake and rest in its
phases, knowing that they are ruled by the law
that commands all things - a sun's revolutions
~and the rhythmic pangs of maternity, (8)
It is impossible not to suspect here a reply to Pater's

Conelusion to Studies in the Renaissance; for, though'that

book had'appeared in 1873, its influence belongs more pro-
perly tq'the Bighties and Nineties. Certginly, the contrast
of Alice Mbynell'é "periodicity® of life and Pater's o
"perpetual flow".théory, derived from Heraclitus, indicates
a similar approéch to the préblem.

in»Com osure, the "multitude-composure" fheme

is applied to language. The problem in language for

literature, Alice Meynell says, is . : L
wes Which school of words shall have the place
of honour in the great and sensitive moments.
of an author's style: which school shall be
used for conspicuousness, and which for multi-
tudinous service, o (9)

_ The quarrel is between the Teutonic school and the Latin
school; and, with fine precision in an evanescent matter;
the essayist finds inm words such as “tribulationﬁ énd

"immortality" ahd "maltitude®, a composure that controls

their trouble,
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Without the reﬁcteness éf the Latinity the
thought would come too close and shake too
cruelly. ‘ o (10)

But the dual‘heritage is not to be cast aside,

Nay, one of the most charming things that a
master of English can achieve is the repayment

of the united teaching by linking their results

80 exquisitely in his own practice, that words

of the two schools are made to meet each other
with a surprise and delight that shall prove

them at once gayer strangers, and sweeter
companions, than the world knew they were. (11)

And then, Alice Meynell resolves the disputenin precisely

the spirit in which she was solving the fundamental problems

of Preludes, the problem of her conversion, and the problem

of the Poems of Parting.

It is well, too, that we should not resist the
rhythmic reaction bearing us now somewhat te

the side of the Latin, Such a reaction is in

some sort an ethical need of our day. We want
‘10 guell the exaggerated decision of monosyllables,
We want the poise and the pause that imply
vitality at times better than headstrong move=-

- ment expresses 1t

in The Flower, she applies her theme to the artifieial

ugliness, which repeats the conventional pattern of the

flewer en wall, floor, ceiling, and furniture.

A condition for using justly and gaily any
‘#tecoration would seem to be a measure of reluctance.
Ornament - strange as the doetrine sounds in a
world decivilized - was in the beginning intended
to be something jocund; and jocundity was never
~to be achieved by by postponement deference, and
modesty.  Wor. can the prodigality of the meadows
in May be guoted in disputse. Hor Hature has

- something even more severe than moderation; she’
has an innumerable singleness. Her buttercup
meadows are not prodigal; they show multitude,

but not multiplieity, and multiplicity is ezactly
the disgrace of decoratien. . (13)'
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In the essays, collected under the title, The

Coloﬁr of Life, the "multitude-composure“-theme is discernible

throughout. The Point of Honour, an appfoval of Velésquez;
explains'the obligations of the Impressionist painter,

Because Impressionism with all its extreme = let
us hope its ultimate —~ derivatives is so free,
therefore it is doubly bound., Because there is
none to arraign it, it is a thousand times
responsible., To undertake this art for the sake
of its privileges without confessing its
obligations - or at least without confessing
them up to the point of honour - is to take a
vulgar freedom: to see immunities precisely
where there are duties, and an advantage where .
there is a bond, ] (14)

In the essay, Symmetry and_Inqident, is the clearest state#

ment of Alice Meynellfs,dominant theme. Discovered in life,
it must’be applied to/art. This essay, perhaps the most |
splendid and most characteristic of Aliée Meynell!s
Occaéional-Essays, is surely the best example of that pre=
cision of_expressiog in dealing with thoughts that seem to
1ie just beyond the.reach of expression. Expression could

hardly be more precise: yet words could scarcely be-more

fruitful with suggestion than these clear, precise;words.

But whatever may be the phases of the arts, there
is an abiding principle of symmetry in the body
of man, that goss Greek, like an upright soul,

Its balance is equal, Exterior human symmetry

is surely a curious physiological fact where
there is no symmetry interiorly. TFor the centres -
of life and movement within the body are placed
with Oriental inequality. Man is Greek without
and Japanese within, But the absolute symmetry
of the skeleton and of the beauty and life that
cover it is accurately a prineiple, It controls,
but not tyrannously, all the life of human action,
Attitude and motion disturb perpetually, with
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infinite incidents - inequalities of work, war,
and pastime, inequalities of sleep -~ the symmetry
of man,,. All human movement is a variation upon
symmetry, and without symmetry it would not be
"wariation; it would be lawless, fortuitous, and
as dull and broadcast as lawless art, (15)

It is in such a passage as this that the quality of Alice '

Meynell's mind is best observed, It may be well to interrupt

the examination of this essay, for a brief analysis of the

quality of mind manifest in this passage., Meredith and

Chesterton, among a numbsr of crities, have paid tribute to

the quality of thought that is compressed into these brief

essays, In the Dublin Review, in 1923, Chesterton wrote

that -

she never wrote a line, or even a word, without-
putting brains into it. - , (18)

George Meredith, in the National Review, reviewed Alice

Meynell's essays in 1896,

I can fancy MYatthew Arnold, lighting on such
essays ' as "The Point of Honour®, "A Point in
Biography", "Symmetry and Incident", and others

I have named, saying with refreshment, "She can
write!" It does not seem to me too bold to
imagine Carlyle listening, without the weariful
gesture, to his wifets reading of the same,
hearing them to the end, and giving his comment:
"That woman thinks!® A woman who thinks and can
write, who does not disdain the school of
journalism, and who brings novelty and poetiec
beauty, the devout but open mind, to her practice
of it, hears promise that she will one day rank
as one of the great Englishwomen of ILékters, (17)

But the thought of Alice Meynell is remarkably close to the
perception of the senses. Our first impression of her mind
is that it operates in a vacuum, I can recall no single

sentence of hers that is drawn out of an accumulated store
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of learning; nor one judgment of hers that seems to derive
from abstract principles or the formulated laws of natural
science, Her intellect, unencumﬁered by any predisposition,

seems to dart at its object, swiftly express its eatch, then

dart to another point of alighting, Her thought is not
continuous - that is, it is not reasoning - it is s imply
apprehensive, The judgment. - All human movement is a

variation upon symmetry; and without symmetry it would not

be variation - frém the passage already quoted, is the
abstract expréssion of_an intuitive perception of the human
‘body. So much is clear from the passage itself. Aand it may
be assumed that her'concepts are not really abstract; but
mingled.W;th.sense~perception. Take, for exampié, the
phrase "Oriental inequality" in the éentence:

For the centres of life and movement within the
body are placed with Oriental inequality.

"Oriental inequality" is simply not an abstract concept; and
it would be dangerOué to accept it as one. Like a proper

name, it dosg not abstragt the reality of its subjéct; it

merely refers to, or.indicates, a certain reality. And
were Alice Meynell asked to say just what "Oriental

inequality® indicated, she could only pointvto a previous

page and some such "definition" as this:

Took at the curls and curves whereby this people
fthe Japanese} conventionally signify wave or
cloud,.. they have an exquisite prankishness
of variety, the place where the upward or down-
ward scrolls curl off from the main wave is
delicately unexpected every time, and - ' ‘
especially in gold embroideries - is sensitively
fit. for the material, catching and losing the
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light, while the lengths of waving 1ine‘are :
such as the long gold threads take by mature., (18)

I believs that Patwmore has given us the phrase for this

guality of Alice Meynell‘s mind, when, in his Fortunightly
Review ecriticism of her essays, hevsboke of her "percéptive
reason." Patmore clearly intends to oppose his éhrase to the
"discursive?'reason; forrhe-immediétely speaks 6ffher Pability
to discern self-evident things as yet undiScerned,"(lg)
Patmore's phrase ﬂpérce@tive reason® is certainly more satis-
factory than Chesterton's "putting brains into it"; for Alice
Meynell's thinking is, not a "putting", but a "pefceiving“:
a recépﬁion, not an applicatibn. If this analjsis is correct,
it‘eXPlains, I think, a. number of things. Insofar as her
thought is not abstract, not generalized, but close to
percéptions of line and colour and space, her thought is still
suggestive, In the ﬁords of Francis Thompson, spoken of her

poems, she wakehs "not sounds, but sileneés".(zo) In the

- words of the Athenacum reviewsr, also of her poems, each piece'

is "like the hinting of a secret."(21) In the words of George

Meréditb, of her essays, they "leave a sense of stilled sing=

ing in the mind they rii1."(22) Insofar as her reason is
t"perceptive", and not discursive, her work gives the sense of
“austere feétraint"§23)_of "holding ité reserveﬁ,(24)‘of
éonstant originalify. Indeéd originality is one of the main
delights of this prose, The subject is usually commonplace

ehough; but the point of view is perpetualiy fefreshing. This

"perceptive" reason accounts, too, for her delight in paradoxe
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It is the office of the philosopher to resolve paradox}
it was the way with Alice Meynell's mind to stop with the
perception of paradox. And we have therefore the explanation
of'what she herself has confessed, that neither by theology
nor philosophj, did she enter the Catholic Church,

To return then to the "multitude-composure® theme

in Symmetry and Incident. Having discovered her theme in life,

Alice Meynell demands it in art; and, to enforce the demand

quotes Coventry Patmore's Principle in Art,

The order of inflection that is not infraction has
been explained in a most authoritative sentence of
criticism of literature, a sentence that should .
save the world the trouble of some of its present
futile, violent, and weak experiments: "Law, the
rectitude of humanity ," says Coventry Patmore,
"should be the poet's only subject, as, from time
immenmorial, it has been the subjeect of true art,
though many a true artist has done the Muse's will
and knew it not. As all the music of verse arises,
. not from infraction but from infleetion of the law
' of the set metre; so0 the greatest poets have been
those the modulus of whose verse has been most
variously and delicately inflected, in correspondencs
with feelings and passions which are the inflections
of moral law in their theme, Law puts a strain upon
feeling, and feeling responds with a. strain upon law,.
PFurthermore, Aristotle .says that the quality of
poetic language is a continual glight novelty., 1In
the highest poetry, like that of Wilton, these three .
modes of inflection, metrical, linguistical, and
moral, all chime together in praise of the truer order
of life," v (25)

The essay concludes with an imporfant contrast and the re-
. affirmation of the dominant theme of Alice Meynell's work,
whether in poetry or in prose, '

The nimble art of Japan is unessential; it may come
and go, may settle or be fanned away. It has life

and it is not without law; it has an obvious life,

and a. less obvious law. But with Greece abides the
obvious law and the less obvious life: symmetry

as apparent as the symmetry of the form of man,

and life oceult'like his unequal heart., Ang
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this seems to be the nobler and the more -
perdurable relation. (26)

In the essays, collected in the volume, entitled.

The Ghlldren, and publlshed in 1897, the tltles themselves

suggest the presence of the theme: Fellow Travellers with a

Bird, The Child of Tumult, The Child of Subsiding Tumult,

The Unreadz, The Illusion of Historic Time. One essay in

this volume, the title of which doeé not suggest the theme

, ofﬂmultitﬁde-composure“, ig/perhaps«the most exciting example‘

of it., This essay, Under the Early Stars, opens with the

familiar chord and the new variation,
Play is not for every hour of the day, or for
any hour taken at random, There is a tide in .
the affairs of children. (27)
The childrén are cafefully drawn in their ordinary daily
routine, ‘ v
" They may have been in a pottering mood all day,
intent upon all kinds of close industries,
breathing hard over chqppings and poundings,
And then the moment of transformation°

But when late tw111ght comes, there comes also
the punctual w1ldness.

The punctual wildness! A new phrase for the dominant theme,

}And with the word "remembrances" a new invasién'cf tumult
-is felt in the wbrés‘immediatel& following.

The children will run and pursue, and laugh for

the mere movement - it does so jolt their spirits, ”

, What remembeances does this imply of the
hunt, what of the pre@atory dark? The kitten .
grows alert at the same hour, and hunts for moths
and crickets in the grass, It comes like an imp,
leaping on all fours, The children lie in ambush
and fall upon one another in the ‘mimiery of hunt-
ing, :
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ees It may be the impotent revolt of the ineffectual
child, or the stroke of the conqueror; but some-
thing is done for freedom under the esarly stars,

And a moment later in this brief eSSay, there is a neW 
variation:
The time of falling aslesp is a child's immemorial
and incalculable hour. It is full of traditions :
and beset by antique habits... Childhood is anti- ~
quity, and,with the sense of time and the sense of :
mystery is connected forever the hearing of a
lullaby. ' o ' (28) -
- And the essay ends with a last #ariation:v

His closing eyes are filled with alien images. (29)

The theme can be traced through The Spirit of Place,‘
the collection of essays published in 1899, The eséayist is.
furning‘more to the presence of movement in naturévfor her
sﬁbjects, In Wé;;gd which begins with -a disapproval of water-
pipes, Alice Meynell sees in all "the waters of this planet..,

2 multitude of waters multiplying suns,"

Not a pool without this visitant, or without
passages of stars, N . (30)

And, of the water brought to Rome in the great aqueducts:

None more splendid came bound to Rome, or

graced captivity with a more invincecible

liberty of the heart, - : (31)
The effect of light upon colour and line in landscape, an
influence shed upon Alice Meynellt's prose through her delight

and eriticism of the Impressionists of the later Nineteenth

Century, has now an dmportant place in the essays of this

volume and the later volume of Ceres Runaway. One might

even suppOSe that such essays as In July, Rain, The Hofizon,
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Cloud, Shadows, in the collection The Spirit of Place; and, in

Ceres Runaway, the Tethered Constellations, were written with

the purpése of réfining the painter's eye. Such a passage as
this from. the Cloﬁd, will serve to illustrate her power,

The cloud, moreover, controls the sun, not merely

by keeping the custody of his rays, bmt by becoming

the counsellor of his temper. The cloud veils an

angry sun, or, moreterribly, lets fly an angry ray, S
suddenly bright upon tree and tower, with iron- '

gray storm for a background, Or when anger had

but threatened, the cloud reveals him, gentle beyond
hope. It is in the confidence of the winds, and

wears their colours, There is a heavenly' game, on
south~west wind days, when the clouds are bowled by

a breeze from behind the evening: They are round

and brilliant, and come leaping up from the horlzon .
for hours. This a frolic and haphazard sky. (32)

»This description of hature; despite "the pathetic fallacy"
introduced, is ultimately objéctive.' ﬁo attempt is made to
identify nature with the mobds of the observer: nor is there
any awareness of a Spirit mov1ng in c¢loud or wind: nor is
there 1n this impressionistic descrlption, the intellect that
discovers riddle and mystery in nature.’ ThlS tyne of des=

crlptlon in Alice Mbynell's prose proceeds, although exqulsltely,

‘at a superficial level, It is rather the exercise of the
visual eye than of the imagination. The essayist has given

her style a generous freedom to display its virtuosity and

t

has allowed her eye the 1iberty of extreme precision, | e
Wherever the "multitude-éomposuré" theme has been

profoundly touched in these essays,.ﬂlice Méynell is a

creative artist; but in some of the essays, she is mereiy the

moralist., Her indignation could be vehement enough, and is . 4 ;ﬁ;
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especially aroused at a Joss of dignity or a vﬁlgarityvof

toste. She begins the essay, Have Patience, Little Saint,

with the sentence:

Some considerable time must have gone by since ' gt
any kind of courtesy ceased, in England, to be

held necessary in the course of communication :

with a beggar. (33)

Alice Meynell's'sense of humour was never stirred by a Jjoke

at the expensé of married life. In the essay, Victorian .

Caficature, she dénounces‘the numour of Douglas Jerrold, the
drawings_of Leech and Gharies Keene, She realizes that

o make'a seridus commen£ on anything which others-consider-
or have conéidered humorous is to put oneself at a dis-
advaﬁtage"; but she is more than ready to risk "the'least
tolerable-of modern réproaches“, that she lacks‘humour. She-
describes one df Keene's drawings for ??uﬁch?.A

A drunken citizen, in the usuwal broadcloth, has
gone to bed, fully dressed, with his boots on

. and his umbrella open, and the joke lies in the
surprise awaiting, when she awakes, the wife
aaleep at his side in a night-cap.s. This’
obscene drawing is matched by many equally odious,.
Abject domesticity, ignominies of married life,
of middle~age, of money~making; the old common
jape against the mother-in-law... In all these
things there is very little humour, ‘ (34)

In her essays, Alice Meynell has’, following Ruskin, denbunced

the ugliness of public and private building; and, fo;lowing
Arnold, even Philistinism, Her most stinging words are

- spent upon the American, in the essay Decivilized,

The difficulty of dealing - in the course of any
critical duty - with decivilized man lies in

this: when you accuse him of vulgarity - sparing
him no doubt the word - he defends himself against
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the charge of barbarism, Especially from the
new soil - remote, colonial - he faces you,
bronzed, with a half convietion of savagery,
partly persuaded of his own youthfulness of
race... He writes, and recites, poems about
ranches and canyons; they are designed to betray
the recklessness of hie nature and to reveal the
good that lurks in the lawless ways of a young
societye..so But his colonialism is only
provincialism very articulate,.. He who played
long this pattering part of youth, hastened to
assure you with so self=denying a face he did not
wear warpaint and feathers, that it became doubly
difficult to communicate to him that you had
suspected him of nothing wilder than a second=-
hand (figurative) dress~coat,

I have quoted these examples of her work to show_rather what
sort of moralist Alice Meynell was not. Hér didacticism has
its origin rather in aesthetic reprovals than in mdrai.
Despite her owﬁ earnestness in the matter of moral\law,
strictly so=-called, she does not denounce'immorélity egither
in her poetry or in her prose, Nor does she turn aside‘inx
her Wfiting « except very infrequently and then very briefly‘~
to indulge in religious controversy.

Since this avoidance of réligioﬁs controversy or
moral disapproval in her Work.finds its counterpart in the
life of Alice Meynell, I am brought, for the first time, to
mention the literary salon, over which éhe'presided, and
which may, oné-day, be considered Aiicé Meynellls moét
important contribution to English letters. Arthur Patrick,
in his study of Lionel Johnson, has carefully summarized

the character and the significance of these evening gather=

~ings in the Meynell home,

Les Meynell reprééentaient.un des aspects
les plus intéressants de la vie littéraire des
"Nineties". Constamment occupés de journalisme




~113-

et de poésie, ils menaient une vie simple et
familizle qui a été le sujet de maintes études,
Teur catholicisme était d'une fralche simplicité
sans ancune recherche ni aucun extrémisme. A

partir de 1889, ol ils b&tirent une maison &
Pglace Court, leur foyer, charitablement ouvert -
gux idées diverses, devint une sorte de salon
1ittéraire., Chez eux, le dimanche aprésmidi, se
retrouvaient des figures de toutes sortes,
catholiques et autres. Des esprits aussi différents
que Coventry Patmore et Oscar Wilde, ou que Francis
Thompson et Aibrey Beardsley, s'y rencontraient,
"Soyons du centre," disait lMrs. Meynell, "pas des -
provineces," : ’ : ; (35)

Lionel Johnson, Willie Wilde, Oscar's brother, William Watson,
ﬁefbert"?rench and'William Butler Ybaté were also‘Sunday
visitors.(5§> But what I wish particularly-to;emphasize at
thiévpéiﬁt‘is that, in the words of Agnes de la Gorce, Alice
vMeyﬁell "hed .no desire for the 1iteréry ericle that had
gatheréd round her to assume the characteristicé of a cliqﬁe.
Mr. Patrick.confirms fhis, |

Le groupe catholique prédominailt dans ces
réunions. .Les visites des podtes comme Patmore, -
Blunt, Thompson, Stephen Phillips et Xatherine
Hinkson y étaient fréquentes. Iais, & la vérité,

il n'y avait 1% rien d'un cénacle; on n'avait

point de programme;. oun ne publiait, ni ne voulait
publier aucun menifeste. Certains critiques,

comme George Saintebury, ont voulu exagérer _
1timportance de ce groupe comme s'il avait été en
quelque sorte une conjuration, Saintsbury, par
- exemple, qualifie les Sister Songs de Francis
Thompson. de "poésie d'une petite clique catholique,"
Pareillement’, guand il gerit les derniers chapitres
de la Cambridge History of BEnglish Literature, il
fait allusion & Mune puissante. coterie" et & "une
bande de journalistes catholigues," (38)

With the death of Patmore.in 1896, of Beardsley in
1898, of Oscar Wilde in 1900, of Lionel Johnson in 1902, of
Francis Thompson in 1907, the greater figures of the later

Nineﬁeenth Cehtury_@windle from her drawing room; and with

(37)
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the death of Henley in 1903 and of Meredith in 1909, a
persisteht admirer of her work and a great friénd,mgrk, in
this definite way, the close of Alice Meynell's greatést
period; for prose and poetry, and hef greaﬁest prominence in
the ?raise of céntemporary men of letters. Her essays had
-vwbn for her this prominence. And we may allow the very

conservative Athenaeum reviewer, since he will not be- sus-

pected of belonging to "une puissante coterie", to speak for -

Alice Meynell's reputation in the Nineties. In 1896, the

Athenaeun reviewed the Colour of Life,

The fact is that, since the golden age of the
Spectators and Tatlers, the essay, gtrictly so -
called , has enjoyed, but a precarious and inter= :
mittent existence in England, 1Indeed, Charles
Lamb..and Robert Touis Stevenson are about the

only two writers (if we disregard George Eliot,

with her rather indigestible "Impressions of
Theophrastus Such") who can be said to have
signally distinguished themselves im this kind,

One or two stars of the fourth or fifth magnitude,
such as Hr, Le Gallienneand Mr, Max Beerbohm, are
“twinkling unsteadily in this region of the firmament
of letters; but lMrs. Meynell, as an essayist,
practically occupies the telescopic field at o
present all by herself, / - (39)

“Both Henley and Harland sought her essays for their_periodicals{
"If youlve any more 'Rhythms of Life!'", Henley wrote to herg
iu'I'shal;l. be proud indeed to take them on, one of the best

things it has so far been my privilege to print."(4o)>'Harland

tried to induce Alice»Meynell to write for The Yéllaw Book:
"T wish I could persuade you to become & contributor to

The.Yellow-Book. I think I have heard that your feeling for

'_that periodical is not one of»unbounded enthusiasm - raison de

plus why you .should . * lend a land to the bettering of it,
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Won't you do us one of your quuisitevessays?"(4l) And John
Lane, publisher special to the Nineties, ag ked perm*ssion to

prlnt her Hational Observer articles; and did 1ndeed publish
(42)

her first volume of essays, The Rhythm of Life (1895{
In the Academj, in 1897, BH.X. Chambers Wrote of her. "Tn the
realm of the more liberal essay, whose crltlclsm is of 11fe
rather than of letters, Mrs,., Meynell is admlttedly queen, "(45)
‘But, the}praise that pleased her most, because She felt it
came from a deeper understandlng, was the pralse of Patmore,
and,~ strangely enough, when we think of hlS own prose -
George Meredith, Patmore eXpressed himself, unreservedly, in
a letter to Wilfrid Meynell: "Ybﬁrﬁﬁfe's prose is the finest
that was ever written, and none but kindred genius can see.
how‘great‘it is, I am glad to seée that all the few compebent

Judges are gradually coming to conflrm all that I have ever

said in her praise. n(44) In the Fortnlghtly Rev1ew, Patmore

had already given the grounds for his praise,

At least one half of this little volume [The Rhythm
of Life) is classical work, embodying, as it does,

" new thought of general and permanent significance
in perfect language, and bearing, in every sentence,
the hall-mark of genius, namely, the marridge of
masculine force of insight with feminine grace and
tact of expression,,. Gaiety of manner with gravity
of matter, truth perceived clearly and expressed
with ease and joy counstitute the wery hlghest and
rarest of prose writing, (45)

George leredith, in anverticle called "lrs, Meynell's Two
Books of Hssgays", wrote: | |

The essays have, in these days of the oVerfiow, the
merit of saying just enough on the subject, leaving
the reader to think, They can be read repeatedly,
because they are compact and suggestive, and at the
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same time run with clearness... Her manner presents
to me the image of one accustomed to walk in holy
places and keep the eye of a fresh mind on our
/ tangled world, happier in observing than in speak-
' " ing; careful to speak but briefly to such an ear- :
beaten people. _ , : (46)
Mr. Max Beerbohm raised a good-humoured protest to this wave
of enthusiasm for the prose of Alice Meynell., "In a few years '’
Mrs, Meynell will have become a sort of substitute for the
English sabbath;" Her prose, he considered, "quite perféct
in its sort“;‘bu% not "the one and only way.ih which fine
English could possibly be written.,. She must know that there
are they who can do quite as much with their flutes as she
- with her file... So sacred in the‘eyés of all London is M}s.
. Meynell, that I know this'article will be considered nothing
less than é brutal and revoltihg_crime".(47) ' |
The close association of.Aliée’Mbyﬁell's hame, in
these last paragraphs,’wifh such names as Wilde,mBeardsley,
Johnson, Harland, Lane, and even, in spite of his qualified

interest, wiﬁh the name of Max Bearbchm,‘may'suggest too5ﬁugh..

 As-external evidénce, the praise she has received from these
men is suffiéient to pla¢e her wbrk definitely in the late
Eighties énd Nineties, "As Anne Tuell has said: "Her prose
came not alone to its repute, but actually to itsifulfilment
in the Nineties",(48) But such an observation must not be |
taken in any exclusive sense, The description of Alice
Mbyneil's gg;gg ahd the extraordinary variety in literary

affiliaﬁions represented by the men and women received there

and her own injuaction to "be of the center, not of the
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province" will have been warning enough that we must not

identifymAlice Meynell, in her prose, with any moyement in

the later Nineteenth Century., 1In A Song of Derivations, a

- lyric of 1885, Alice Meynell. confesses the whole tradition
of iiteraturé as her only ancestrye.
I come from nothing; but from where
Come the undying thoughtes I bear?
Dovn, through long links of death and birth,

From the past poets of the earth,
My immortality is there,

* * . - L

Before this life began to be,
The happy songs that wake in me
Woke long ago and far apart.
Heavily on this 1little heart -
Presses this immortality, , (49)
and yet, though it is impossible to identify Alice
Meynell with any particular group in the later Nineteenth
'.Century, it is nevertheless true that her essays reveal clearly
the more general characteristics of the period. I have had
occasion more than once to mention her concern, following

Ruskin's, about the ugliness of contemporary building; her

eriticism of life, insofar as she cared to deal with it in
her essays, having an asesthetic rather than a utilitarian

bias, In the Colour of Life, for example.

~ As the bathing child shuffles off his garments =
they are few, and one brace suffices him = so - S
the land might always, in reasonable time,
shuffle off its yellow brick and purple slate,
and all the things that collect asbout railway
stations, A single nlght almost clears the
air of London, (50}

And, from Decivilized,
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| Nothing can look duller than this second-hand
and multiplying world, 7 (51)

And if Alice Meynell was not impressed, at this time, with
the utility an& the vaiue of &ll this material progress, she
- seemed not more observant of any'lgck of morality. We have
already seen how deeply impressed she was from youth‘with '

the need of a moral law, Yet neither moral nor dogmatic

didacticism appear in her essays. In Domus Augusta, we meet
~ such a cry as this: - _
To be clevef and sensitive and to hurt the foolish
and the stolid -~ "Wouldst thou do such a deed for
all the world™" _ | (52)
But the ery is not aimed. It is a cry of Sympathy, not of;

reproach, Her indignation was reserved for the Victorian

Car;pature of married life and for the Decivilized.AThe

creative work in these essays, a much larger prOpoftion,than‘

the didactic, seem to have avoided'Scrupulougly the themes

-of morality and of religious doctrine, And a number of essays

deai with art%cfiticism,'with the language and technique of
literatufe, with.literary persoﬁalitiés not well remembered.
If then we consider only thé.essays of Alice Meynell, we must
‘notice that in her mind there was a clear and distinct
separation of art and morality, This separation will appear
all the more extraordinary Wheﬁ we consider tham, With her |
husband , she was chiefly occupied during these years with

the editing of two Catholic papers, The Weekly Register, and

Merry England; and when it is remembered that the soclal

encyclicals of Leo XIII were being wrltten through the years,
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1878 to 1901; the most important one, Rerum Hovarum, on the

"Condition of the Working-classes", appearing in the year

' 1891. Art was one thing: +the condition of the world, the
state of morality were, in the mind of}Alice Mbynell; quiﬁe
dlearly another. By this separation, Aiice meynéll is dis-
 tinguished from Ruskin and Arnold and Pater: Ruskin whose
theory of art'was.saturatea_wiﬁh.morality; Arnold who replaced
religion with poeﬁryuby‘separating it from thought and who

- confounded morality With."culture?;(55) Paﬁer who made Arnold
a little more inteliigiblé by subétituting art for mqrality,
Ih;Alice Meynell the categories are kept distinect, There was
good authority for this, had she known it, in the Summa

Theologica.

Unde videmus guod aliqua imago dicitur esse.

pulechra si perfecte representat rem quamvis 1 :

turpem, . (54)
Alice‘ﬁeynellxtreats art, whether in éreation or in ceriticism,
in the spirit of the artist. Of Newman, she has said:

Newman can write verse unworthy of himself without

a pang because he is a poet fifthly, sixthly, or

seventhly, in the order of his high vocations.

It is far otherwise with me, (55)
She has therefore a place by the side of Patmore who surveyed
his contemporaries and made the boast:

I am the only poet of this geheration, except

Barnes , who has steadily maintained a literary

conscience, - . (56)
Before his own generation, and within the Nineteenth Century,
Patmore need only have made two inclusions in that sweeping

 statement - the names of Keats'and~Landor; Within his own
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generation, there were Rossetti and Morris and indeed the

whole Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood that deserved mention

among those single-mindedly devoted to Beauty. And Swinburne,'

and

touched byIGautier/Baudelaire, and Oscar Wilde in the Eighties,

who , through Pater, was in touch with Flaubert, and Dowson

in the Nineties, who knew Verlaine - all these, under the

influence, more Or:less great, of the French idea, "Art for

Art's sake", belong to the number_bf those who have“separated

art'and mofality. M?. Max Beerbohm, writing an essay, entitled

simply 1880, for the Yellow Book, indicates the Hnglish

origins of the "cult of Beaufy" movement,

-

But it must be remembered that long before this.
time €1880] there had been in the heart of Chelsea
-& kind of cult of Beauty. Certain artists had
settled there, deliberately refusing to work in

the ordinary official way, and "wrought", as they
were wont to put it, "for the pleéasure and sake

- 0of all that is fair"',. Swinburne, Morris, Rossetti,
Whistler, Burne-Jones, were of this little
community = all of them men of great industry

- and caring for little but their craft., GQuietly

and unbeknown they produced their poems or their.
pictures or their essays, read them or showed

them to one another and worked on, -In fact,

Beauty had existed long before 1880, It was MNr,
Oscar Wilde who first trotted her round, (57

And'ﬂlice Meynell, writing her chief“work in prose during

the last fifteen years of the Nineteenth Century, belongs

to this period, at least in the sense that she represents

one form which the attempt to free art from morality, assumed,

In some quarters this attempt seemed to méan that the poet .

was free to be immoral, In Alice Meynell, the separation of

art and morality meant that a poem and an act of charity i
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wers two different things, achieved by different means,

dedicated to different ends.. She knew that a good poet

might be a bad'man: she Would notlhave said that, because

he was a good poet, he might therefore be a bad man, o
There were other ways, allwrelated to this

dedication of Alice Meynell to literature, in which she

reflects the more general literary predccupations of the

‘later Nineteenth Century. These last fifteen years might

almost be called the age of the Bssay. "After Wildej'except.
possibly forrSymons, the line of writers who wrote large |
books to which the publié paid attention died out, to be
replaced by publicisfs who preferred to manoeuvre'as essay-
'ists in the columns of the weeklies, which gradually ousted
the quarterlies and monthlies as organs of opinion;ﬂ(ss)
fAlbeft,Earmer notices that the formless three-volumed novel
disappearS’ih the Nineties; to bé replaced by the éarefully
(59)

wrought shorter novel and the short-story itself,

The ' RS

essays of this period, particularly the essays of Wilde and

Beerbohm, gain another step in condensation by beihg-‘-

‘deliberately "poetic®; and it is to this type of essay, in

reality a pOem in prbSe, that the best work of’Alice Meynell

belongs, #r, Farmer has said thaf the intention of the so- ifg

called Decadent School of English writers was to ééiever. o
(60)

l'anecdote au niveau de ltart,” And Alice Meynell has

also rematked upon -this characferistic of the age, in her

essay, The Age of Anecdote. S v L

In Wagnerian music the "motive" ag comtrasted



with the melody is the very type of what we
have called anecdote; for it -is special, it

is consecrated to the person and to the mood,
It is expressive of fragmentary and transitory
emotion and of passing thought in the very
passage, It is a phrase and not a tune,.,. The
anecdotal phrase in music is quintessential,
and all expressive., Schumann and Wagner had
many aims in their schemes of music, besides
that of propagating the anecdotal method, but
this aim of theirs is important, and proves
their work a sign and part of the artlstlc mood
of the moment. _ . (61)

Another characteristie, Whlch brings Alice lMeynell
into sympathy with the later Nineteenth Century, was her
predilection, in the chqice of themes fqr her essays, of
small and even insignificant things,., E. Hallam Moorhouse,

in the Fortnightly Re#iew, says that "she penetrated to the

poignancy, the beauty of those small ﬁhings we are most of

(62)

us too heavy-lidded to perceive," For example, the
essay on Wells begins:
The world at preSent is inelined to make some
mysteries or unattractive secrets of the
methods and supplies of the fresh and perennial
means of life. A very dull secret is made of
water, for example, and the plumber sets his
seal upon the floods whereby we live., (63)
And this observation provides Alice Meynell with a valuable
thoughte |
In all countries, and at all dates, extreme
finish compassed by hidden means must needs,

from the beginning, prepare the abolition of
dignity. . (64)

' qu does Alice Meynell Speak of her little things in a
trivial or apologetic or superior way. Of the water in
the pipes, "lapped in 1ead"; she writes that "King Pandion

and his friends lie not under heavier seals".(65) Of the
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graés that constantly thrusts its way up through pavement
and, in Rome, can be discovered high upon the ledges of
ancient ruins and the cornices of churches, she writes in’

Ceres Runaway.

If Venus had her runaway, after whom the
Blizabethans raised hue and ery, this is Ceres}
The municipal authorities, hot-foot, cannot
cateh it. And, worse than all, if they pause,
dismayed, to mark the flight of the agile
fugitive safe on the arc of a flying buttréss,
or taking the place of the fallen mosaics and
coloured tiles of a twelfth-century tower, and
in any case inaccessible, the grass grows under
their discomfited feet.... = the weed does so
prevail, is so small, and so dominant! .., No

~ richer scents throng gach other, close and warm,
than these from a little hand-space of the grass. .
one rests on, within the walls or on the plain,
or in the Sabine or the Alban hills, (66)

And there is thought of some value caught invsuch a contrast
as this:

Buckingham Palace has nothing whatever of the
Vatican dignity, but one cannot well think of
1ittle cheerful cabbages sunning themselves
on any parapet it may have round a corner.

~And another thought of wvalue in the closing sentences of
this essay.

The most cultivated of all countries, the Italy
of tillage, is yet not a garden, but something
better, as her city is yet not a town but some-
thing better, and her wilderness something
better than a desert, In all the three there
is o trace of the little flying heels of the
runaway. ’ ‘ »

'William C. Hall has explained the effect of these essays

AN

upon the reader.

She CAlice Meynell) describes what without her
demonstration he would not have apprehended,
giving him a new view, indeed, a new object
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© of contemplation, until plain fact looks like
imagery, and imagery, in its turn, becomes tr?th._
' 67)

'Coventry Patmbre has explaiﬁed the difficulty of the manner
- of these essays. |

It is very easy to speak splendidly and profusely
about things which transceend speech, but... to
avoid with sedulous reverence the things which
are beyond the focus of the human eye, and to
direct attention effectively to those which are
~well within it, though they have hitherto been
undiscerned through lack of attention or the
astounding imperfection of common vision for the
reality of common things, is a very different
attainment, _ {68)

G.K. Chesterton has considered this cult of the 1little“and
the insignificant as the outstanding characteristic of all
modern literature, and, it seems, in all its phases, 1In his

study of Browning, he declares that The Ring and the Book,

in which the poet sets out to show "the relations of man to
heaven by telling you a story out of a dirty Italian book of
eriminal trials" from which he selects "one of the meanest
and most complefely forgotten®, is the fountain and.origin
of "this tide of the importance of small things ... flowing
so éteadily around us upon every side today (1905)."(69)

I have no wish at this poiht to enter into controversy ébqut
ABrowniﬁg,'I wish merely to qbserve how perfectly the essays
of Alice Meynell answer Chesterﬁon's generai description of

the period from the publication of The Ring and Tﬁe;Book

(1868} to the turn of the century,.

The characteristic of the modern movements par
excellence is the apotheosis of the insignificant,
Whether it be the school of poetry which sees

more in one cowslip or clover-top than in forests
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and waterfalls, or the school of fiction which
finds something indescribably significant in
the pattern of a hearth-rug, or the tint of a
man's tweed coat, the tendency is the same,
Maeterlinck stricken still and wondering by a |
deal door half open, or the light shining out of
a window at night; Zola filling note-books with
the medical significance of the twitching of a
man's toes, or the loss of his appetite; Whitman
counting the grass and the heart-shaped leaves of
the lilac; Mr. George Gissing lingering fondly
over the third-class ticket and the dilapidated
umbrella; George Meredith seeing a soul's tragedy
in a phrase at the dinner-table; Iir. Bernard Shaw
filling three pages with stage directions to
describe a parlour; all these men, different in
evéry other particular, are alike in this, that
they have ceased to believe certain things to be
important and the rest to be unimportant., Signi-
ficance is to them a wild thing that may leap
upon them from any hiding-place, They have all
become terribly impressed with and a little bit
alarmed at the mysterious powers of small thin?s.y
70

And, of Alice Meynell, Chesterton wrote in the Dublin Review

that "she could have thréwn-a new mystical lighﬁ over anf
umbreila—stana."(7l) | o
More élosély_stiil is Alice Meynell in sympathy
with the later Ninsteenth Centuryvin her‘QXquisite use of
’Words; ;This smellest unit of composition Waé almost the
extent of her technical skill, She had not the structural

power required to write a book; and her book, John Ruskin,

is only a collection of separate commentaries, Her essays
»éré'very loosely construected. She hés nothing of Paterts
power with the paragraph., Richard Le Gallienng,with juétice,
has said that her sentences lack rhythm.(72) But the

.Athenaeun reviewer had noticed,'in 1893; that the "verse and

prose of Mrs. Meynell - to use her own expression in regard
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t0 another = ‘enrich the present with the example of a
scholarly, lihguistic, verbal love of literature'.n(73)

Her study of John Ruskin's work has throughout digressions

of praise for his 1anguaée and parenthetic quibbles over a
miSplaQed verb or an ugly "which" or a futile "ever", In

the essay, Composure, Alicé.Meynéll had'insistéd upbn the

importance of the word of Latin deriﬁation;_and:in her

~John Ruskln, she asks:

. Had not Ruskin himself been able to think

more remotely and more intellectually by

means of the removed and immaterial Tatin

‘word of what he calls our "mongrel tongue®, (74)
Alice lleynell has strewn her essays iiberally with 6rigina1
thoughts upon the use and the meaning of words, She has

wrltten several essays entirely devoted to thls theme,

' Comnosure,rThe L;ttle Language, A Gounterchange, On Particles,'

Superfluous Kings, and The Second Person Singular, The open-

ing sentence of The Little Language méy be taken as an
example of the preciosity of her voeabulary, | _
' Dialect is the elf rather than the genlus of

place, and a dwarfish master of the magic of
local things, v (75)

But the quallty that constantly saves her style from any

narrow meaning of the word "orecmosltyﬂ, is the originality

of the thought that is excited by even such'aMSubject as
"Dialect®, Words, discovers Alice Meynéll, may sharpen the
édge of éain.
Wot without Words is mental pain, or even
physical pain, to be undergone; but the words

- that have done no more than order the things
of the narrow street are not words to put a
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fine edge or a piercing point to any human

pang. It may even well be that to die in
dizalect is easier than to die in the eloquence
of Manfred, though that declaimed language, too,
is doubtless a defence, if one of a different
manner, : - (78)

Alice Mbynell never lost her feeling for words. 1In the

essay, Superfluous Kings, written in 1919 for the Atlantic

\Monthiz, she describes the effect of the word "Egypt" in
."Antony and Cleopatra", | |

If to him £Antony} are given the most surprising
lines in any of the tragedies, it is only as

the lover of a queen that he has the right to
them, To:thim is assigned that stertling word,
the incomparable word of amorous and tender
ceremony - Hgypt.

I am dying, BEgypt, dying..

That territorial name, murmured to his love in
the hour of death, and in her arms - I know not
in the records of all genius any other such
"august farewell. Lear's word is outdone here,
Lear a king in every inch of his aged body, but
Cleopatra a queen in every league of her ancient
realm, Has not majesty spoken its one unexpected
word in the mouth of such a2 lover? (77)

The prefix "un~", Alice Meynell discovers in her essay

On Pafticles, produces a word that she describes as a

"ruined archangel,"

That "un®" implies, encloses so much, point-
blank, with a tragic irony that French, for
example, can hardly compass... There are
abysses, in these words, at our summons,

deep calling to deep, dreadful or tender
passion, the thing and its undoing locked
together, grappled. . (78}

Her essays are able to employ language that, apart from

' its’ - context, seemsstrange out of poetic metres., In the

Colour of Life, she describes a London-boy~taking an
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.evening swim in the Thamese

Clothed now with the sun, he -is crowned

by-and-by with twelve stars as he goes to

bathe, and the reflection of an early moon

- is under his feet, - (79)

And, out of its context, a sentence may reflect the Decadent
- devotion to colour; as in another view of this boy, naked
| beside the river.

014 ivory and wild rose in the deepening

midsummer sun, he gives his colours to his

» world again, N

And yet, despite Alice Meynell's obvious .relation to the
refinement of dietion that is an outstanding mark of the
later Nineteenth Century, whether we think of Pater or Wilde
or Stevenson, she herself has declared that she was unaware
of the doctrine of the "right word", |

The mot Jju ste; Whlch’MaxtBeerbohm has called -

the "Holy Grail of the nlnetles", was as

infrequently achieved as any :grail, albeit most

energetically sought, Here, as always, Mrs,

Meynell was of her age and yet curiously

separate within it, S8he was, as she has said,

unaware of the religion of the word which had

its ritual in the London about her. She had

read for her edification no page of Flaubert,

was conscious indeed of no literary influence

upon her prose except, as Americans will be

glad to hear, the influence cf Lowells (80)

Alice Meynell's raggort‘w1th the literature of
the later Nineteenth Century was certainly closer than she
khew. In separaﬁing art from ethical purposes she was in
reacﬁion against the great Mid-Vietorians, and.in separating
art from prophetic pufposes she was in readtion against the

sarly Romantic'poets. In the cultivation of the exquisite

- and the little - "exquisite" and "delicate® ars words that
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may be found on every page of John Ruskin ~ in the refine-

ment of diction and in her preference for the literary

essay, Alice Meynell belongs distincﬁly to the late Highties
and the Nineties, There is also something significant in
Oscar Wilde's faint praise of the mighty Niagaré apd Alice
Meynell's criticism of the overwhelming Yosemite Valley.

';“The Yoéemite is on too large a scaié for beauty!, she is
reported to ‘have said. "It is grand, but not beéutiful”.(al)
Ther® were evidentiy, fOrbthosé who met her, certain qualities
in appearance and.peréonality~that might have suggested the
"acsthete". Chesterton notes that her "expression; demeanour ,
éven her dress, had something sombre and almost Spanish about
' them".(sg) Her patience too, he believes, and her fasfidious

tasté may have seemed to some mal de sidcle. Chesterton

apparently thogght the peril of identifying Alice Meynell
~ with the much«adveftised Decadent school, serious enough to
require a champidn for the lady, of whom Patmore had said:
"There is a sort of sanctity about such delicate genius as
ﬁrs. Meynell*s which makes one shrink to see the robe of her
Muse brush aéainst anything common".(83)
There had never, howevér; been any doubt about

Alice Meynelll's attitude towards the Decadent movement,

She had refused Harland's invitation 4o write for The Yellow‘.

Book(84), In 1895, with Wilde on trial, William Watson,
Mrs, Humphrey Ward, Alice Meyneli, and others, sent Harland

an ultimatum about Beardsley. Lane and Harlend decided to
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remove the Beardsley sketches frqm the forthcoming number -
(85)

- the fifth - of The Yellow Book; and Beardsley resigned.
In John Ruskin (1900), Alice Meynell has separated herself
from both Buskin and the "art for art's sake" groups

In "The Relation of Art to Use', we read,
"The entire vitality of art depends upon
its being either full of truth or full of
use®, It is "elther to state a true thing
" or to adorn a serviceable one. It must
never exist alone = never for itself™,

The very commonplace of later, but not

- latest, opinion is to the contrary, I
confess that "to state a true thing" is

a definition of purpose against which

there may be some rebellion even in. a

‘mind never subject to the fashion of a

- now departing day. Here, as before, such
a mind may appeal, against Ruskin's phrase,
to the separate art of musiec, ‘ : (86)

And before beginning the examination of Ruskin's The Two

Paths, Alice Meynell has a sharp word for Ruskin's

‘It is possible that to this book was due

muach of the impatience and anger spent,

the day beforé yesterday, upon Ruskin's _ o
art-theory, By the day before yesterday S oDt
I mean the time of a flow that has already S
been succeeded by some ebbing movement,

‘and, in this case, the time between the

popularising in England of the "art for

art® of the French, about 1880, and the

day when the last journalist flagged in ..
the last repetition thereéof - and it took L
‘him nearly twenty years., In October 1899

a fugltlve writer in a conspicuous art-

review spoke of "the unutterable bosh

written about art"; and the inferior

clownishness of that'reviewer is only the

latest mimicking of the higher clownishness.

“of criticism a little earlier written, (87)
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Chesterﬁon‘s defence of Alice Meynell reveals, by its
conﬁrast with the prose and poetry of the Decadents, the

essential quality of her own worke

It was an accident that she found fame in the
days of the decadents; and she could beat the
decadents with their own weapons, She did seek,
as they did, for what they called, le mot juste,
But she found the just word; and it was morally
just as well as artistically just. It was not
~only an impregsion but a judgment, The decadents
were decorative; that is, they wers flat; they
were limited to two dimensions, while hers was
the third one of height and depth... {She} was
unconscionably classed with them as a punishment
for doing perfectly what they did imperfectly.(88)

'This criticism, insofar as it insists upon the intellectual
quality of Alice Meynell's work, is searching enough., But it
has its puzzling side. In the first place, it is difficult to
say what Chesterton means by saying "that 1t Waé an accidehtq'
that she found fame in the daysiof the decadents", Harland

- gggég for her essays; and his request was an intélligible

one. Again, is Chesterton quite fair to the "decadents" in

saying they were merely decorative? Is The Pdrtrait of

Dorian Gray merely.décorative? ‘Wilde's novel is, throdghout,

a eriticism of Victorian morality; and, in-its conclusion,

a self-criticism; and this surely is not "decoration"., Albert
Farmer gives a juster appreciation of this period, when he
declares the most precious bequest of the “decadénts" to be,

... la sensibilité plus complexe, plus riche,
et qui s'identifie d&troitement avec les
préoceupations de l'art moderne, ©La culte
du. beau formel, l'analyse des émotions que
suscite le miracle des lignes, des formes

et des teintes harmonieusement fondues omnt
enfanté une vision plug précise, plus aigue,
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Les curiosités multiples des décadents, leur

poursuite inlassable de la sensation rare ont.

stimulé les facultds d'observation, développé

le sens des nuances, (89)
Alice Meynell has tried to capture in her exquisite lines
the thought and the emotion just, as it would seem, beyond
the edge of expression: the "decadents" seemed determined

to eateh the emotion just beyond fhe edge of experience.

This was an utterly different point of view; but both points

of view necessarily required an extreme senéitivity,of style,
'and thﬁfefore enforced a supérfigial similarity, Alice
Meynell wished to give the ofdinary, even' the commonplace
_‘emotioh, careful expression: ‘the'"decadents“ sought the
rare, the exotic emotion, Whatevef chastityfof style there
is in the "decadents" - and in the black-and-white art of
Bsandsley,hthere is ﬁuch « 1g a discipline imposed by the
6bject itself, But in Alice Mbyhell, the discip}ine of hér
~style is not only gnforced by the object but is almost the
necessary expression 6f’morality; as though in sonme Way

that which is rough and ready in style must also be lawless
in the moral sense, In her as in no one else, austerity is
almost the seceret of art and life, as though her delicate

- chastity and her chaste delicacy were but aspects of the éaﬁe
thing, Never before was there.séen in literature so clearly
the perfect appropriateness of refinement and purity. Her

performance has all the insistence of a law: it might forever

afterwards be said that no one, not pure, could be altogether.

refined; nor anyone, without refinement, truly be chaste,




CHAPTER THREH: LATER POEMS




In 1893, Francis Thompson celebrated the return

ofhﬂlice Meynell to poetry. She had, in that year,
published the edition of her work, entitled Poems, which ' .
contained, besides the Preludesg, but seven new pieces.

One 6f‘these Sevéh, the Veni Creator, which had appeared

in The Scots Observer in 1890, was the poem, éays Everard
Meynell;'"by'which my mother broke siiencé”.(l) Francis

Thompson greets the renewal with his poem To a Poet Break-

may be said to come to an end in 1916, Thisvis thé most

ing Silence.

Too wearily had we and song . _
Been left to look and left %o long,
Yea, song and we to loung and look,
Since thine aequainted feet forsook
The mountains where the Muses hymn
For Sinai and the Seraphim,
Now in both the mountains! shine
Dress thy countenance, twice divine!
- From Moses and thy Muses draw. ‘
The Tables of thy double Law?!
His rod-~born fount and Castaly
Let the one rock bring forth to thee,
Renewing so from either spring _
The songs which both thy countries sing:
Or we shall fear lest, heavened thus long,
Thou should!st forget thy native song, ;o
And mar thy mortal melodies o
With broken stammer of the skies, ' (2)-

The poem, thus celebréted, foretold the new emphasis that

~the religious theme was to find in the poetry of Alice

Meynell, and it also anticipates‘ons'promiﬁent‘charaeter-  } ‘ i
istic of her later style - the paradox.

Lord of Heaven,
Come to our ignorant hearts and be forgiven, (3)

The period of the Later Poems begins therefore in 1890 and |
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productive period of Alice MEyhell's poetic career; and,
since the work ofvthese yearsbis'contained within 83 Pages,
even this period cannot bé called abuﬁdant, In 1923, her
‘Last Poems adds another 28 pages, the work of the years 1920
té 1922, Francis Thompson was perhaps a little premature-
in celebrating the end of Alice Meynell's”silent timé for
verse® in 1890; for it is not till 1895, that any consider-
able ﬁumber of poems appear together.. With the ﬁwenty years

therefore, 1895 to 1916, we are now mainly concerned,




1. The "Multitude-Composure® Theme

vThere has been a tendéncy among crifics of Alice

Heynell's,poetry to exaggerate the difference between the
Early Poems and the Later. Geoffrey Bliss has brought this
tendency to'its extreme form, "At the risk of being taken
for a ﬁilful dealer in paradox I begin with the suggestion féi

that in Mrs., Meynell a poet died young. It is true that h
in her a poet, also, survived, and grew in power with the
advancing yeafs. But it was not the same/poet".(4) This

critic makes the difference between Preludes and the Later
Poems to consist, roughly speaking, in the difference
between emotion and thought, I do nbt'intend to. discard
ﬁhis distinetion altogether; but I cannot accept the view
‘that the poet of 1875 and the poet of 1895 were "not the

same poet", There is a profound continuity, transmitted

through the Essays, from the Early poetry of Alice Meynell

to the Later, and even unto the Last, the poems published

in 1923, Opinions'have been various indged concerning the ;?;
relative value of the relation in sensibility of these

three @ivisions of Alice Meyneli's work - theiﬁarly Poens,
the Occasional Essays, and the Later Poems. I do not intend’ _____
to enter into all the corners of this controversy; nor do I
prétend to be the first to discover in the wgfk of Alice -
Meynell a thread of contimuity; but I do believe that, in

suggesting that the "multitude-composure" theme is at once



~-136=

the touchstone of artistie value and the permanent and
dominant quality of her artistic sensibility, I am present=
ing what amounts to a new reading of Alice Keynellt's poetry

and proses,

Francis Thompson in his poem; Her Portrait, also
inspired by Alice Meynell, has recognized this gquality.
There is the picture of George Meredith, in his garden at

Box Hill;‘inlthe summer Qf 1896, reciting to Francis Thompson

these lines from Her Portrait, written of the lady who walks

‘between them, | , ]

And on this 1ady's heart, looked you so desep,

Poor Poetry has rocked himself to sleep;

Upon the heavy blessom of her lips

Hangs the bee Musing; nigh her lide eclipse

Bach half-occultéd: star beneath that lies;

And in the contemplation of those eyes, ,

Passionless passion, wild tranquillities, (5)
"Wild tranquillities" is another phrase to add to the number
- gathered from Preludes and from the Essays. The Later Poems
of Alice Meynell carry the theme forward, with the old and
with new variations,

In the mid-year of her silepce, 1885, Alice ¥Meynell

‘had written the lyric A Song of Derivations, wherein
"multitude" is represented as the songs and thoughts of the
poets of ail ages that throng through her mind,

\

Heavily on this little heart -
Presses this immortality. _ (6)

This pressure of antiquity, as we have already seen, takes,

in the essay Under the Harly Stars, the form of the

"prehistoric® habits of children on the point of falling to
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~sleept‘A

The time of falling asleep is a child's
immemorial and incalculable hour. It is full
of traditions, and beset by antique habits.,.
Childhood is antiquity, and with the sense of
time and the sense of mystery is connected for
ever the hearing of a lullaby. _ (7)

Under the figure of a shépherdess, Alice Meynell in 1895,
presents the ideal woman carefully guarding the "multitude"
of her thoughts,. B

She holds her little thoughts in sight,
Though gay they run and leap. (8y

In this poem, the control and restraint of the poet's sensi-
bility is felt clearly. In o poem of the same year, The .
Fold, there is more freedom, a sense of greater "multitudé".

_ Behold!
The time is now! Bring back, bring back
Thy flocks of fancies, wild of whim,
0 lead them from the mountain track,
Thy frolic thoughts untold,
O bring them in - the fields grow dim - :
- And let me be the foldl , (9)

And in The Poet and hig Book, written in April 1922, the

poetls thoughts are more closely shepherded.

Here are my thoughts, alive within this fold,
My simple sheep. Their shepherd, I grow wise
As dearly, gravely, deeply I behold
Their different eyes, (10)

The winds and the birds are also with Alice Méynell,

symbols of "multitude®; though, of course, ﬁhey symbolize a

far freer wildness than the pastoral symbols. The Roaring
Frost belongs to year 1895, | |
A flock of winds came winging from the North,

Strong birds with fighting pinions dr1v1ng forth
Wlth a regounding call'—
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Where will they close their wings and cease their

, _ cries -
Between what warming seas and conguering skies -
And fold, and fall? (11)

In another slight but exquisitely perfect song,
the sound of bells becomes the symbol of "multitude". The
wind, the cloud, the birds, the rhytﬁm and}meloéy of verse,
the ships - these brief, flying, favourite, figures are
mingled and swept along with the bells,

Brief, on a flying night,

o From the shaken tower

A flock of bells take flight,

And go with the hour, ' o
Like birds from the cote to the gales,
Abrupt - 0 hark!
A fleet of bells set sails,
And go to the dark,
Sudden the cold airs swing.
Alone, aloud,
A verse of bells takes wing
| And flies with the cloud. - (12)
The Athenaeum reviewer noticed that "once in 'Chimes', a
strange kind of singing breaks out of thege checked

rhythms".(la)

And indeed pure song such as this is rare
in the poetry of Alice Meynell, Chimes has its origin in
the essays, springing straight out of that "poetie" prose,

as many other themes were to do, into the Later poetry.

The Spirit of Place is the essay that sings in Chimes.

The clock is an inexorable but less arbitrary
player than the bellringer, and the chimes
await their appointed time to fly - wild .
prisoners - by twos or threes, or in greater
companies, Fugitives - one or twelve taking
wing - they are sudden, they are brief, they
are gone; they are delivered from the close
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hands of this actual preseﬁt. Nor in vain is
the sudden upper door opened against the sky;
they are away, hours of the past. (14}

In "wild prisoners" - a new phrase for the theme - we have

| the key to which the song is pitched. But the theme is more Sl
. complex in the essay; for not only are the bells "the hours
of the past ... delivered from the close hands of this actual
bresent“; but the tones'of the bells are filled with the

'Spirit of place,

The spirit of place, which is to be seen in the
shapes of the fields and the manner of the crops,
to be felt in a prevalent wind, breathed in the
breath of the earth, overheard in a far street=
ery or in the tinkle of some blacksmith, calls
out and peals in the cathedral bells, - (15)
In the sound of these bells - the sense of time, the spirit
of place - we have a moment's glimpse into the world of
Alice Meynell's imagination. In the throbbing and thronging
" of the bells,'the flight of wings, the preséure‘and with=
drawal of time and place, of thought and feeling, theére is
felt'a‘Spirit that is not quite expressed by "austere

restraint" - the usual phrase of criticism. About the edges'

of the clésely-checked rhythms of the Later poems plays the
spirit set free in Chimes; and the promise of this spirit

was already distinect inAPreludes and clamorous in the

Unpublished Poems., It is perhaps not strange that so many
have missed, in the“deliberate control of Alice Meynell's
'poetry, the mormur and the whisper of this indefinitely

varied theme; and yet to miss 1t.is %o miss, it seems to me,

the essential tension of her work. Nor can the Chimes be .
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permitted to pass without mention of that image not found

~in the parent essay:

A fleet of bells set sails,
And go to the dark,

' The only ships that will do, for this vision of blended
sails and wings, are the ships of the ancient Northerh _
adventurers: the “foamy—tthated" Viking ship whose cufving
prow is crowﬁed with the carved héad of a bird., G&race,
swiftness, fiight, this is the spirit not to be lost sight
of in any estimation of the quality of Alics Meynell'é
poetry, | .

"Multitude" becomes in A4 Dead Harvest, the sense.

of life spéeding-awaj, on the edge of solitude. Life and
death are contrasted in each of the first stanzas.

Along the graceless grass of town
They rake the rows of red and brown -
Dead leaves, unlike the rows of hay
Delicate, touched with gold and grey,
Raked long ago and far away.

A nerrow silence in the park,

Between the lights a narrow dark,

One street rolls on the north; and one,
Muffled, upon the south doth run;

Amid the mist the work is done,

And, within this narrow silence, is multitudinous death.
- A futile crop! < for it the fire

Smoulders, and, for a stack, a pyre.

So go the town's lives on the breeze,

Bven as the sheddings of the trees; o

Bosom nor barn is filled with these, . (16)
It would be difficult to imagine greater reticence than
that single word "bosom". What a "multitude" is there

refrained expression! Solitude is not, of course, an
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unfamiliar version bf the "multitude~composure® theme, Iﬁ
Preludes, the poet @iscovers "wild winds seeking golitude for
their torn and wounded souls“.(lv) In the essay, The Tow
Bath, one may hear on a still day "the soliloquy of the
‘solitary places swept by wings"(18); and in the essay,
Solitude, Alice Meynell decides that "nothing but a 1ifélong,
habitual, and wild solltarlness would be quite proportionate |
to. a park of any magnltude” (19) - -
 In the poem, At Night, dedicated to Wilfrid Meynell,
the memories of the day throng the moment of sleep.
Home, home from the horizon far and clear,
Hither the soft wings sweep;
Flocks of the memories of the day draw near
- The dovecote doors of sleep.

Then, just as in the sestet of Renouncement, the rhythm of

~the second part increases in tempo under the urging of
intense love.

Oh, which are they that come through sweetest
light
Of all these homing birds?
Which with the straightest and the swiftest fllght?
Your words to me, your words?t (20)

The similarity of this poem with the sonnet, Renouncement,
written twenty years sarlier, is not to be denied its
importance, In both poems, the moment chosen is the moment

of falling asleep. in Renouncement, the "multitude® theme

is represented by the flight of the beloved's thoughts to
the lover; in At Night, by the -flight of the lover's words
to the beloved., The correspondence of men and women of

letters provides Alice Meynell With;examples of this inter-
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change of thoughts between lovers. Whén ons side of the
correspondence is 1acking - Swift, for example, destroyed
the letters of Stella and Mrs, Dingley: whereas his letters
to them Were.carefully kept ~ Alice Meynell is quick to

notice how the silence is filled with hints and gesture as

- Swift ﬁlayS‘With the phrases caught at random from the 1étters

of the two women,

In Swift's case the silence is full of echoes;
that is to say, his letters repeat the phrases
of Stellat's and Dingley's, to play with them,
flout them, and toss them back agdinst the two
~ silenced voices, He never lets the word of

_these two women fall to the ground; and when
they have but blundered with it, and aimed it
wide, and sent it weakly, he will catech it, and
play you twenty delicate and expert juggling
pranks with ‘it as he sends it back into their
innoecent faeces, _ (21)

This subject of the interchange between lovers, of which

Renouncement, At Night, and this passage from the essay

Prue, are but three examples among a number, finds its final

expression in Reflexions, a poem written in Iuly, 19204

. The sub-title of the second part is "In Othello".

A mirror faced a mirror: in sweet pain

His dangers with her pity did she track,
Received her pity with his love again,

And these she wafted back,

That masculine passion in her little breast
She bandied with him; her compassion he
Bandied with her.‘ What tender sport' No rest
Had love! s infinity, . _ (22)

Of'Ref;exions, Alice Meynell wrote in a letter to a daughter,

"If no one ever cares for 'Reflex1ons', it is written. And

“1t has succeeded in singing the hlghest thought of

intellectual passion and emotion of which I am capable”. (23)




~143=

There can at least be no doubt that Reflexions is a final
expression of the subject - the communion and the separation

of personality - that preoccupied Alice HMeynell from yoﬁth.

The Visiting Sea, Regrets, the Poems of Parting, At Ni nt,
are deeply emotional récords of Alics Mbynell's experience

of this subject. After reading these poems, it is not

difficult to feel the "In Othello" part of Reflexions

charged with théirgweight; and yet this final expression

of the subject, thoﬁgh it contains, does not communicate,
indeed is not 6oncerned with communicating, the conflieting
emotions of the earlier poems. In Othelloﬁ trulylrgpresents
the limit and the reach of Alice Meynell's abstractive |
powers uponrthis_subject. It/states the problem in symbol:
"A mirror faced a mirror". It concludes<withrthé'abStract_'
statement:» "o fest had love's infinity"., And between this
beginning and this conclusion, the poet intends to describe,
to delineate, the outline of the emotions of the lovers, not

the height or depth of those emotions, I have used the word

fgeometric" befo;e;.and I muét recur to it here. As-.geometry
is the study of abstract quantity, the study of the con- \

figurations of matter, and not the study of the kinds or

qualities of material or quantified things; so in such a
.poem as "In Othello", Alice'Mefnell is not conderned with
communicating the quality or degfae of emotion = these are
stated in the ordinary abstract way, as "pity" and "love",

even "masculine passion" = but she is concerned with
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‘determining the outline of the confliet before her. She

abstréqts the movements of the emotions, gives - if I may

dare go so far - the vector diagram of emotion., There might

be a2 danger in calling such poetrj "intellectual", without S
making a distinction. "In gthello" is not a poem of specﬁ~

lation, that is, it is not strictly speaking - philosophical,
The_abstracticns,.made use of, are not.érranged in a logical 'Qf
“order, according to the content or meaning of the terms: -
they are arranged upon an orbit, which is perceived in its

conerete reality. In virtue of this actual relation to

- perception, "In Othello" belongs to art and is poetry. None-
thelegs, because of the degree of abstracﬁion the poem.is4

working in, it is not primarily a perception and expression

of emotional states. The conéepts it employs are empty of

emotional tension, Yet poetry itself will allow this slack=-

ness. There is the poem which is the expression of emotion

and there is another poem, and perhaps of a higher kind,

" which is the emotional expressién of thought. Herbert Reéd,

who defines metaphysical poetry as “theAemotional appre= %
hensioﬁ of thought" declares that "a degree of economy’is

implied in the word 'apprehension" - that economy of thought,

in fact, breeds its cbrresponding’intensity, which is to be ey
identified with the poetry‘itself“.(24) In this sentencé,

Mr. Read seems to be using the word “épprehension" in its

striet philosophical sense, as denoting_intellectual’intuitién;

an operation of the mind elearly distinet from the process of

reasoning., "In Othello" belongs clearly to the poetry of
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intellectual"apprehension". As H¥Mr.. Read éontinues,'however,
the lucidity-of his definition begins to wane. "Metaphysical.
poetry is determined logically: its emotion is a joy that
comes with the triumph of the reason,}ahd is not a simple
instinctive ecstasy". Surel&, "logicaily“ and "reason" are
not the words Mr. Read wanted at that moment: what have they
to do with the 5apprehension of thought??" "In Othello"
ﬁanifests a perceived, an experienced order: not'a logical
~ order: it is the work of the "perceptivé intelléct" - to use-
Patmore's phrase - and not the work of reason. Mr. Read has,
however, in the next séntence of his essay, a definition
bettervthan'either of the foregoing: metaphysical poetry
"is, finally, but the precise $tatement of such abstractions
as the poet derives from his experience". This is not a .
definition that will distinguish a poet from a philosopher;
but it will, I think, sufficiently distinguish the quality

Of’Beflexions from the guality of At Hight or of Renouncement,

" In Reflexiong, the "multitude-composure!*theme receives its
most abstract expression,
Just how abstract a poem may become and remain

communicative in a plenary sense is a problem that not even

my audacity will undertake. It is_nevertheless important
for my purposes to compare Alice Meynell's treatment of
this dominant theme at different levels of abstraction and
to decide at what level she is most successfﬁl in communi-

cating the richness of her theme. In the third part of



-] 4B

Reflexions, Alice Meynell concentrates, ags in the second

part, a series of earlier variations upon the same sﬁbject.
In this third part, "In Two Poets™, she has given the final
version of her experience of poetic interchange.
A mirror faced a mirror: O thy word,
Thou lord of- images, did lodge in me,
Locked to my heart, homing from home, a bird,
A carrier, bound for thse,
Thy migratory greatness, greater far _
For that return, returns; now grow divine
By endlessness my visiting thoughts, that are
Those visiting thoughts of thine, ‘ (25)
In these two stanzas there are two distinct levels of
abstraction. The last four lines are without imagery of any
sort; and yet it cannot be doubted that it was just for these
four iines that Alice Meynell so highly prized the poem,

This is that "ultimate poetry" that is "beyond imagery", =1s)

wonderfully celebrated in the poem of 1913, The Courts.

The poet's imageries are noble ways,

dpproaches to a plot, an open shrine, '

Their splendours, colours, avenues, arrays,
Their courts that run with wine;

Beautiful similes, *'fair and flagrant things?!,

Enriched, enanmouring, - raptures, metaphors

Enhaneing life, are paths for pilgrim kings
Made free of golden doors, o

And yet the open heavenward plot, with dew,

Ultimate poetry, enclosed, enskied,

(Albeit such ceremonies lead thereto)
Standson the yonder side. :

Plain, behind oracles, it is; and past
411 symbols, simple; perfect, heavenly-wild,.
The song some loaded poets reach at last - -
The kings that found a €hild, (28)
Viola Meynell has recorded her mother's criticism of the

poetry of Francis Thompson. "Though she found him a great
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poet, he did not raise the very status of contemporary poetry,
as he did to my father., She Withheld no praise from his
imagery - 'imagery so beautlful as almost to persuade us

that imagery is the end and goal of poetry... But Francls
Thompson himself?, she wrote later, leoking back on his
poetry, 'was sooﬁ to learn that these ceremonies of the

imagination are chiefly ways of approach, and that there are i

. barer realitles beyond, and, nearer to the centre of poetry '

1tself, 1n(27) It was under the influence of Patmore that
 th§§m3hange toek place in the poetry of Francis Thompson;
"and-Patmore'S'peetr& was to Alice Meynell, "the greatest |
thing in the world,vthe most harrowing and the sweetest."(28)
"That the greatest poetry has a simplicity beyond ihagetyf
Aurites Viola Mejnell, "she had discovered by means of him,"(29)

And from Coventry Patmore's odes, wrote Alice Méynell in

‘The Second Person Singular, we gather lines of this quality
"with both hands, exalted, subdued, and greetly moved by our

riches.”(so) Alice Meynelll's insistence that, in Reflexions,

she had “succeeded in singihg the highest thought of
intellectual passion and emotion"of which she was capable,

is therefore perfectly intelligible. Not everyohe,\however;

will agree with her that Reflekions has a greater poetic

value than The Two Poets, written in 1896, twenty-four yeers
earlier,

" Whose is the speech
That moves the voices of this lonely beech?
Out of the long west did this wild wind come - -~ . = -
0 strong and silent! And the tree was dumb, : R
Ready and dumb, until '

The dumb gale struck it on the darkened hill,
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Two memories,
 Two powers, two promises, two silences
Closed in this cery, closed in these thousand leaves
CArticulate. This sudden hour retrleves
The purpose of the past,
Separate, apart - embraced, embraced at last,
'"Whose is the word? .

Is it I that spake? Is it thou? Is it I that heard?t
'Phine earth was solitary, yet I found theel!

'®ny sky was pathless, but I caught, I bound thee,

Thou visitant divine.?
10 thou my Voice, the word was thine,' 'Was th%nes'
. . 31

Had this poem concluded with the second stanza, there would

be little to choose beﬁween the two poems we are comparing,
But the last stanza, with its rhythm, its dramatic dialogue
and echo, seems to me to communicate more perfectly this

particular variation of the "multitude-composﬂre" theme than

~ the more abstract Reflexions,

I have not yet given an adequate impression of the
extent of the "multitude-composure" theme, Alice Meynell
finds the differégeet%tween youth and age, represented by

her theme. In 'Rivers Unknown to Song', one of the 1923

. poems, the "watérskwild" of the rivers are conceived as
"travellers swift from secrets to oblivion;"(zaythat is,
és tywildness® or "multitude® moving from one silence %o

another. And, as the "wildness" of the poetts sensibilit&

is controlled . and intensified by metre; as pain is given a -
neﬁ edge by the word that perfectly expresses if, so the
‘ﬁyouth" of the waters is contained, controlled, and enforced
by the."age“ of the river-bank, |

“ ... a8ll the streams from all the water sheds -

Peneus, Danube, Nile ~ are the unknown
Young in their ancient beds,
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The'same theme, the same figure of rivers, express the

differencg between the Norfh and the South. The Water;Shéd
(1913) was written between Munich and Verona.

I seemed to breast the streams that day;
I met, Opposed withstood
The northward rivers on thsir way s E
My heart against the flood = - (33)

And then, as in Benouncement to mention an example',;

~ different in subject, the bonds are broken, the ”multltude“v

set free .
But 0 the unfolding South! the burst

Of summer! O to see - ‘
Of all the southward brooks the firstil

The travelling heart went free-
- With endless streams; that strife was stopped;

And down a thousand vales I dropped,
I flowed to Italy.

Or the theme»may exXpress the;differen¢e between the Country

and thelcity. The poem A'Deadearvest, already quoted, is

a more complex treatment of thig.sﬁmple distinetion, explicit

in the essay Marceline Valmore. S

BEven when the stroller's.1ife took her away to i
~the towns she did not hate, but loved, she was S
taken away from the country of her verse. The
fields and village had been dear to her, and -
her poems no longer. trail and droop, but take
wing, when they come among the winds, birds,
bells and waves. They fly w1th.the whole volley
of a summer morning, (34)

The range of this theme seems to be limitless. It seems o
to move everywhere, Surpfising reaiity in its moments of o
ebnflict, bestowing an original light wherever it rests.
"Multitude—composurgﬂlis the very definition - if I may use

" such a term - of Alice Weynell: it is the most inward quality

of her life and aft. Many have selected The Shepherdess as
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She holds her little thoughts in sight,
Though gay they run and leap.
She is so circumspeet and right;
She has her soul to keep,. :
She walks - the lady of my delight - '
A shepherdess of sheepe : (35)

And thpsé who believe that here, in these»lines, we have -
the actﬁal Alice Meynell, completely revealed to us, wili'be
able to point to a passage in her essay on Swinburne, as the
proof that, in art as in life, her ideal was the samé. This %
essay appears in the volume of eriticism, Héarts of
Controversy; and this is the passage:
| It is for the reader who has preserved

rectitude of intellect, sincerity of

heart, dignity of nerves, uwnhurried thoughts,

an unexecited heart, and an ardour for poetry,

to judge betwsen such poems and an authentie _

passion, between such poems and truth, I will -

add between such poems and beauty. (36}
Another emphasis, and the emphasis, as I believe; demanded’
by a complete study of the "multitudeécomposure" theme in

‘Alice Meynell's poetry and @rose, insists more upon Mrulti-

tude" and notrless upeon ”composure" than does The.Shépherdess.

The First Snow (1913) may be used to illustrate this new

emphasis. The poet observes a contrast between thé peaks
- . of the Apennines and the toﬁns in the valleys and beside the
sea. The Winfer has not yet come to the "soft floor“mof:
earth, | |

Not yet to breathing man, not to his song,

Not to his comforted heart; not to his long

Close-cultivated lands beneath the hill.
Summer was gently with them still,
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But on the Anennlne mustered the cloudj
The grapnling storm shut down. Aloft, aloud,
Ruled secret tempest one long day and night,
Until another morning's light.
It is in the last stanzas of this poem that Alice Meynell's
, understanding of the poet's "impassioned peace' is expreséed.
- 0 tender mounta1n-tops and delicate,
Where summer-long the westering sunlight satel

Within that fastness darkened from the sun,
What solltary things were done 7

AThe_clouds let go, they rose, they winged away;
Snow~white the altered mountains faced the day, .
As saints who keep their counsel sealed and fast,
Their anguish over—past. (37)
“Tender" and "delicate® and "snow~wh1te" - these are epithets
.that bncome the Shepherdess, but what of “fastness darkened
from the sun®", those "solitary things", the. "altered" face,
that - "angulsh over—past"? In these words and phrases, the
inward depths of the life and art of Alice eynell are
exposed: depths suggested and guarded by the incredible

reserve of her expression., How oblique, for example, is

such an appeal te her father in the poem, A Father of

Women (1917):

For my delicate mind a casque. _ - (38)

How laconic is the acceptance of Via, et Veritas, et Vita

(1894), .

tYou never attained to Him?' I'If to attain

Be to abide, then that may be.!

'Bndless the way, followed with how much paln"
'"The way was He,! (39)

One-recalls how a great SGientist and woman, Marie Curie, . -
received news of the death of her husband, Pierre Gurie,}and

remained for days, averted, rigid, unmoving; and how after-
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'_Wards; from this silent woman, strange paésionate words
egscaped each night into a journal addressed to him, dead

- now for some time,

My little Pierre, I want to tell you that

the laburnum is in flower, the wistaria,

the hawthorn and the iris are beginning -  (40)

It is impossible to read this journal without a tremor:

gfief given a terrible sharpness by restraint, passion
exarting its multitudinous strength in solitude, in the
dark, in silence. And then one remembers how Alice Meynell
received news of the death of Coventry Paﬁmo?e‘ Viola, the
daughter; ends a chaptér with the menmory.

One night when we were all in the library,

a telegram came to say that he was dead.

My mother left us and went into the drawing-

room, I can remember having nd proper ‘

realization of what had happened, = only

horror that my mother should go into a dark

room alone and remain there, . - - (41)
Silence of this sort, restraint and reticence such as this,
cannot be confused with, let us say, the careful moderation

of Highteenth Century poetry. This sort of silence is itselfl

vexPreésive: expressive of the "multitude" it keeps at bay,
expreésive‘in the'rigoﬁr and. the tension of its denial.

The functlon of language, of imagery, of metre, was, in

| Alice Mbynell's eritiecal theory, to produce this double
effect of control and ofvobllque or indirect expré531veness;
Imagery is used in é poem, she writes in her essay Charlottg

" and Emlly Bront&, because fwithout'it ‘the poem "would be

1nsuppertably close to Splrltual facts.“(42) In the essay ‘ éﬁ;
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Composure , she had written that "without the remoteness
of the Latinity: the thought would come too close and shake

~ too qruelly.“(43)

But in the Latin word also is "the poilse
and the pause that imply vitality at times better’than |
headstrong movement expresses it.“(44) And in the essay

The Litfle Language, words may "put a fine edge or a piercing
point to any human pang."(45) And in the Lasg Eoems, the

;poem The Laws of Verse is an example how the need of law

that characterlzed Aliece Meynell's religlous conver31on,

and the full acceptance of renunciation that terminated

the confliet of the Poems of Parting, find their correlative
in the demands. of veréificatiOH.

Dear laws, come to my breast!
Take all my frame, and make your close arms meet
Around me, and so ruled, so warmed, so pressed, .
I breathe, aware; I feel my wild heart beat.,  (46)

The "multitude-composure" theme likewise finds its usefulness
iﬁ the field of literary eriticism, Alice Meynell did not
hesitate in face of the temper of Henley to be severe with
his poetry. | | |

I think Piccadilly is not quite sincere. You
have intended it de parti pris - very wilfully in
fact - and it is out of proportion and exaggerated,
And to my mind the slightest touch of exaggeration
should be got rid of once and for ever from
- literature. What a literature there might be
without it! The world has never had it yet.
Men have never penetrated, or seldom, into a
certain seeret place quite in the centre of the
~heart. It is the eye of the whirlwind, where
there is a calm set about by tumult. You are in
the tumlt..., After reading your poem I went
‘at once to Coventry Patmore's 'February!. He
refuses, against his heart - no, he accepts,
. against his will (who shall define that lovely -
- postponement?) that which you leap at. (47)
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And this too has been her quarrel with the Eighteenth
Géntﬁry. *The measure and moderation and shapeliness of
the Augustan Age" were great reasons for admirétion;_"but
the eighteenth century was not content with its sure and
certain gehius. Suddenly and}repéatedly it aspired to a
noble rage.'"(48) Walt Whitman was “the poet who offends
not by excess but by defect" - "the poet qf:mediocrity,
the poet who was clamorous,-hot ihmnderous; who Wasvless

- than he éeemed; who professed what hé couldAnet perform,
and yet thought he performed fully."(49) Alice Weynell has
confessed a dislike for the easy'slipping of anapests, Of
the cﬁofuses from_ﬂtalanta'in Calydon, she admitted'thatv

"there is something too obvious, insistent;,emphatic, $00
dapper, to give me mdre_than a siightﬁpleasure.ﬂ(so) But

she has.praise for Swinburne's blank verse and high pfaise
 for Milton's, u"His blank verse", she is speaking of Milton;
"marcheé, panses,,lingers; and'charges. It feels the strain,
it yields, it resists; it is all—expressive.”(5l) The song
Phoebus Arise! of William Drummond "is great,’having that
fusion of spirit'and word which is the cbndition of greatneés.
He must have knéwn, for the ereation of}that,poem? some more

n( 52)

impassioned and less restless hour," "The extravagance

of Crashaw is a far more lawful thing than the extravagance
of Addison, whom some crifics believe to have committed

(53)

none, " Sidney Dobell's war sonnets are ﬂﬁoems'of

emoticnal.unrest, but among poems of emotidnél unrest they .
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are singularly fine and true, and something at least of

the fusing work of passion is done upon their beautiful
diction... They are not, perhaps, in the full sense, great
poems; they have not that peace that seems, beyond all our
understanding, to make an - eternal quality of poetry of thé

_tumult of Lear,"(54)

Elizabeth Barrett Browning's poetry
has "more semblance of life than foree of 1ife,"(55) nghe
selddm has comﬁosufé ér reposSe... 'EHer‘poetrylvis intellectu-
_ally restless. The impassioned peacewof‘the greatest peetrj,
"such as Wordsworth's, is not hers.5(56) In the poetry of

Coventry Patmore, Alice'ﬁeynell found all her demands for

poetry met and repaid in abundance. "The Unknown Eros, élthough
we may atteﬁpt images of sidereal distance to expréss its
profound flight, has the more dréadful sélitude,of an experience,
and goes far in an inverse flight, through the'essentially

- 8ingle human heért - intimately into time and spacé, remofely
into the heart of hearts,?(57) In the critical essay,

- Charlotte and Em;ly Brontg, Alice HMeynedl has‘distinguished_

between the poetry of imagery which "is for the time when...

- _the shock of feeling, (which must neéds'pass, as the heart
beats an@~pauses) is gone by"; and the pdetry beyond imagery,
the greater poetry, When the poet is "suddenly close to his
mystery! and has unlocked the "inner plain door of spiritual
realities,"(58) 0f Coventry Patmore's odes, she wrote ﬁhét
"some have that poetry of imagery - so enkindling, so exalt-
“ing that we say of imagery that it is poetry itself, until

we find the poetry of the yonder side, for some‘again are of
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,ﬁhe simplicity, the further simplicity, that is beyond

imagefy."(sg) Again, writing of The Angel in the House, -

she remembers "meres intervals in poetry so profound and

penetrating as, in: a hundred passages, shakes the metre with
a hand of.controi.?(sg) And then recalling the figure of

the garden, that had served her in Preludes, in the sonnet

The Garden, to illﬁstrate”phe union and'the inward freedom
.of 16vers, Alice HMeynell applies the figure to ths mind of
Coventry Patmére. This garden she speaks of is "not a
wilderness,_butvhavingvan enclosed wildness, a directed
liberty, a designed magnificence and excesé;? and "comparable
to}sudh a gérden is Céventry Patmore's mind,rcbediént to an
~ancient law, but wildly natural under an inspiration of |

: visitinguwinds and ‘a splendid sun of'genius."(ﬁl) ‘And 50,

. in literary-criticism, ag in her‘décasionalAéssays and her.
poetry, from 1875 to 1922, the "maltitude~-composure” theme
N is_dominant; the thread of,éontinuity'in all this Wbrk, the

phrase that seems best to,expréss the quality of Alice

Meynellt's sensibility.



2., Continuity and Diversity

But the themé, we have just examined, is not the
only evidence of continuity in the ﬁork of Alice Meynell, i
The subjects, particularly‘the problgm of the withdrawal of
personality and ‘the nature of poetiec inspiration,»which con-
stituted sd large a proportion of the Preludes, appear again

and again in the Later Poé@s. The subject ofzihe Garden,

Visiting Sea, and Regrets, poems of Preludes, appears again in

A Poet's Wife, and receives religious significance in Unknown

God and Genefal Communion. Alice Meynell's treatment of Nature,

after some inltlal uncertalnty, remalns, ag we have seen, with
some quallflcatlon, Tennysonlan from flrst to last, and

achleves explicit statement in the Last;?oems (923), in the

second part'of t@e.poem 'The Return to Nature'. This part is

-sub—titled,_ﬁxhepis“. '
Inuher bright title poets dare
. What the wild eye of fancy sees -
Similitude - the clear, the fair
- Light gystery-of images,
Round the blue sea Iilove the best
The argent foam played, slender, fleet
I saw - past Wordsworth and the rest - _
Her natural, Greek, and silver feet, (1)
The use of what I have called the "conceit" is continued in
the Later Poems. In Preludes, the figures of the garden and
the sea had been elaborated to explain the imner embrace and

- the inner separation of two personalities. In the Later

Poems, similar examples may be found in The Launch (1913},
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where, under the image of a ship, the dead are launched

into eternity; or in To the Body, where the body and its

~ senses are compared to a councilechamber with judges Sitting;

or in The Courts, where approach to the “ultimate poetry®

becomes the search of the Three Kings for the Child. lore
frequent in the Later Poems than this elaborate figure‘is

the clear separation of figure and subject, as in the poem

A Poet's Wife. The image drawn from nature is first des- -
cribed§ and then the application-is made,

I saw a2 tract of ocean locked 1n1and,
Within a fleld's embrace =

The very seal Afar it fled the strand,
And gave the seasons chase, v

And met the night alone, the tempest spanned,
Saw sunrise face to face,

0 poet, more than ocean, lonelierl
An inaccessible rest

And storm remote, thou, séa of thoughts, dost stlr
Scattered through east to west,-

Now, while thou closest with the kiss of her

) Who locks thee to her breast, - (2)

Another poem in which the figura and the subject are kept

distinct is In Manchester Square. Tt will be noticed that
four lines are first given to the subject: ‘then four to the4
figure: then two to the Tigure: ‘and finally two to the
subjects - | | |

The paralytic man has dropped in death
The crossing-sweeper's brush to which he clung,
One-handed, twisted, dwarfed, scanted of breath,
Although his hair was young.

I saw this year the winter vines of France,
Dwarfed, twisted .,gobline in the frosty drouth-
Gnarled, Grlppled blackeried 1ittle stems askance
- On long hills to the South,
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Great green and golden hands of leaves ere long

' Shall proffer clusters in that vineyard wide.

And O his might, his sweet, his wine, his song,
His stature, since he died! (3)

This is a poem that tells much about Alice Meynell's poetic

conception, In Manchester Square has no "imaginativeness":

iﬁ is the result of ingenuitj and a remarkable power of
‘observation‘or‘description. This is certainly not the plane
in which the greatest poets have ereated; but it is the plane
in which Alice Meynell's Yperceptive reason" has sought
expression., Let me explain this further by suggesting simple
distinctions of metaphor, simile, and stbol. Metaphor may
be considered as an image, which is not conceived as an image
or resemblance, but is felt simply as a uunity in which image
and reference are conceived together and, nof even in con=-
sciousness, dissociated. There will be no need to quote
Shakespeare or Keats. Francis Thompson, protégé of the
Meynells, . affords examples on every page.
T had endured through watches of the dark
The abashlessg inquisition of each star,
Yea, was the outcast mark i
‘ Of all these heavenly passers! scrutiny;
Stood bound and helplessly
For time to shoot his barbdd minutes at me;
Suffered the trampling hoof of every hour
In night's slow-wheeldd car, (4)
In the simile however, the image is felt as an image or
resemblance: there are two things clearly before the mind,
The symbol may be taken as an image which has 1ostva11
image-quality and has been completely replaced in the mind .

by the reference or meaning: a snake, for example, may

become a symbol of low cunning, and may be used simply as a
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substitute for that idea., To simplify these distinctions,
i1t may be said, that, in the metaphor, the poet is aware of
the image only: in the simile, he is aware of both image
1and reference: in the symbol, he is aware of reference
only. And when we apply these distinections to Alice Meynell's
imagery, hef poetry will appear to us to be the art of simile
rather than the art of metaphor; and therefore, since I under- ??5
stand metaphor alone to be truly ﬁimaginative"; Alice | =
mbynell'é pbetry is not truly "imaginative", And since this
clear separation in her own mind between imagery and the |
thoﬁght to be expressed is the habit of her Later poetry
rather than.the.earlylpoetry, it indicates the growing pre-
dqminance of intelleet over the'“imaginative" faeulty,.

But this grow1ng predominance of the intellect may
»be seen in another curious habit, not to be found in Preludes,
‘but after 1895, growing with the years. Nouns, verbs, or |
adjectives, appear in series; as though the'péet were dividing "

‘a thought or itemizing an expefiénce. Thus The'Mbdﬁrn Mother

is the “giver of life, death, peace, distress®. (5) Such lists
are most frequently w1thout cennectlves of any sort In

Veneration of Images, the "wide arms®" of the Cross Mentreat,

gather, claSp, welcome, bind, lack,or remember".(a)' Christ
is The Fugitive; but "He will never escape.

The flesh, the blood, the sheaf the grape,
That feed His man -~ the bread the wine. (7)

 Bhe sPeaks in The Courts of the "splendours, colours,'

avenues, arrays', (8) of the "poet's imageries?, . In The
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Launch, the Dying is "kissed, cherished, exhorted, shriven,

dismissed”.(g) In thé address To the Body, the high senses
(10)

‘"gign, approve, accept, conceive, create”, In The

Unexpected Peril, the:poet decides that "terror, the doubt,

the lash, the task", are not enemies.(11) Tn christ in the
Universe, the ecataloguing of adjectives is for once vindi-~
: cated poetlcally.
- O0f "His earthevis1t1ng feet _
None knows the secret, cherished, perilous,
The terrible, shamefast, frightenbd,,whispered,
sweet,

Heart-shattering secret of His way with us, (12)

The poem Free Will concludes with the multiple question:

... How hate, how lovey how dare,
How weep, how hope? \ (13)

Somewhat indigeétible for the lyric is the roll-call of -

-The Voice of avBird: "Dante, KXeats, Shakespearé, Milton,“

shelley".(14) 1 'Rivers Unknown to Somg', the poet hails
the "Bhlne, Avon, Arno" as ‘

Ignorant, 1nnocent instantaneocus, free, ~
Unwelcomed, unrenowned. (15)

’And, in the last poem of the 1923 edition, the poet declares
her singing voice to be "single, local, lonely, mortal,

(18)

new", Such lines afe essentially intellectuai: be ing,

in the firsﬁ place, the product of that intellectual power

of'precisién by means of division, of;‘as the French phrase
has it, ”distinguer pour savoir®; and beéause of the use of
poetry, not necessarily beyond, bﬁt certainly~withouf

imagery, the great preference in thesé lists being for the

abstract word. But to this deliberate closeness of thought
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has been sacrificed the fluent rhythm and the vowelled
,melodieé of Preludes; Before these abstract words, the
iméges drawn from Natﬁre retire‘info ﬁnimportance: althoﬁgh
gyéludes and Occasional Essays alike were witness of Alice
Mbyneil's power of natural observation and description; and

not a few of the Later Poems, the slight Rainy Summer for

:example, are witness that this power remained with her,
'absoiutely vadiminished, Nbr is the poet any longer concerned
Witg‘communicating her own emotions; but'rather with the -
expression of her thought. There is therefore diversiﬁy’as
Wel; as continuity in the-Later.POémS. The "multitude- v
'compdsure“ theme, the great'thread of continuity, tends to
Abecome mqfe abstract, more intellectual, in its later.
expression, The "art of simile"; a phrase that seems'to
explain best the quality of Aliée.Meynell's imagefy, is the
result’of close observation and mental ingenuity; and there-—
fore allows the intellect considerable seope in this depart-
mént of expréssion. The "conceit" was alfead& in Preludes;

but the more frequent use of the éuridusly divided simile,

in which figure and subject'are given disfipct and independent
development, is witness that the "arﬁ of simile" was inereasing
in power, rather than diminishing, with the years. Finally,
those extraordinary lists of words, chiefly of "abstract"
words, display.. the tendency of the poet to turn from imagery
of any klnd altogether and to seek purely 1ntellectual state-

ment,
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The "art of simile" is therefore a principle of
both éontinuity and diversity: the listing of abstract nouns,
verbs, adgectlves, is a sign of dlver31ty onlywln the Later
Poens. The most important proof of dlvers1ty in the 1ater
work is the frequency of the "paradox", a figure in which the
intellectual'tendencieé of Aliée“ﬂbynéll's ﬁoetry and her
powers‘of religious COntemplation seem to achiéve their final
form, But I shall reserve the dlscu331on of "paradox" for
the next part of this chapter. There is something to be done
firet in preparation. The Later Poems do not give a complete
impreésion of Alice Meynell. There is continuity and diversity
in life as in art. Aiready we have séen in the sfudy of her
essays, that her art was free from deliberately prophetic or
moral or social purposes;'tﬁat it seems to retire frém the
world into an exquisite retreat. This purely contemplative
spirit continues throughdut the Later Poems; and indeed was,
according to Coventry Patmore, the outstanding characteristic
(17)

of her mind, There was however diﬁersity in her life.

Shé seemed to live at two levels: to be, at once, the aloof
| contemplative and the modern woman, actively interested iﬁ-
the affairs of the world. I wish now to discuss more in
detail this "modern woman", before taking up the matter of
_her religious poetry which will, in general, stahd distinetly
in contrast, '
Alice ﬂbynell's Later Poems have very little of

the local thought, of the: urgency of contemporary preblems and

controvers;es.‘ In The Lady Poverty, she briefly deplores

\
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- Vicforian materislism. In the last chapter, we discovered

this eriticism also in the essays. In the poem St. Catherine

of Siena, however, Alice Meynell sturdily attacks an idea

that was, throughout her 1ife, a motive for dispute and active
~zeal, This was the Victorian idea that women ére weak and .
somewhat ineffectual in a man's world. "It is doubtful", she
wrote in John Ruskin,_"whether we may name any weak th;ng as

typically spiritual".(ls) vGertrude Ford, in the Living Age,

considered that Mrs, Meynell shared "the reformer's zeal for
~justice and freedon, esgecially in regard to the political

emancipation of her owh sex"; and that The Shepherdess was

"the first adequate poetic utterance of that new love of
woman for Woman“.(lg) This zeal forvwomen beginse early in :
the life of_Aliée Me&neli. The diary of the girl of seventéen
placed under the championship of Shelley this'”golden" cause:

Of all the crying evils in this depraved earth,
ay, of all the sins of which the cry must surely
come to Heaven, the greatest, judged by all the
laws of God and humanity, is the miserable selfish-
ness of men that keeps women from work - work, the
salvation of the world, the winner of the dreamless
sleep, and the dreamless thought too, the strengthener
of mind and body... By work I mean work of the

"mind as well as of the body. ’ (20)

' In the Essays, the defence of women was carried forward, In

The Colour of Life (1898), she invites the reader to "see
the curious history of the political rights of woman under
the Revolution."

On the scaffold she enjoyed an ungrudged share

in the fortunes of party. Political life might
be denied her, but that seems a trifle when

you consider how generously she was permitted
political death, h - (21)
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In her Introduction to an edition of Elizabeth Barrett
-Browning's poems, Alice Meynell remembers the plight of
the "mid=-century woman'",

A mld-century woman could hardly help practise
the deplorable humility of "not aSplring to be
fair", or certainly of not aspiring to be
pictorial. Her house, her dress, her street,
separated her from simplieity and splendour of
living; and, if she was a writer, she wrote of
fortunate ladies who were more free and more
splendid., 4 very banal literature of romance =
prose and verse - was the consequence. MNrs,
Browning's fancy was inevitably caught, like
that of others, by the helm and the hall the
tower and the vesper bell, the abbess in black

" and the chatelaine in Jewels. (22)

"As president and vice-president of suffrage sociéties, as
a wrlter for the suffrage papers, and a marcher in the
processions, (Alice Meynell) contributed to the work of the
devoted women she admired,-such.as Mrs. Despard and Miss
avadan® ,(23)  This was in 1914, In this year, in a reply
to Sir Almroth Wright's letter to the Times on "Medical
Wbmen",‘she had sharp words of rebuke. |
H Fastidiousness as to the modesty of a lady

is not respect for purity, but respeet for

caste. ... It is a fact of human life that

'sex! troubles man at least as much as it

troubles wéman, but it does not disfranchise _

man. | | | (24)
This is not the portrait of a shy, secluded, introspective

poet, There was a vigour and awareness - vigilance is the

word - in Alice Meyneli that some impressiohs of her person

and her poetry do not seem to convey. It is amusing to read

that a certain major wrote in his More Reminiscences of an .

014 Bohemian that "she had the face of an angel and alas!
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a far too Trail physique®; and then to remember that; at the
age of fifty~four, she spentvsix hours in the saddle, climb-

(25)

ing mountains in California, Yot scarcely more than a

poem or two of the Later Poems is disturbed by the reformer's

zeql; nor is ﬁheir grave reflectiveness often interrupted by
‘controversy. The woman could hardly have been more modern:

yet her poetry deals only with eternal problems - ;ife'and ‘;Eii
déath, joy and pain. The Later Poems are distinctly the |

work,, not of a philosopher, nor a polemist, nor a.social

reformer, but, as Patmore thought, the work of a contemplative,




3, GContrast aﬁd Paradox

By this time, iy will have been inferred that Alice méynell's

poetry is pre-eminently an art of contrast. The "multitude-

aeﬁposure” theme is fundamentally the pereeption of eontrast,
. The conelﬁsiqn in the lagt part of this chapter, that Alice

Meynellts imagery may be defined as the "art of simile"

impliesﬁthe seme idea of centraét; for the-fundamentali

difference between métapher and simile is thét metaphor
implieitly affirms an identity, whereas_the simile, exﬁlieitly“

affirming similarity,'implicitly affi;ms a;diversity. in

the poem, Summer in England, 1914, there is an example of
contrast that is neither s variation of the "multitude-
eompesuré“ theme nor an exercisg of the "art“of simile"®,

And while this rose made round her oup,
the armies died convulsed. And when
This ehaste young silver sun went up
Softly, a thousand shattered men,
. One wet corruption, heaped the plain,
After a league-long throb of pain.

¥lower following tender flower; and birds,

o And berries; and benignant skies

Hade thrive the serried flocks and herds,-
Yonder are men shot through the eyes. (1)

In the poem Messina, 1908, the poet solves, by vigorous

contrast and in the. spirit of faith, the Problem of Evil.

ord, Thou hast crushed Thy tender ones,
' . oter-thrown
thy strong, Thy fair; Thy man thou hast
B ‘ - unmanned ,
Thy elaborate works unwrought, Thy deeds undone,
Phy lovely sentient human plan unplanned;
bestroyer, we have cowered beneath Thine own
Immediate, unintelligible hand,
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ILord, Thou hast hastened to retrieve; to heal,
To feed, to bind, to clothe, to quench the
brand,
To prop the ruin, to bless, and to anneal;
Hast sped Thy ships by sea, Thy tralns by
land,
Shed pity and tears'- our shattered fingers feel
Thy mediate and intelligible hand, (2)
A difference will bée noticed between these two "war" poems.
Both.are indeed founded upon a contrast that is observed in
the world: . the serenity and beauty of Nature is, in the
- first, contrasted With the ugliness and the suffering of men;
in the second, the destructiveness of war is contrasted with,
what we would now call, the merciful work of the Red Cfoss.
" But in the second poem, there is something new, By referring
both elements of the countrast to one cause, a paradox is
ereated, God is at once Destroyer and Healer,

- our shattered fiﬁgers feel
Thy mediate and intelligible hand,

Paradox is the distinctive characteristic of Alice Meynell's
\

‘religious poetry. The poem Veni Greator,,ﬁith.which she

broke the silence of fifteen’years, ushered in the Later
‘Poems with a paradox. In that poem, Christ was conceived
as both Absolver and Penitent. The paradox is the most

' distinctively "intellectual® or "metaphysical® element in

Alice Meymell's work. In Messina, 1908, it is only by mesns
of ideas dfawn fro&,religious doetrine that the paradox is
possible. The doctrine of God's “permissive will® allows
the poet to eall Him, the Destroyer: the doctrine of God's

Providence allows her to call Him, the. Healer,

Since the différence between the poetry that
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expresses the contrast of the "multitude-composure® theme
and the pbetry that makes use éf the contrast of paradox -

seems 10 me to be largely the difference between Alice

Meynell's finest poetry and that other poetry which, even
at its worst, must.yet be called thoughtful and splendid
verse; I must explain in more detail the difference between

these two tjpes of contrast,'which together include the

greatest propqrtionvofAher work, and more particularly but
somewhat less accurately, constitute the difference between
.her'noﬁ—réligious and her religioué poetry,

The precise quality of the "multitude—compOsure"
contrast fhat I wish to emphasize here»is that‘both elements
of the contrast are the'objects of experiehce. For example,
"'inAsuch a line as this from the Hssays, t ‘

Not a pool ... without passages of stars; (3)
both.the "composure® of the pool and the "multitude" of the

passing stars have been seen with theeyes., Similarly, in

The Laws of Verse, when ﬁhe'poet writes that,

... S0 ruled, so warmed, so pressed,
I breathe, aware; I feel my wild heart beat; (4)

we understand that she has actually experienced the friection

 of metre producinguthe sense of "wildness®, The Poet!'s

Wife is a more complex example,

O poet, more than ocean, lonelier!
In inaccessible rest -
And storm remote, thou, sea of thoughts, dost stir
Scattered through east and west,=»
Now, while thou closest with the kiss of her
" Who. locks thee to her breast. - (58
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There is here contrést Within contrast. The first contrast
is between the loneliness of the poet and the embrace of
poet and wife; and then, within the loneliness of the poet,
there is rest and there is stofm. And yet, notwithstanding
this complexity, the contrasts of the poem are cgmpletely the
objects of an experience. Storm, rest, loneliness, embraeé,
union and withdrawil, are, like the "0di et amo" of Catullus,
elements clearly percelved though 1nextrlcably involved to-
gether, in the 1nternal consciousness of the poets.
| When we turn to Alice Meynell's paradoxes, a
remarkable diffgrence is poted., In a non—religious poém,
Parentage, the poet protests that Augustus Caesar was wrong-
when he declared that "unmarried ciﬁizens”.werev"slayers of
the people;" and in the secohd stanza; she attempté‘to prove
the contrary. | |
But those who slay

Are fathers. Theirs are armies., Death is theirs -

The death of innocences and despairs;

The dying of the golden and the grey.

The sentence, when these speak it, has no Nay.

And she who slays is she who bears, who bears. (6)
A strange paradox is here proposed for our attention: the
NMother is the Murderer of her child, "she Wh0~siays,is she
‘who bears." Unlike the contrast based upon the "multitude-
_ compesure"hthemé, only one element of thié paradox is the
object of experience - she who bears; the other element -
(she who slays - is not, of course, a matter of éxpgrience,

- but of inference. The poet proposes as a truth, as a unity,

the thought that a mother both bears and slays her child.
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Notice the grounds .for the iﬁference: the mother bears a
son: the son is killed in war (we may suppose, not merely
for the seke of argument, that war is inevitable in the
lifetime of any son): therefore, the poet concludes,
because she has borne the son, the mother has killed him
herself. The thpught is not difficult or abstruse; it is
‘merely Wrﬁng. The paradox disintegrates into a sophism,
The paradox does not remain in tension.’ And the eﬁotion -
of\thé line is the emdtion'of ;ggggg;g, that is, of per~ """
suasion; and not the emotion of the poetry of contemplatibn.
The‘poem has genuine grief; but it is not imaginatively
sincere. The. grief does not rise out of this thought: it
risés out of the sense of loss énd, through_perversity.or
some desife of self-immolation, is expressed in this extra-
vagant way‘ _

, Few indeed of Alice Meynell's paradoxes break'
down ; but from those that do, we can learn the danger of
this figure of thought. The coﬁtrést of thé "multitude—
composure" type, since both elements are fouﬁd in experience, ’
‘cannot disintegrate in this way; Fit is true, as we have seen,

‘in the comparison of Two Poets and the third part\of

Reflex;ohs, that the underlying experience of a "multitude=

composure" contrast can be "abstracted™ to such a level
"beyond imagery" that the theme is no longer capable of rich
and satisfying communication, Intellectual "abstraction"

constitutes s danger for the "multitude-composure" theme, i
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But in the transfer from this type of contrast to the
paradox, Alice Meynell is running the far graver danger;

i

of constructing a poem upon a basis of thought, that tends

to explode under analysis.

In The TWQ_Quest;ons,,Alice Meynell protests

against the idea that the suffering of the good is un=

intelligible. |
Not the clean heart transplerced nor tears that
fall S
For a child's agony; nor a martyr's woe; v S
Not these, not these appal, ‘ ‘ 7

And this is to be explained by a paradox:

_ Submissive we shall find
A splendour in that dust.

This is the religious paradox, The poet proposes as a
thought, as a unity, that the suffering of the innocent is
just, because through it only, the innocent will achieve |
fgplendour.® She confesses the suffering of the innocent
‘on experience: she confesses on faith the "splendour" that
Will be found'in sufféring, This péradox is no sbphisml >>>>>
. the poet has simply to ‘point to the Cross of Chrlst in proof

of her faith: the two elements, though one is not derlved

from experiénce, stand, strangely but firmly, gide by side.

And yet, despite the precision of the woeabulary, the vigour

of the phrasing, The Two Questions seems to be argument

| rather than an experience of a great and mysterious truth,
‘It seems to me inescapable that whereas Alice Meynell's
sensibility responded and vibrated instantly and fully to e

"multitude~composure™ contrasts in Nature, in the affairs
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of life, and particularly in the obscure depths of personality;
that sensibility is not stirred in the same measure by the
paradoxes of faith, - The meére discovery of a paradex such as

the one guoted from The Two Questions is’no'great or difficult

matter. Anyone who has learned his catechism'faithfully can
.compose paradoxes with ease. Phe Incarnation — a mystery in
which Finité meets Infinite; the Holy chharigt - a mystery
wherein the gategories of Space and Quahtity seem, to the

casual observer, to be strangely overturned and the One 1

suffers multiplication without division: these mysteries

provide endless paradoxes. But unless these,paradoxeg are

explored by the sensibility of the poet, it is difficult to

see what poetry can be made outkof them. Such a poem 2as

Beyond Knowledge, where the sin, white as snow, is seen in

a vision, end such a poem as Free Will, where the poet
declares that her "best treasures are ignoble, undelightful,
abject, cold® - shé is speaking of past sin'— were surely

paradoxes capable of splendia poetic treatment: yet they
A‘are littlemore than intellectual exercises;' It is only when . iF
- the “multitude—composure“ themé is expreésed in‘fhe language,

and felt in the mysteries, of faith that Alice Meynell's

religiéus poetry-takes wing._ Two brief lines of Unto Us &

Son is Given redeem the poem; which immediately lapses beyond
poetid redemption,

Sudden as sweet :

Come the expected feet.

~All joy is.young, and unew all art,

And He, too, whom we have by heart, (8)
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The Unknown God is not a poem written to enforce a paradox,

but a religious expression of the mystery of personality,
1Christ in his unknown heart,
His intellect unknown - this love, this art,
This battle and this peace, this destiny
That I shall never know, look upon mel
1Christ in his numbered breath,
Christ in his beating heart and in his death,

Christ ‘in his mystery! From that secret place
And from that separate dwelling, give me grace.?(9)

Despite the fine thoughtful texture of Alice
Meynell's religious poetry, i1t must not be considered, on L
the Whole, great religious poetry. It is therefore surpris-
Cing tha£ eritics have here‘and there sought to\beétow~upon”f
Alice Meynel1 the high honour éf "myétic"4poet. No word has
been the victim of more jugglery than. the word ™mysticism" .
as applied to poetry; and it is not surprising that Alice
Meynell does fulfil the qualifications of some definitions

of this w@rd.- D.H.S. Nicholson and A.H.E. Lee, in their

Introduction to The Oxford Book of Hunglish Mystical Verse,.

resolutely refuse to define "mysticism®, but "as a ground

of comprehension" confess that they were goverﬁed by a desire

"to in@lude ohly such poems and extracts from poems as contain.
intimations of a consciousness widef and deeper than the

normal."(lQ)‘ In this gense, Alice Meynell's poetry is o
evidently Mmystical": it is difficult to say what poetry of R

any value would not be. Wr. Arthur Patriek, iq“his'Study of

Lionel Johnson, is clesrer in his approach to definitions,

He asks if Lionel Johnson is to be considered a "mystic poet".
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Si 1l'on entend par 13, & ltexclusion de tout
autre intérét, une préoccupation de l'union de
1'8me % la Divinité, il faut répéndre. que non.
Mais il est mystique dans le mesure ol. il
concsiddre habituellement la vie humaine en son
rapport avec un ordre surnaturel. Le monde
invisible existe pour lui... Sa podsie
religieuse se dirige plus vers le ciel que vers
les choses mortelles, et les visions qu'il en a
sont fréquentes, ' (11)

Nor-does Alice lMeynell's poetry indicate that she ié a
"mystic"'in thé first sense.. She was not preoccupied with
fhe desirewfof unioﬁ with God. énd she cgrtainly Eelongs
with Lionel Johnson in the class of those who have stead-

fastiy_eontempiated the world of supernatural reality. In

The Crucifixion, she sees Christ descending into the ahyss |
Sf Infinite SOrTOW, | | | |
But over the abyss.

Of God's capacity for woe He stayed

One hesitating hour; what gulf was this?

Forsaken He went down, and was afraid, 1v (12)
Thése lines indeed are a degree more'profound»in their con-
templation of the "monde invisibleﬁ than any lines of Lionel
Johnson, It is yet difficult to see, in Hr. Patriqk's
definition, sny distinction made within religious poetry.
All religibﬁs poetry is concerned with the relation of the
supernatﬁral to the order of néture. The "invigble world" .
exists for all'religious poéts; and to saywtnmt Alice Mbyneil
contemplétes Heaven rather than earth is surely only another
way of'saying‘she is g-religioué poetgl But when Anne Kimball
. Tuell, after a clearer definition than any of these of the

nature of ™"mystical" experience, goes on to place Alice
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Meynell among the "mystics", then there is cause for

All the more for its characteristic calm of
meditation, the poetry of Mrs. Meynell becomes
at its finest the poetry in whose name critical
crimes are most easily committed, the poetry
of mysticism,., Common parlance ignorantly
holds the word synonymous with emotional
religion, and dubs as "mystic®” the lyric of
mo st ardent palpltatlons... A truer psychology
however recognizes as well in the experience,
the supreme act of a unique concentration. And
this phase of the mystic consciousness must be
- silent., In absoluteness, one would suppose, it -
‘muet be altogether silent, becoming articulate
only in incompleteness... There is a singular
-value then in a poetry which abjures, not in
ignorance, direct expression of mysteries, and
presents them from without in a reverent and
. unhasting contemplation. : (13)y '

anne Tuell, after she has in this passége come perilously

close to saying that "mystical" poetry is impossible, gives

somewhat later her reason for calling Alice Meynell, a
"mystie® poet.

Mrs, Meynell reaches most surely her fulfilment

in religious verse, since the paradex, “the

natural shape of her thought, is the most daring
expression of the mystic consciousness, It has
been articulate in symbols = the flame, the

light, the voice, the pilgrimage - witness per=
haps in their perpetual return to the oneness

of their truth., But by and beyond the combination
of symbols, there remainzg for religious expression,
the paradox, a more gallant utterance since it
seeks, unlike the symbol, not alone to suggest

but directly to affirm; honest in defeat, since

it confesses fallure by its essential contr?dlctlen.
’ 14)

That the paradox of itself, whatever its relation to
"mystical" experience, should be considered an adeduatev
medium of communication for poetry is somewhat astbnishing.

Such a paradox as this, for example, from the Lauda Sion




 eritical absorption in that age of sense and spirit."
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Seventeenth Century. ThereAcan be no question of direct
influence. As Anne Tuell has pointed out: ' the proclivities
of her verse which bend toward the Seventeenth Century

appear at least as sarly as 1890, seven years before her

(1%2)
Anne Tuell wrote this in 1925, Criticism before 1925 had not
hesitated to place Alice Meynell more or less definitely with
the‘"metaphysical“ poets of the Seventeenth Cenﬁury; In

1923; J.L. Garvin wrote in The Living Age, that Alice Meynell's

"spiritual imagination was kindled and made daring by the
more flagrant spirits of the metaphysical school, “(18)

Gertrude Ford, also writing for The Living Age, in 1916,

decided that Alice Meynell was "the true‘descendant of
Crashaw and Herbert and Herrick; end of Vaughan in.the

Retreat and Early_Hburs.ﬁ(l9) When Alice Meynell was elected

in 1914 to the Acade@ic Committee Qf the Royal Society‘of
Literature, Sir Henfy}NeWbolt delivered an addreee to her
in which he spoke of "a union of wit and religieus,emotion,
as rare now as it was characteristic of :the Seventeenth
Century in England,"™(20) This was a trait, he said,
inherited from the bast, " The eontemporaries of Herbert
and of Vaughan would have revelled in her use of images."
It must, in the first place, be pointed out that,
in the religious poetry of Alice meynell,,imagery is con=
gpicuous by its absence. Nor ie her use of imagery in the
Later Poems likely to stir memories of Herbert or Vaughan

or Crashaw or "the more flagrant spirits of the metaphysical
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sehool.” Tt is true that such "conceits" as the figure

of the fide in The Visiting Sea; a poem of the Preludes,

or the figure of the ship in the Later Poem The Launch
teveal an ingenuity that might have delighted the "meta- - i
' physical® poets. But a "tide" and a "ship" and the mamer

in which Alice Meynell'has developed them are far different

from the ingenuity and curious conception of such an image

2s this of John Donne,

. On a round ball
A workman that hath copies by, can lay
An Burope, Afrique, and an Asia,
‘And quickly make that, which was nothing, All,
So doth eache teare,
Which thee doth weare, '
A globe, yea world by that impression growy
Ti11 thy teares mixt with mine doe overflow
This world, by waters sent from thee, my
heaven dissolved so, (21)

In Advent Meditation, in Preludes, we have a representative

example of Alice Meyneli's use of Nature in her religious
poetry.

Sweet summer and the winter wild,
These brought him forth, the Undefiled.
The happy Springs renewed again
His daily bread, the growing grain,
The food and raiment of the Child. (22)

There is not much in those lines to remind ug of Crashaw's

Hymn of the Nativity, nor of the use of Nature there,

I saw the curl!d drops, soft and slow,
Come hovering oter the place's head; '
Offring théir whitest sheets of snow
To furnish the fair. Infant's bed:
~ Porbear, said I; be not too bold.
Your fleece is white, But 'tis too cold, = (23)

The use of paradox is a hint of Crashaw; but Alice Meynell
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lacks the rapture that alone seems capable of charging his
paradoxes with poetry. Two poets could scarcely be more
4ifferent than Alice Heynell and Francis Thompson; and it

' is Francis Thompson who:recalls the Crashaw of A Hymn

“To the Name above every Hame,

Mr. H,J.C. Grierson, in The Background of English

Literature, applies the word fmetaphysical® to "Domne and

\ hié followers to Cowley", because it lays‘stress on the

right things = the survival, one might sa& the,reaccentuation, 

of the metaphysical strain, the goncettl metafisici ed ideali

(as Testi ealls them in contrast to the,simpier imagery of
elassical poetry), of medieval Ttalian poetry; the more
intellectual, 1ess verbal,fcharacter'of their wit compared
4ith the conceits of the Blizabethans; the finer psychology
6flwhich their conceits are often the expression; their

| iearned imagery; the argumentative;_subtle evolution of
their 1lyriecs; ébove all, the peculiar blend of passion and

thought, feeling and ratiocination which is their greatest

achievement."(24)  Though Alice WMeynell differs from the
Seventeenth Century poets on each of these points far more
"~ than she’resembles;them, she differs from them most.of all

on the last and the fundamental point, "The distinctive

note of 'metaphysical' poetry!," says Ir, Grierson, con-=
tinuing, "is the blend of passionate feeling and paradoxical
ratiocination."(zs) The intense personal conflict of Domne,

the passionate"rapture of Crashaw, the "fountain-joys", the T
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dézzling light of Henry Vaughén, the child-like ecstasy of
Thomas Traherne: these ardent spirits have nothing to do
with the reticence of Alice Meynell's réligibus poetry. Nor
will her contemplative serénity more. than negatively remind
us of the gentle temperament of George Herbert. It seems
- to me that it is the sense of splrltual conflict in Herbert
that creaﬁes his special 1nt1macy with hlS "deare God,"

But as I rav'd and grew more flerce and wilde

At every word,

We thought I heard one calling, Childe: -
And I reply'd, Hy Lord. ; (26)

As the sehse‘of contrition in a passionate temperamente.
suéh.és that of Mary WMagdalen, ekpresses itself in passionate
'1OVe;‘so, I believe, the sense.of contriﬁion and Canlict;
in thé.genﬁlé soul. of George Herbert, has expressed itself
in tendernésé and intimacy. Yet nelther the one nor the
'other; the sense of personal confliet nor tender intimacy,
is charactefistic of Alice Meynell's'religious poetry,

In order to illustrate mdre concretely my criticism

of Alice Meynell's poetry in this last part of the essay, T

shall propose a compafiSon of_Alice'MBynell's To the Body,

written in 1906, Coventry Patmore's To the Body, and Thomas

Traherne's The Salutation. This i1s Alice Meynell's poem in

its entirety.

‘Thou inmost, ultimate
Council of judgement, palace of decrees,
Where the high senseés hold their spiritual state,
Sued by earth's embassies, ‘
And sign, approve, accept, conceive, create:

Create - thy sensesclose
With the world's pleas. The random odours reach




Thelr sweetness in the place of thy repose,
Upon thy tongue the peach,
And in thy nostrils breathes the breathing rose,
To thee, secluded one , -
The dark vibrations of the sightless skles,
The lovely inexplicit colours, run;
The light gropes for those eyes.
0 thou august! thou dost command the sun,
Music, all dumb, hath trod
Into thine sar her one effectual way;
- And fire and cold approach to gain thy nod ,
Where thou calll'st up the day,
v Where thou awaitest the appeal of God. . (27)
Now this poem, though by no means the finest of the Later
Poems, and .although a poem not built upon:a paradox, is
nevertheless representative of the closely-thoughtsout,
abstract manner in the Later Poems, The"greatest moment of
the poem 1is in the third stanza where the "multitude-
composure” thenme is distinetly felt. An infrequent and
curious note of this third stanza is the employment of
modern science - the physics of light and colour, More of
this in Alice meynellvwould have given her a closer reference
- with the Seventeenth Century. This stanza seems £0 promise
a climax which the final stanza meets w1uh_eeld preelslon.

Patmore's poem To the Body has lines very similar

in meaning to this third stanza.
' Reverberatlng dome,
Of music cunningly built home
Against the void and indolent dlsgrace
Of unresponsive space;... (28)
Patmore immediatelyamakes use of mystical symbolism to floed

his subject with vibrant life.
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Little, sequesteré& pleasure-house
For God and for His Spouse;...

' He introduces into his poem a dramatic distress.

Alas, so true
To all thy frlendshlps that no grace
Thee from thy sin can Wholly disembrace;...

~For which false fealty
Thou needs must, for a season, lie
In the grave's arms, foul and unshriven,
Albeit, in Heaven,
Thy crimson-throbbing blow' :
Into its old abode aye pants to g£0....

And in the last seven lines of his poem, Patmore has intro-
duced personal remorse and the unutterable envy of all who
"have sinned,for the innocence of the utterly sinless,

0, if the pleasurss I have known in thee

But my poor faith's poor first-fruits bess

What quintessential, keen, ethereal bllss

Then shall be his

Who has thy birth=time's consecrating dew

For death's sweet chrism retain'd,

Guick, tender, virginal, and unnrofaned'
Into the same subject, Patmore has infused a range of feel=
ing that is simply nowhere to be found in the religious

poetry of Alice lleynell,

When we turn to Thomas Traherne's Salutation to
his body, a similar difference meets us., How shall Alice
Meynell's poem compare with the rapture of curiosity in the

first lines of Trahernets poem® ., 0
These little limbs,
These Hyes and Hands which here I flnd,
‘This panting Heart wherewith my Life begins;
Where have ye been? Behind
What curtain were ye from me hid so long? ‘
Where was, in what Abyss, my new-made Tongue? (29)

Or with the child-like wonder of the lines?
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Such Sounds to hear, such Hands. to feel, such Feet,
Such Eyes and Objects, on the Ground to meet,

Or with the audacity of the fifth stanza?
. From Dust I rise
And out of Nothing now awake; o
These brighter Regions which salute mlne Byes _ S
AGift from God I take: '
The Barth, the Seas, the Light, the lofty Skies,
_ The Sun and Stars are mine; if these I prize.
Or with the wonder of thanksgivin in the last lines?

But that they mine should be who Nothing was,
That Strangest “is of all yet brought to pass,

" Traherne and Patmore, in these poems, seem t0 me t0 represent
the successful ways of creating religious poeﬁry of con-
templation, The poet may eddy about a mystery or truth of
faith, in cpriosity and wonder;wor4he“may strive to ﬁenetrata
" ‘the mystery by illuminating the revealed truthsfwith.his own.
'eXperience'and most successfully perhaps, using the symbolism
of those who have sought to express genuine "mystical“'
experlence.. Traherne and Patmore are very close to themr

-thought: Traherne Just outside it rhapsod121ng, Patmore well

within 1t, exploringllt with his own sens1bll;ty. Alice
Meynell seems to have held reiigioﬁs-thought and mystery at
arm!s léngth, studying it carefully, content %o state.one-or

--two important aspects of theymyétery, and, generally speak-

‘ing, to let it go at that. - G

There is therefore a division to be made in the
Later Poems of Alice mbynell, which would, very foughly it
is true, correspond to a division of her poetry into the
‘?cems based upon the "Multitude-Composure" theme, in which B

,the contrast involved is altogether a matter of experience,

and the poems based upon paradox, in which
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theecontrast is only on one side the oﬁject of experience,
Such a lelSlOﬂ would very nearly correspond to a lelswon
of her poetry into religious and non—rellglous work, It
must be pointed out, however, that poems dlstlnctly based
upon the "Mﬂltltude-ComposureA theme were sometlmes, as we
have seen,. ralsed to a level of abstractlon that diminished

their poetlc value, whereas, on the other hend , some of the

religious poems, the flnest of them, have been 1mmeasurably
improved by the introduection of the "ifultitude ~-Composure"
theme, It seems that the conclusion to be made is that,
whereas Alice Mbynell was able to perceive in WNature, in
‘the ebb and flow of nersonal joy and grlef, in human life,
the presence of “multltude“ and "composure", she was not
able, at least not more than 1nfrequently, to percelve this
theme in the dogmas of faith. Paradox, finally, and the
tendency towards abstractlon, which in other poets seems to:
have produced or permltted great poetry, mast in her Work,_

be considered factors that tend to suppress her finer and

more characteriétic'qualities;’




CONCILUSION
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In this conclusion, I do not wish to gather together what

has already been done, but rather to indicate how the‘poetry
and the prose we have been examiging belongs to the later
Nineteenth Century in virtue of certain fundamental qualities,
These fundamental qualities will, in faet, be reduced to tﬁo:
the tendency towards a more intellectual'poetry, the exami—
nation of WQich was the burden of the 6hapter on Alice |
Meynell'é Later Poems and the freedom of her work from mofal
or social purpose,.a quality discovered in the ehapfer on her
‘Occasional HEssays and seen'again,invher bater Poems, Coventry
Patmore, despite the great differénce;yetween his own poetry
and the poetry of Alice Meynell, indicated in the last chapter,
is, I suggest, at the very general levei of these two funda-
mental qualities, an iMportgnt,facﬁor in determining Alice'"
Meynell's position in the later Nineteenth Century. He seems
to have'had a shars in accelerating the tendency of Alice
"Meynell towards a more intellectual poetry: he was certainly
in accord with the desire that_freed poetry-from social pre-
occupations, In virtue of their agreement upon this second
peint, the religious poetry of Patmore and Alice Meynell
4occupies a distinet phase in the Catholic tradition of
English literature, In order that I may not involve myseif,
in a conclusion, with a detailed discussion of Catholic
writers after Alice ﬂeyneil, I must be content with suggest-
ing, rather thgn‘démonstrating, the difference between her

work and the work of men such as, for example, Gilbert Keith -




Chesterton, And with that suggestion, the conclusion nay
conclude, | )

The last chapter concluded with recognition of a
‘conflict in the poetry of Alice Meynell between the N
"multitude-composure” theme,‘definite witness of the Romantic
Sensibility, and the tendency towards more intellectual
expression, brought to an‘extreme}in the frequent "paradox"®, gi
The "multitude-composure" poems succeed: the striéter,wmore K
' retiéent, more abstract,"poetry,fails. Ip_such,a confliet, %
Aiice Meynell reflects thg ?suppressed Romanticiém", which
Mr. Ifor Bvans has considered one of the chayacieristics of
the later Nineteenth Gentﬁry.(l) Mr. Evans cites Matthew
Arndld as an example of the poet who‘deliberatglyvendeavburs
to subdue a'BOmantic.sensibility.to classie forms, Thé move-
 ment from The Scholar Gipsy to Merope will find_no.corres-
pondence in the movement from Preludes to. the Later Poems of
Aliée Meynell; but, in the.sgnée,ithat both Arnold and Alice
Meynell were ever meing/towards a more simple, more thought-
ful style, they do represent a tendency characteristic of the ~
peried. Mr. E.'K. Brown, in the Introduction to his’Victqrian
Poetry, declares that "a dissatisfaction with subjectivism

n(2) And there

ig'a fundamental qgality in Victorian poetry.
can be no doubt that Alice Meynell deliberately sought to
ﬁove away from the subjectivism of her early poetry.
Coventry Patmore, writing of Preludes, says that "Mrs,

Meynell's thoughts and feelings seem to be half-suffocated

4
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by their own sweetness and pathos", and then continues:

With extraordinary power of self-judgment,

she discovered this fact while she was as yet
a mere girl, and, disdaining to do anything
she could not do, not only well, but best,

and netw1thstand1ng the encouragement to
persevere in poetry which she received from

a large and high class of crities, she gave

up the attempt, and has hardly since written

a line. (3)

There was aetually evidence and promise. of the Later Poeﬁs .

-in Pfeledes; and the stream of "suppressed Romanticism®

flows from first to last; but the extraordinary develoément‘

of paredox and abstract statement, together with the loss
of melody and rhythm and, in a large measure,.the loss of_
nature-imagery, in a'censiderable.portion of the mature
, peetry, seems to require some further explanation. The_
influence of the Seventeenth Century does not account for
this development., Butylt does seem probable that Coventry
Patmore himself, with criticism of the kind just quoted,
accelerated in no small degree the de&eloPment of greatef
restraint and closer thought. |

The -poetry of Coventry Patmore and the poetry of
Alice Meynell are. remarkably different. But @heir peet;e

~theory was very similar., In the essay The Point of Rest

. in Art, Patmore speaks of "a vital centre, which, like that

of a great wheel, has little motion in itself, but which at

once transmits and contrels the fierce»revolution of the

eireumference.?(4) In the essay, Emotional Art, Patmore

displays a peiﬁt of view that Alice Meynell very evidently

adopted in the writing of her matﬁre poetryj art,
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universally acknbwledgéd to be of the very highest kind,
sometimes almost entirely dispenses with ‘'emotion', and
trusts for its effect to an almost purely intellectual

' expfession of form or order - in other words, of truth, "5
Similarities of this kind betwesn the eritical Writings"of

Patmore and thqse of Alice Meynell might be multiplied

'indéfinitely; and, since the great period of Alice Méypell's7

friendship w?th Coventry Patmore coincides with the years |
immediately preceding éliee Meynell's_Second period;of’
poetry, 1891-1895,(6) and since both poets were greatly con-
ecerned with correct theory and technigue, this similarity
in their view of pqetry suggests that gliggwMeynell.owes
much to Coventry Patmore, Edmund Gosse speaks of "geniué
singularly cognate." ‘_ |

During the last four years of considerable

bodily suffering, borne with great resolution,

the eentral fact in his (Patmoret's) life was

certainly the devoted affection of a friend,

of genius singularly cognate with his oewn. (7)

But the linking of the name of Coventry Patmore
with that of Alice Meynell has an importance far greater

than its impliecation of direct poetie influence. Through

Arnold; Mr, Ifor Bvans declares, "we learn something of that

bleak isolation of the artist in a world otherwise oceupied,
which appsars and reappears in later.ginete§nth Century
poetry.?(S) In Coventry Patmore and in Alice.Meynell,~the
deliberétely accepted dogma of the poet's isolation from

the world is connected, aﬁ@it was not in Francis Thompson
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nor in Rossetti, for example,;with.an aristocrétic»temper
of mind and manner. "The central impression," writes Gosse
of Patmore, "was that‘here was an example = pégsibly theﬂ_
most remarkaﬁle example in England at that time, ~ of the
intelleetual and moral aristocrat.“(g) Patmore was proudly‘
aware of this,

Therefore no 'plaint be mine

Of listeners none,

No hope of rendered use or proud reward,

In hasty times and hard;

But chants as of a 1onely thrush's throat
At latest eve,...

tMid the loud concert harsh

Of this fog-folded marsh,

To me, else dumb,

Uranian clearness, come! )
Give me to breathe in peace and in surprlse .
The light-thrill'd ether of your rarest skies. (10)

Alice Meynell's aristoeratie temperament had nbﬁ'the harsh
and forbidding quality of Patmore's: it is nevertheless

~ distinet in every impréssien_recofded of her, Thus we have
thevstrange account of her sister, Lady Bgtlgr, placing-a
wreath bf flbwers upon Alice Meynell's grave; and the words

of dedicatlon were "with profoundest veneratlon."Fll)

The’
‘portrait of her by_Blchard Le Gallienne in The»Romant;g

Nineties is the portrait of a woman.in the world, but not of _

it,

Never surely was a lady who carried her
learning and wore the flower of her gentle
humane sanctity with sueh quiet grace, with
so gentle and wnderstanding a smile. The
touch of exquisite asceticism about her seemed
but to accent the sensitive sympathy of her
manner, the manner of one guite humanly and

simply in this world, with all its varied
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interests, and yet not of it. There was the
charm of a beautiful abbess. about her, with
the added esprit of intellectual sophistication.
However quietly she sat in her drawing-room of
an evening with her family and friends about

~ her, her presenee radiated a peculiarly lovely
serenity, like a twilight gay with stars, = (12)

Aristocracy and austerity were egssential gqualities of
Eaﬁmore's-art as well as of the grt of Alice Meynell,

"Patmeré?, says Gosse,_"will be preserved by his intensity,

‘and by the sincerity and econony with which he employed his

art. Like Gray, like Alfred de Vigay, like Leopardi - he

knew the éonfines_of his strength; he strove not to be copious

but to bé uniformly exquisite.”(ls) rLionel Johnson, accord-

ing te Mr. Patrick, bglongs yifh Patmore and Alice Meyhell

in this "curieux mariage de pensée complexe et d'expression

simple & 1'extréme,"(14)

The senseﬂof isolation of thess poets was evidently

" deepened by the fact that they were all converts to the

Catholie Church, I have mentioned in an earlier place‘that

conversions at this period, at least in this quarter of

vEnglish society, were profoundly private and personal, The

convert felt neither desire nor obligation to spread broad-
cast the deep éecret of his soul, _GOSgeAsees Patmore as

"the type, in recent English literature of a high order,

almost the solitary type, of absolute faith. He was no

prOpégandistj he made no efforts of amy conspiecuous kind to

communicate his belief to‘ethers;"(l5) Patmore was not

"almost the solitary type" of the pure artist who was at

once the pure gontémplati&e. This two-fold characteristic
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was the distinguishing.mark of a group of Catholic poets
in the later Hineteenth Century, ofﬁwhich théinames’qf
covéntry Patmore, Alice ﬁeynell Fraﬁcis Thompson, and
| Lionel Johnson, are oaly the greatest.

In the poetry of Patmore, Allce Meynell, ang
Fréncis Thompson, certain eritics have found affinities,
John Drinkwater, for example, finds a common point of
_réference in their débt'to4the Seventgenth Century., ;
have pointed out that‘any debt of_AliQé Meynell to that
ecentury must 5e reduced to the most /‘general eharactéristics:_,
 yet what still remains ‘of her affinity to the Seventeenth
Century poets is sufflclent to group herwith Patmore and
Thompson and to dlstlngulsh this group from other greups in
the later Nineteenth Century. John Drlnkwater's criticism
is, I think, quitq sufficiently qualified to be acceptable
- as it is. | |

One of the most remarkable poetic affinities of
recent times is to be found between the genius

- of Francis Thompson and that of Alice Meynell,
However much these two poets may have resembled
géach other in spiritual temperament no two could
differ more decidedly.:in poetic method.., Alice
Meynell.., with her diction so chaste and .

- disciplined and sxact, her imagery so frugal and
unadorned, is a rarefied incarnation of,.. the
Seventeenth Century, a century which in so far
as it worked upon Thompson did so rather in its
florid eestasy., ... the poet from whom both
Thompson and Alice Meynell derived more celearly
than any other among the Victorians was Patmore,
and it was no doubt a consciousness that they
inherited widely dlvergent strains from a common
parentage that aecounted in some measure at
least, for their responsiveness to each other,.
not merely in sympathetie appreciation, but in
their essentlal peetlc natures. , (16)
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Bach of these three was dlstlnctly original,
| They cannot be placed together in any clearly-defined
'1iterary movement; and yet together they constitute a group.
that repfesenté an important phase in‘the literaturg of the
 later Niﬁeteenth-genxury'asﬂa whdle'and, more particularly,

in the tradition of Catholiec literature that beggn again

with the conversion of John Henry Cardinal Newman and has

not yet ceased to grow and expand.,

Coventry Patmore in the essay The Poetry of

Negation glearly and definiteiy.determineé the outlines of
(this group of Catholic writers, oflwhieh'he must indeed be
considered the founder and the captain,

The heart of the modern poet is, as a rule,
always vibrating between the extremes of
despondent grumbling at the present conditions
and hasty and unreasonable aspirations for the
improvement of his kind;... and he whose true
function is to stand aside as the tranquil seer

. too .often now becomes the excited agent in

- matters whieh concern him least of all men,
because of all men he is the least fitted to
meddle with them...

- - The statesman, the social reformer, the politiecal
~ economist; the natural philosopher, the alms-

giver, the hospital visitor, the preacher, even
the eynical humorist, has eaech his funetion, and
sach is rightly more or less negative; but the
funetion of the poet is clearly distinguished
from all these, and is higher though less .
obtrusive than any, It is simply affirmative
0f things which it greatly concerns men to know,
but which they have either not discovered or
have allowed to lapse into the death of common-
place, . . : (17)

Writing under the bamner of such gn ideal as this, Patmore,

Alieé"Meynell, Fréncis”Thompson, and Lionel Johnson, ocecupy

a distinet place in the later Nineteenth Century; a place
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_deflned by Ifor Evans.

After 1860 controversy and discu831en in poetry

ceases: some poets remove from argument into

an aesthetic world of their own ¢reation; others
" adhere to a tradition of Catholie Christianity

which renders argument unnecessary and releases

poetry for the exploration of mysticism; a few

attempt out of their recognition of new knowledge

to construet a new synthesis of belief, (18)

i shall not now, in the moment of conelusion, renew my
quarrel with the word "mystlclsm" Had Mr. Evans written
instead "for the exploration of the fundamental truths of
faith," he would have said no less than he intended to say;
and thése,'who considervthe term "mysticism" not yet
éufficientiy clearly‘defiﬁed to bé of use in the criticism
of literature, would not have been teased by ambiguity.

In the Catholic tradition of English literature,
Allce Meynell, in virtue of this. assoelatlon with Patmore and
Francis Thompson, occupies a more prominent place. The
~difference we have observed in thévqonversions of Cardinal
Neﬁman and Alice Meynell explains the-d;fference,bépween
the Catholie writérs of the Oxford Movement period and the
Catholic writers that gathered in the drawing-room on Palace

Court. Newman, Wiseman, Manning, Wilfrid Ward, Frederick

Faber, are names that belong more properly to the literature

of theological speculation and controversy than to the

'literature of purely artistiec purpbsé. With Patmore's striet

rejection of this "negative" artAand single-hgarted devotion
to the ”affirmativé" way of‘the poet, Catholic literature

enters é new phase.- Patmore began; but it was the drawing-
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room of Alice Meynell, the Catholic periodicals of Alice
and Wilfrid Meynell, that gathered together, stimlated and
offered new opportunities of expression to,the'eathblig-
writers of the later Nineteenth Century. Calvert Alsxander

in his Catholic Literary Revivg;vdoes not give undue

prominence to the place of Alice Meynell,

Under the direction of Alice Meynell it was

that the Catholie Literary Revival first took

on the form of a movement, Previous to her
advent it had been secarcely more than a number

of convert litterateurs, of considerable
importance, it is true, but more or less isolated
one from the other, or at least without a sense
of solidarity and community of purpose, except
that given to them by their common faith, Newman -
might have brought these figures together had he
not had many other things of greater importance
to do, Alice Meynell actually did bring them to=
gether, and this at a time when new forces and
new personalities were beginning to appear, and
the 0ld ones had not yet passed away. To her as
to a centre came the surviving representatives -
of the first generation such as Aubrey de Vere
and Coventry Patmore; to her also came the artists
of the new generatlon, such as Francis Thompson
and Lionel Johnson; the Celtic Revival had its
representative there in Katherine Tynan, a life-
long friend of Mrs, Meynell's; from America came
the poetess, Agnes Tobin, : . (19)

I have called this group of poets, a phase" 1n the 1ater
Nineteenth Century. This grltic has called them, a "move-
mentﬁ. -Yet, as we have seep; nqthing was further from the
desires 6f Alice Meynell than that the poets gathered about
her should form a. "movement"; and indeed a critie would be
at his wit's end to force the poetry of Allce Meynell and
the poetry ‘of Prancis Thompson into the same "movement".

Again the suggestion that “Newman might have brought tﬁese
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- figures together" is puzziing. These'figures constitute a
"phase" in the Gétholig tradition of Nineteenthlcentury |
Engliéﬁ Literature precisely because théy differ from Newman.
" Pinally, due émphasis.has not been given in this brief survey
‘to the importance of Coventry Patmore and his re1a§ion'to
‘this group of Catholic writers, This passage is otherwise
acceptable and valugbles
When we turn te the Cathollc writers that follcwed
"Alice Meynell and belong properly to the Twentieth Century, """
‘it is well to have in mind two sentences of_GhrlstOPher
Dawson from The llodern Dilemma, He is speaking of . |
Christianity in general. | -
The réligious individualism of the last age,
with its self-centred absorption in the '
question of personal salvation and private
religious emotion, will not help us. The
Christianity of the future must be a social
Christianity that is embodied in a real :
'~ soeiety, not an imaginary or inviS1ble one, (2@)'
Thls general dlstlnction between the Ghrlstianity of the
 Ninsteenth Century and the Christianity of the Twentieth |
is reflected in the thhclie.wrltersrof‘the two pegiods.
Alice Eeyneli, with Patmorevénd Thompson and Lionel Johnson,
was not concerned with applying the'truthé of faith to the
exigehciss. of contemporary distréss} and with the laughter R 5
of @ilbert Keith Chesterton and the defiance of Hilaire
Belloc, the new phase of Catholic literature is ushered in.
One might say, with Dawson in mind, that in these two phaSés

we have represented, the Catholic of the later Nineteenth

Century and the Catholic of the Twentieth Century. The
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Catholic of the Twentieth Century in English literature

was to begin his course in a spirit of belligerency. He

was to move swiftly and range widely, till no literary form.
had not felt the tOuéh of his hand; and no science had not
been searched to yield him argument for his poiemic, Alice
Meynell took delight, but no share, in this work that, even
before her death, had assumed considgrable»proppryiens, She
belonged to an earlier period. MNen such as Newman were
before heri men such as Chesterton came éfter; Newman
éives us the impreésion of a man who has come”fromva great
-diétance; Cheéterton,_of.a man goihg‘éomewhsre in a great
hurry. Between these two men, betweén theée two péficds,,

Alice Meynell represents a point of rest, a pause, a moment

- of meditatien. ‘Néﬁman.represents.the thinker, the theologian,l

in this Gatholicntfaditign: Chesterton represents the
apologiét and the champion, réaﬁy to fight gpén any ground,
Alice Meynell repfeseniéfthe}comtemplative and}the artist.
_,Aﬁd thus did thg pos;tibn of Alice'Meyggli‘iﬁ thewlitgratare
 :ofvth3 Latef Nineteenth Century in Engiand also determine

her position in the Catholic tradition within that literature:
so that her poetry and her prose, despite their extra=-
ordinary Qriginality, represent to us a diétinct}pﬁage in

the literary and religious movements of the’later'Ninetéénth

Century.




NOTES

(In these Notes, the works of Alice Meynell
are not preceded by the author's name.
Similarly, the frequently quoted Alice :
Meynell: a Memoir, written by Viola Meynell,
is, in the Notes, indicated simply as Memoir.)
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