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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

James Kenneth Stephen, born in London in 1859^ was 

a young man known in his day for his poetical parodies, 

topical essays, and eloquent public speeches. Only his un

timely death in I892 resulting from a brain disturbance 

kept Stephen from obtaining a more exalted rank in the an

nals of English literature. "Had life been spared to him, ' 

and had he cared to seek them, the v/orld's prizes seemed as 

easily open to him as the prizes of school and college." 

These school and college prizes spoken of were obtained at 

Southborough, Banbury, Eton, and King's College, Cambridge. 

He was always a leading scholar, and while at Eton he v/on 

prizes for English in 1875, History in I876 and 1877,, and 

Declamation in I878. Stephen had the ability to do well 

whatever he wished, but whatever he disliked he did not do 

well at all. In addition to his scholastic abilities and 

accomplishments, of which there were many, he was also an 

excellent athlete who excelled in Eton's Wall game, a game 

similar to today's football. James Kenneth Stephen V7as a 

man of many talents and abilities3 especially v;as he capable 

in the fields of journalism and literature. 

•^ Alfred H. Miles, The Poets and the Poetry of the 
Century (London), p. 60I. 



While in school he contributed regularly to the 

Eton Chronicle and the Etonian. In his years after college 

he contributed several pieces to the St. James Gazette, and 

in 1888 he founded the v/eekly Reflector, a shortlived pub

lication which failed because it became too much work for 

Stephen to handle. In the field of literature he wrote 

both prose and poetry, but because of his brief period of 

life, selections in both categories are few. In l884 he 

wrote prose dissertations upon "Political Science" and "in

ternational Law. " He also v/rote tv;o separate volumes of 

poetry. Lapsus Calami published in 189I and Quo Musa Tendis? 

also published in I89I5 which later v/ere republished in a 

combined collection in I896 under the title Lapsus Calami 

and Other Verses. It is entirely upon this thin voltime of 

collected poems that the poetic fame of Stephen depends. 

Also because he published such a small quantity of 

poetry, good though it may have been, Stephen has never 

been taken seriously by the critics and revievjers of English 

literature. Reviewers have been content to classify Stephen 

as a "never-v;as" or at best a "might have been." He has 

since his death been seen as a v;riter of harmless little 

parodies produced for tea time amusement. But he was more 

than a court ,1ester. He v;as better than he was seen to be 

by critics such as Ifor Evans who said that Stephen was "at 
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his best as a disguised and jesting burlesquer." He was 

a parodist, and he was the author of much light and humor

ous verse, but this was not all that he was. He had the 

characteristics of simplicity and directness about him, but 

most critics saw even these qualities only as aids to his 

ultimate comic effect. Even as close a friend of Stephen's 

as Arthur C. Benson misjudged Stephen when he remarked, 

"The strength of it (his poetry) lies in a peculiar and al

most prosaic directness, a great economy of art, a saying 

of simple things in a perfectly simple v/ay, and yet all 

leading up to a climax of humor that is the more impressive 

n3 

because it is so unadorned. 

Stephen was admittedly not didactic and forceful 

as were most of the poets of the Victorian age, rather he 

sought to preach his messages in an entertaining manner. 

Hev/as a master of the laugh and the light casual verse, 

but he attempted also to know and to teach of life and its 

significance. He had the qualities of directness and sv/eet-

ness about him and was knovm and loved by all his classmates 

and professors both at Eton and at Cambridge. While in 

school he became earmarked for greatness because of v;hat he 

did (he was a student leader and Union President) and 

Ifor Evans, English Poetry in the Later Nineteenth 
Century (New York, 1966), p. 30b. 

^ Stanley J. Kunitz, British Authors of the Nine
teenth Century (New York, 1936), pp. 5t^5-5«b. 



because of what he was (he was always willing to help and 

befriend anyone). All clamored for his help because he 
rr 4 

had "a kind of instinctive maturity." 

It is this "instinctive maturity" both in what he 

was and in v;hat he wrote that most critics of Stephen have 

failed to appreciate. He was a person of great inner 

strengths who wrote playful verses with touches and under

tones of great feeling, poetic power, and personal philos

ophy. The poetry of any man should be a rather accurate 

picture of that man and his feelings about life; the very 

nature of poetry demands this. On this count, James Kenneth 

Stephen is no different from any other poet; his poems do 

reflect quite graphically his philosophies and opinions of 

life. He was an intellectual; he v/as a jokester, but he 

was a philosopher, too. He understood life, and he under

stood the difference betv/een the significant and the trivial 

This thesis, therefore, will endeavor to present 

James Kenneth Stephen in a light which is more nearly an 

accurate one than the one presented by A. C. Benson who said 

of Stephen and his poetry, 

"his poetry was only a casual by-product of thought; 
he had nothing of the visionary about him, nothing 
of that rich suggestiveness, v:hatever it is, which 
is the essence of beauty--that power of seeing 

Arthur C. Benson, The Leaves of the Tree--Studies 
in Biography (London, 1911)^ P- 93. 



swift connections between things apparently con
trasted, --His mind was rather of the severe in
tellectual type."5 

This thesis v/ill not attempt to disprove or to con

tradict Benson so much as it will attempt to show that 

Benson and other critics did not take Stephen or his poetry 

seriously enough. It will show that Stephen, in his col

lected poetical works, did put forth a definite philosophy 

of life. This philosophy is seen in many of his poems, but 

it is best seen in three distinct categories of poems. The 

first category is the category of the humorous poetry. In 

Stephen's humorous poems concerning a variety of topics 

there is seen a definitive philosophy of life. We shall 

analyze these humorous poems, pointing out and commenting 

upon Stephen's philosophy as we find it. The second cate

gory is a more specialized one, one which includes all of 

Stephen's poems concerning men and women. There are a num

ber of these poems, enough for them to warrant a category 

all their own. In this category also we shall pinpoint 

Stephen's philosophy and comment on it. The third category 

is the category of the general serious poetry. Again, on 

a variety of topics, Stephen has expressed his philosophy 

of life, and we shall point out and comment upon this phi

losophy. 

^ Ibid., p. 103. 



Through our inspection of, analyzation of, and com

mentation upon the poems of James Kenneth Stephen we hope 

to be able to present him and his poetry in a manner V7hich 

does him and his poetry no disservice. We shall not at

tempt to show him as a great thinker and philosopher, for 

this he was not; but we do hope to shov/ him as a reflective 

poet v7ho though capable of the comedic effect was not merely 

a Jester and a clown. He did have strong feelings about 

life, and through a close inspection of his poetry in the 

three outlined categories, this we intend to show. 



CHAPTER II 

THE HUMOROUS POEMS 

James Kenneth Stephen was a poet known for his 

casual verse which was light and witty; he was hailed for 

his brilliant parodies, but he was not mentioned for the 

beauty and the messages of perception which these poems of 

wit and parody contained. He was not given credit for be

ing a poet of thought and of feeling; he was only seen as 

a poet of Jest and casual mirth. Stephen himself vjas hurt 

by this lack of understanding on the part of reviev/ers, and 

in his famous poem "Lapsus Calami" or "The Error of the Pen" 

he made his disappointments and the true intentions of his 

humorous poetry quite clear. 

" 1 tried to shew 
That clowns can reason. Jesters feel; 

nor need a scribbler lack the glow 
Of passion, or the fire of zeal 

Because his verse is fairly neat, -^ 
And tries, at least, to be complete." 

We see in this brief excerpt that Stephen considered him

self to be much more than Just a clovm, and in several other 

of his poems of humor we shall examine his philosophy and 

attempt to Justify Stephen's own evaluation of himself and 

his writings. 

^ James Kenneth Stephen, Lapsus Calami And Other 
Verses (Cambridge, I918), p. 120. This poetical quotation 
and all succeeding ones from Stephen are from the source 
quoted here. 

7 
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Stephen wrote his poems on a wide range of subjects; 

he had no dominant or "pet" subjects; therefore, we v;ill be 

concerned with a variety of humorous poems as we attempt to 

pinpoint his philosophy. In the poem, "Written On The Fly-

Leaf Of Maclise's Portrait Gallery, Edited by Bates" we see 

Stephen praising the beauty of life and, at the same time, 

suggesting that with the good in life, must also come the 

bad. In talking of one who is very beautiful and very tal

ented, Stephen mentions that such a person, though unfor

tunately born too late to have been captured on canvas by 

Maclise, was fortunately born late enough to have been 

spared the critical and often cruel printed comments of 

Bates. There is the opinion in this brief poem that life 

is fair in dealing out rewards and punishments. 

This basic appreciation of life is also seen in the 

poem, "Poetic Lamentation on the Insufficiency of Steam 

Locomotion in the Lake District." In this very satirical 

and humorous poem Stephen says that the world is a big, 

wide, wonderful place with the birds singing and the country

side in bloom, but vihat is needed to make the v/orld of na

ture complete is the loud and dirty hand of man. Stephen 

says that the modern scene is not complete without the nolcy 

inclusion of trains chugging through the heretofore peaceful 

countryside. 

Presumptuous nature! do not rate 
Unduly high thy humble lot. 



Nor Vainly strive to emulate 
The fame of Stephenson and Watt. 

The beauties which thy lavish pride 
Has scattered through the smiling land 

Are little worth till sanctified 
By man's completing hand. 

(p. 33, 11. 17-24). 

In this passage Stephen is saying two things at the same 

time: Man has the ability and the desire to make the i>rorld 

a better place in v/hich to live, but oftentimes his zeal to 

improve only leads him to destroy. 

Stephen felt that man should realize what he v;as 

and vjhat he might become, but he should not get caught up 

in his oi'/n importance and lose his proper perspective of 

life. In the poem, "A Grievance" Stephen shov;s the folly 

of overestimating one's ov7n importance by writing a letter 

to the editor in which he rambles on at length about a vast 

quantity of things and eventually comes to the realization 

that he has forgotten what he started out to say. Stephen 

felt that it was very important for one to know who he was 

and what he could do. In "The Ballade of the Incompetent 

Ballade-Monger" Stephen indicates that he, as a poet, was 

such a person who knev; his own capabilities. He says that 

though he v;as not a great writer in the tradition of Vol

taire or Rousseau, at least he had v/ritten honestly and had 

kept to the rules of good poetry. 

In his poem "To A.S." Stephen combined the serious 

and the humorous and produced a poem v/hich contained three 

important parts of his philosophy of life. In the first 
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part of the poem Stephen states the opinion, that we have 

already seen elsewhere in his poetry, that life is full of 

opportunities and challenges for those who will seek them. 

He also indicates that education is a very important part 

of life. Then in his "P.S." he inserts the idea that once 

life begins to be taken too seriously it loses much of its 

flavor. This postscript was written to his "fan club" at 

Cambridge. 

And, as they have got through several ditties 
I thought were as stiff as a brick-built wall, 
I've composed the above, and a stiff one ±t_ is, 
A bridge to stop asses at, once for all. 

(p. 24, 11. 9-12) 

Another aspect of society which Stephen commented 

upon and philosophized upon in his poetry was the preten

tious and too-proper attitudes of the people of his day. 

He.felt that the rules of society were so constricting at 

times that a person was rapidly becoming afraid even to live. 

In "Battle" Stephen humorously advocates the resurrecting 

of pitched battles to determine rights and wrongs. He is 

not seriously advocating slugfests, but he is indicating 

that such a course soon might be the only one available vjhich 

could keep people from dying of over-civilization. 

How seldom it happens in these dull days, 
When we're all decorous, and all behave,. 

That our pulses can best at fever heat 
And our deeds be sudden and bright and brave, 

but then 
We've the honour of being so civilized. 

So good, so kind, and so truly wise, 
(p. 153, 11. 1-^, 18-20). 
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Stephen saw a great harm in always doing things and saying 

things only because they were right and proper. 

He also saw much harm in meaningless catch phrases 

which said nothing. In "The Malefactor's Plea" Stephen 

presents a poem in opposition to the trite and meaningless 

term, "He did it for the best." (p. 155, 1. 4). Though he 

has argued against too much civilization in "Battle" he is 

arguing against a society v/hose boors and criminals and ne'er 

do wells can be excused their actions by the phrase, "He did 

it for the best." Stephen v;as against those persons who were 

too weak and timid to fight for their rights and to protect 

what was theirs. 

Though life v/as sometimes hard and terribly oppres

sive, Stephen felt that one should continue to try and to 

persevere. He cites himself as an example of one who once 

let himself be beaten by the cruelty of the elements. In 

"Midsummer" Stephen says that his chance for poetical great

ness was lost when the heat of a scorching summer began. 

He also mentioned in this same poem "man's inhumanities to 

man" as being one of the important truths in life. Borrov;-

ing perhaps from Wordsworth, Stephen states that the inner 

cruelties of mankind often contribute greatly to a man's 

dovnifall. It is when a man has been treated harshly by na

ture and by his fellov/ man that he often seeks escape of 

some sort, and Stephen was very much against escapism. 
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In his "Drinking Song" Stephen preached against 

escapism of any sort, especially escapism through alcohol. 

Stephen wrote this poem in response to someone who had 

asked him to write a poem in praise of alcoholic beverages. 

He replied that drinking was merely an escape technique, a 

method by which men endeavored to get away from the problems 

of life which were too much for them. Stephen had no use 

for such an attitude of negativism, and he said so quite 

graphically in his poem. He felt, as v̂e have already seen, 

that life was both good and bad and had to be faced squarely 

to be lived and enjoyed properly. 

In this same area of thought, Stephen showed his 

optimism for life when, in his most famous v;ork "To R.K.," 

he humorously pleas for a time that will be better than the 

present. In this parody on Rudyard Kipling, Stephen is 

pleading for an end to the type of writing done by Kipling, 

for a time in the future v/hen perhaps all things will be 

better. 

Will there never come a season 
When mankind shall be delivered 
From the clash of magazines. 
And the inkstand shall be shivered 
Into countless smithereens: 
When there stands a muzzled stripling. 
Mute, beside a muzzled bore: 
When the Rudyards cease from kipling 
And the Haggards Ride no more. 

(p. 3, 11. 1, 9-16). 

While we cannot interpret this humorous verse as a plea for 

revolution or a distant utopia, we can see it as a poem of 
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gentle protest, a poem of hope for the better possibilities 

of the future. 

In the humorous poems of James Kenneth Stephen we 

can see much of his basic philosophy concerning what life 

should be and what mankind should be. We see Stephen's own 

v/ish that he be seen as a thinking clown, not as a mere 

Jesting fool. And by an examination of his poems of humor 

we have seen his philosophy of life clearly and distinctly. 

Stephen considered life to be very fair, combining aspects 

of the good and the bad. Stephen had a great optimism for 

life and its possibilities; he felt life was full of chal

lenges which man had to grapple with, and grappling with 

these challenges, Stephen felt man was also grappling v;ith 

himself. He felt that man should not be pretentious or 

take himself too seriously. He v/ould agree v;ith the state

ment from "Self-Dependence" by Tennyson who said, "Resolve 

to be thyself; and know that he Who finds himself, loses 
2 

his misery." Stephen felt that life could not be avoided 

or escaped but must be faced. He mentioned education as a 

method by which one could face life and avoid escapism. VJe 

have very clearly in James Kenneth Stephen a man viho loved 

all of life, a man v/ho felt life should be lived fully, a 

man of strength, insight, and optimism. 

2 
Walter E. Houghton, Victorian Poetry and Poetics 

(Boston, 1959), p. 444. 



CHAPTER III 

POEliS OF MEN AND WOMEN 

Besides being a thinking parodist, James Kenneth 

Stephen was also a keen observer of the men and women with 

whom he came into contact daily. He had that rare ability 

to be at ease in the company of all men and to make friends 

with all types of men. Although he never married, he was 

an admirer of womankind and viewed them always in an honest 

and forthright manner. Stephen had some very definite opin

ions concerning love and friendship, men and women, and by 

a rather close inspection of his poems on these subjects, 

we can see his basic philosophy of life as it applies to 

the interrelationships of men and women. 

Before v/e examine Stephen's poems of a direct asso

ciation with love and the lack of it in many marital cir

cumstances, we need to examine a pair of poems entitled Men 

and VJomen so that we may get an insight into his appraisal 

of characters as he saw them on the street. In these tv̂ o 

poems with the individual titles of "In The Backs" and "On 

The King's Parade" we have Stephen analyzing and commenting 

upon a woman and a man v/ho are strangers to him. By a close 

visual inspection of the woman Stephen comes to the conclu

sion, because of her appearance and mannerisms, that she is 

a very dull person with very dull thoughts and actions. 

Stephen had no patience with the type of dullness represented 

14 
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by the unknown woman; this is a fact which we shall see 

again in our discussion of the men-women poems. Stephen 

saw the unknown man in much the same manner. He refers to 

him as ±t and remarks that he is worth nothing because he 

has wasted his talents. These two companion poems ring out 

Stephen's message that a great percentage of mankind is 

merely existing, merely going through the motions of life. 

We already know that Stephen considered life to be good and 

useful, and he felt that it had to be lived vigorously to 

be lived well. In these poems that we have briefly examined 

and in the ones which we shall soon examine, we shall see 

Stephen's personal vievrpoint of the mass of men. He felt 

that they were dull and unimaginative, too easily beaten 

and broken by minor setbacks. We shall shortly see Stephen's 

hoped-for solution to this problem in man, and we shall dis

cover that even the solution which is a good one is not 

enough to overcome the basic flaws in the makeup of man. 

In his poem, "A Remonstrance" Stephen discusses at 

length the nature and quality of love, and he laments the 

fact that he has not often been loved. He says that love 

is intense liking and much more. He says that love is a 

thing which gives both pleasure and pain, a thing v/hich is 

good beyond description. He also distinguishes betv/een a 

great golden bursting kind of love, a love which is ethereal 

and lofty, and a "penny love," a love which is dovm-to-earth 

and is a plodding, working type of love. Stephen exalts 
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the second over the first because the second is more prac

tical, more personal, and is made of stern factors v/hich 

will be lasting. In this poem Stephen is painting a glori

fied picture of love as it could be or love as it was meant 

to be. But as we examine further his poems of love, we 

shall see that this ideal v/orkable love is often disregarded 

in the name of expediency. However we do see in this poem 

Stephen's philosophy of the importance of love to any man, 

and we do see his emphasis upon a practical daily love. 

In a poem v/hich follov/s this one in Stephen's col

lected works, a poem entitled "A Joke," Stephen is address

ing the same girl. Again he pleads his love for her, re

marking that he is much more than a Jesting clown. Here, 

for the first time in this type of poem, v/e see Stephen 

pleading to be recognized as more than a fool or a Joke

ster. In this poem he laments the fact that the girl is so 

insensitive to his feelings; he laments the lack of feeling 

on the part of the world when he says. 

confound it all. 
The world's abominably small! 
I. mean the world of sense and feeling; 
A truism there's no concealing. 

(p. 133, 11. 11-14). 

Hov/ever disappointed he may have been, Stephen did not show 

his true feelings; he covered them up and v/ent on because 

he felt that life had to be lived, not lamented upon and 

cried about. 
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In his poem "To a Rejected Lover" Stephen gives this 

same bit of advice and philosophy to a friend of his who has 

lost his love. Stephen tells the friend to forget her and 

continue to live and to strive and to v/ork; one must alv;ays 

strike back at misfortune. 

From what you haven't gaily turn 
To what you have: the world's alive': 

Still pulses beat, still passions burn; 
There's still to work, there's still to strive: 

The cure is easy to discern. 
I only say that life's a dish 
Well worth the eating, even v/hen 

You cannot get the sauce you like; 
You have a pair of hands, a pen, 

A tongue: I've seen you v/ork, and strike 
A blow v/orth striking now and then. 
So don't be gloomy, don't be glum. 

Nor give a thought to what you lack: 
Take what you have: no longer dumb 

Nor idle; hit misfortune back 
And own that I have reason: Come! 

(p. 137, 11. 16-20; p. 138, 11. 5-15). 

This idea of living life fully and boldly, striking back at 

it and never giving in to it is a continuing bit of philos

ophy that we see in Stephen's poetry. 

In his poem "A Ihought" Stephen says very plainly 

the idea which he has only hinted at previously that women's 

charms are perhaps overrated and that most of the probleriS 

and troubles in the v/orld have come at the hands of v/cmen. 

Hov/ever a companion poem entitled "An Afterthought" shows 

Stephen's real view and opinion of women. In this poem he 

says that no matter how much the deeds of a man are praised 

and crowned and exalted, all this praise is secondary to an 
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appreciative smile on a v/oman's face. In his poem "The 

Splinter" Stephen again expresses this same idea when he 

says that a pain that seems beyond soothing can be healed 

quickly by a casual smiling glance from a lovely woman. 

We see in these two poems Stephen's high regard for the 

talents, charms, and capabilities of women. 

He appreciated them, but he did not understand them. 

We see this fact brought forth clearly in the pair of poems 

entitled "Question and Answer." In a scene of beauty and 

reverential tranquility Stephen hears a girl laugh, and he 

asks her why she laughed. She replies that he should ask 

questions of the sky, the clouds, the reeds, the moon, the 

sun, the star, mankind, and himself; but he should not ask 

her why she laughed. To Stephen this was an example of the 

illogical woman, and he never gained a complete understand

ing of her. 

Stephen felt that v/omen were special, but he real

ized that they were often deceptive and untrue Just as men 

were. In three groups of poems Stephen endeavored to dis

cuss men and v/omen as they saw themselves, as others sav/ 

them and thought them to be, and as they really were. 

In the first group of poems entitled "After The 

Golden Wedding" we see very vividly Stephen's estimation 

that most marriages fall very short of perfection. In part 

one, "The Husbands," a man talks of his marriage of many 

years; he knows his marriage is imperfect, he has not always 
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loved his wife, but he finally realizes her worth to him 

and appreciates the fact that she loves him. He is very 

grateful in his old age for a wife who loves him deeply. 

In part two, "The Wife's," we are exposed to the wife's 

point of view. We see that she has stayed with her hus

band for fifty years out of loyalty; she never loved him, 

but she felt it necessary to do what others expected of her. 

She is loyal, but she will shed no tears or wish him back 

when he is dead and gone. Finally in part three, "The 

Vicar's," we get an onlooker's viev/point. 

A good old couple! kind and wise! 
And oh! v/hat love for one another! 

They've won, those tv/o, life's highest prize. 
Oh! let us copy them, my brother. 

(p. 167, 11. 1-4). 

The couple has succeeded in fooling the people around them, 

but through Stephen's eyes v/e see two lives v/hich were, for 

the most part, wasted and are now useless. We have Stephen 

saying that one can always fool his neighbor, but he must 

live with himself. Stephen saw much of mankind as possess

ing a false front beneath v/hich the world never saw. 

In another group of poems entitled "A Pair of Por

traits" Stephen paints a very common situation in life. In 

"He" Stephen describes a man v/ho is a very common man, a 

man v/ho is thoroughly conventional in all he does. He moves 

in common grooves and is a man most women would marry. In 

"She" Stephen describes a woman v/ho is modest and kind, a 
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woman capable of spurring an ordinary man with a spark of 

talent, onward. Stephen feels that such a woman was cap

able of marrying and of greatly helping a common man. In 

this arrangement, love is not present, and by his very tone 

Stephen laments this sad fact. These people, as well as 

most people, will marry only for convenience, necessity, 

or security; love seems to be lacking. 

Reinforcing this idea of Stephen's that love is 

lacking in most marriages is the group of poems entitled 

"A Pair of Fools." In "His Account of the Matter," we see 

a man who has Just met and fallen madly in love v/ith a 

young girl. He was overcome by her enchanting beauty. He 

loved her instantly; and as they silently-parted, he knev/ 

she loved him, too. In "Her Account of the Matter," we 

get a greatly contrasting viewpoint. She v/as bored by the 

entire conversation and did not listen to him or notice him 

at all. She rebelled at the idea of ever marrying him, and 

pitied the poor woman v/ho would do so. In Stephen's third 

portion, "My Account of the Matter," we get the poet's per

sonal evaluation of the two people, an evaluation which is 

objective and very accurate. 

A pair of fools: the man was vain, 
The wom.an frivolous, 'tis plain: 
And each an egoist in thought: 
One lived for self: the other sought 
Self on the surface: fools, you see: 
Two fools. Perhaps there'll soon be three: 
For nov/ t h e y ' r e married, he and she. 

(p. 175, 11 . 1-7). 
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Again we see this idea of expediency in marriage, a factor 

which Stephen hated passionately. 

We see from this concluding group of poems and from 

preceding ones by Stephen the great value which he put on 

love and marriage. He felt true love was priceless, but 

false love or expedient love was less than worthless. He 

praises men and v/omen and love highly, but he realistically 

laments that most people are too self-centered and selfish 

ever to find true and lasting love. Love, Stephen felt, is 

great if it is genuine, but nothing short of "the real 

thing" would do. As a man who loved life intensely, Stephen 

had much respect for love and marriage, but he would always 

preach for the search for true love; one should never settle 

for anything less. Just as he advised the rejected lover in 

"To a Rejected Lover," so would Stephen advise all to turn 

av/ay from the false and continue to search diligently for 

the true. Life should be lived honestly and firmly, and by 

doing so the things which are false and expedient v/ill never 

be a problem. A man should take what he has and press on, 

never pausing to look back and be sad. 



CHAPTER IV 

GENERAL POEMS OF A SERIOUS NATURE 

James Kenneth Stephen had not only an interest in 

people but also an interest in things and situations. In 

his collected works of poetry there are many poems written 

on a wide variety of subjects. He wrote of life in its 

broadest sense^ and through this writing method of his we 

are able to see his philosophy as it is involved in the 

totality of life. In almost every poem, v/ritten on any num

ber of isolated topics, v/e can see very clearly his philos

ophy shining through and seeming to be ever present. 

We see in several of his poems Stephen's love and 

appreciation for education and the academic life. In such 

poems as "The Old School List" and "My Old School," we see 

his love for his educational past and for education in gen

eral as he praises Eton and credits Eton v/ith all the fame 

or praise v/hich he might possibly receive. This high re

gard for education is an important aspect of the life of 

Stephen; after his brief fling at a career in law, he re

turned to the academic life as a lecturer at Cambridge. 

In "Coll. Regal." or "Therefore, Let Us Rejoice," we have 

the poem in v/hich Stephen most highly praises the academic 

life. He praises his professors and his courses, and he 

sings the hope that the college will prosper. Stephen in 

this poem very exuberantly praises everything even remotely 

connected with education. Also we see in this poem a 
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praise of youth and the strength and vitality which it pos

sesses. 

Along with this plea for a proper recognition of the 

value of education Stephen also advocated that art receive 

its proper share of praise and adulation. He felt that art 

was very valuable and should instruct and benefit mankind. 

In "Paint And Ink" he writes that an artist, whether he be 

a painter or a v/riter, should paint or write what he really 

feels and by doing so should be able to educate his fellow-

man. 

We shall live, if at all, v/e shall stand or fall. 
As men before whom the v/orld doffs its mask 
And who answer the questions our fellov/s ask. 

(p. 142, 11. 14-16). 

By writing or painting what he feels, an artist is able to 

instruct others, and by doing so he has to bare his very 

soul. 

In a sense, Stephen v/as baring his soul in a humor

ous manner v/hen he pleaded for his v/orks to be bought and 

for his words to be understood. In "The Poet's Prayer" 

Stephen is asking the public to buy his book of poetry be

cause it is a book full of charm and good value. In "To 

P.L., Aged 4 1/2" Stephen makes a plea to be useful. He 

hopes that Phyllis will read his poems and will be moved to 

cling to at least one of them; if she did, Stephen felt 

that he would not have written in vain. We continue to get 

a clear insight into Stephen's intent as we note two other 
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poems, "To My Readers" and "Lapsus Calami" or "The Error of 

the Pen." He wished to be known as a thinking clown, as a 

scanner and revealer of life as it v/as lived daily. He 

tells in "To My Readers" his purpose in life and in poetry. 

So, if I try to make you laugh, 
Or if I chance to make you v/eep. 

Your comrade when you crunch and quaff. 
Your solace when you cannot sleep; 

It's merely as a common man 
Who says v/hat other people say. 

And hopes to end as he began, 
A treader of the beaten v/ay. 

(p. 115, 11. 108). 

We have here and in "Lapsus Calami," a poem from which v/e 

have already quoted, a very forthright statement on the 

part of Stephen that he was a common man with common thoughts 

and insights which he desired to pass on to others. 

It is obvious by v/hat we see in his poetry that 

Stephen felt thwarted and misjudged by life, never being 

fairly recognized for what he could do. He quite naturally 

then v/as concerned with the difference between "what might 

have been" and "what was." We see this thought in "The Old 

School List" in which Stephen recalls classmates v/ho lived 

up to expectations and others v/ho had ability but failed 

miserably. But in "A Roundel" we have Stephen's most elo

quent plea for understanding and his most notable example 

of the haunting mystery of "what might have been." 

You would not hear me speak; you never knew. 
Will never know, the eloquence unique 

It was my purpose to bestow on you; 
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You T̂ /ould not hear me speak. 
— -My meaning was not very far to seek: 

I might have gained the end I had in view; 
I might have failed, since words are often weâ -; 

It never can be settled now: adieu! 
You would not hear me speak. 

(p.'108, 11. 1-4, 7-11). 

This thought of useful knowledge and valuable information, 

whether coming from Stephen or from someone else, being re

jected and neglected was a thought which Stephen hated, one 

which he preached against in his poetry. 

Another thing in life for which Stephen pleaded v:as 

Joy. He felt that life should be a pleasant experience, an 

experience v/hich could be enjoyed by all. In a poem entitled 

"The Street Organs Bill" he finds the chance to plea for the 

Joy in life. The grinder in the poem is about to be legis

lated out of business. He laments this fact because the 

grinder brings Joy and merriment into people's lives. He 

laments that the world is becoming so callous and unfeeling 

and is becoming insensitive to the many small pleasures in 

life. In his poem to a beloved schoolmate entitled "To 

B.H.H.," he discusses at length the idea that life is short 

and must be enjoyed and lived fully to be worth anything. 

Tnis theme of the value of a life which is lived 

vigorously and well is a theme v/hich recurs often in the 

poetry of Stephen, and by such a frequent appearance it be

comes the most basic and firm cornerstone of the philosophy 

of James Kenneth Stephen. He stresses repeatedly the fact 

that to live earnestly and well is not an easy task. In 
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"A Political Allegory" he says that complacency is one of 

the major problems in the pathway of one in pursuit of a 

good earnest life. In this poem Stephen tells us that the 

accomplishments of the past are not enough to carry us 

through the problems of the present and future, rather one 

must throw off the cloak of complacency and instead put on 

the cloak of daily perseverance. Life however is not to 

consist only of work; one must have dreams also. In "Blue 

Hills-An Allegory" he talks of the necessity of dreams, but 

he also talks of the necessity of a realization that not 

all dreams will or should come true. Never should dreams 

be allowed to dominate a man's life. 

But I will not seek those further Hills, 
Nor travel the course of the outv/ard rills; 
I have lost the faith of my childhood's day; 
Let me dream (it is only a dream) v/hile I may; 
I v/ill put my belief to no cruel test: 
As I doze on this green deceptive crest, 
I will try to believe, as I used to do, 
Ihere are some Blue Hills which are really blue. 

(p. 150, 11. 15-22). 

Stephen was also av/are that man often made a great mess of 

things, whether through excessive dreaming or some other 

manner. Even though this v/as often the case, Stephen had 

the compassion to feel that all men could make mistakes, 

and in "The Grand Old Pipe" he shov/s his tolerance for errors 

by saying that all messes are deserving of eventual forgive

ness. 
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For Stephen there were very few absolutes in life 

other than the absolute that life had to be lived earnestly 

to be lived well. In his "Senex To Matt Prior" v/e see the 

idea that with age comes uncertainty as well as wisdom. 

Ah! Matt: old age has brought to me 
Thy wisdom, less thy certainty: 
The v/orld's a Jest, and Joy's a trinket: 
I knew that once: but nov/--I think it. 

(p. 178, 11. 1-4). 

Two categories of men stood out to Stephen in his considera

tion of the certainties and uncertainties of life and of 

men, the philosopher and the philanthropist. And although 

characteristics of Stephen are in both types, in his poem, 

"The Philosopher And Tne Philanthropist" we see Stephen 

definitely praising more highly the practical philanthropist. 

Whereas the philosopher is involved in the totality of life, 

the philanthropist is involved in the present day-to-day as

pects of life. The philanthropist is involved in life; he 

is useful to his fellowman in the actual present not in the 

theoretical future. The strength of the philosophy of 

Stephen is graphically seen in this poem in which the neces

sities of today are placed above the possibilities of to

morrow. Stephen's philosophy v/as always one of the now. 

Stephen felt that life was short and difficult, and 

a man could but try. He compares life to a race in his poem 

"The Hundred Yards Race." He says that many will run, but 

few will be able to persevere and emerge triumphant; the 
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rest however must do the best that they can: "Man can do 

no more than try:" (p. 44, 1. 3). Man must strive to do 

better than he thinks he can possibly do. He must endeavor 

to do what others may deem impossible. Stephen felt that 

any man could do anything if he wanted to do it badly 

enough. In "A Paradox" Stephen expressed this thought v/hen 

he wrote: 

To find out what you cannot do. 
And then to go and do it: 

There lies the golden rule: 
You bid me do from day to day 

The single thing I can do; 
I can't do what I can't you say? 
Indeed I can; v/hy, hang it man! 

I solve it ambulando. 
(p. 143, 11. 1-3, 6-10). 

We see that Stephen saw success or progress in any matter 

to be merely a case of personal application and intensive 

desire. Also he felt that "Success is due entirely to / 

Attentive observation." (p. l44, 11. 19-20). He felt that 

man as an individual had an almost unlimited range of ac

complishment possibilities. 

Hov/ever, when life did become difficult, Stephen 

sav/ that many men sought escape rather than strength or 

perseverance. As we have seen in his "Drinking Song" 

Stephen had no patience v/ith escapism of any sort. Just as 

drinking for purposes of escape v/as against the philosophy 

of Stephen so v/as suicide or contemplated or suggested sui

cide. He expresses in his "Lines At The Riverside" that a 
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person of any v/orth at all could never think of suicide but 

would always face life and grapple with it. 

Stephen also was of the very definite opinion that 

although man should face life squarely and make his mark on 

time, time was a continuous thing v/hich was seen to march 

on regardless of anything. In his poem "To A.T.M." Stephen 

pictures a solitary figure v/ho is studiously contemplating 

the deepest problems that the world has to offer. We see 

that there are, according to Stephen, many problems the so

lutions to v/hich man may never find. Stephen felt that man 

was a slow social advancer, a being whose knov/ledge might 

never be complete; hov/ever, this should not stop him be

cause even though time does march on, all moments of strug

gle and advancement are valuable. Stephen v/as optimistic 

for the future of mankind and the world. 

These are the questions nobody can ansv;er. 
These are the problems nobody can solve; 

Only we know that Man is an Advancer: 
Only we know the Centuries revolve. 

(p. 23, 11. 9-12). 

In his poem to Arthur Hugh Clough entitled "To 

A.H.C." Stephen describes in detail his opinion on the value 

of life and the purpose of man in it. In the poem Stephen 

exalts the common man, the man v;ho takes each day as it 

comes, the man v/ho takes the good and the bad with equal 

calmness. He remarks that both he and Clough are common 

men. 
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I'm, like yourself, a man of prose: 
A man of commonplace belief. 

Who doubts, and disbelieves and knows. 
And aims at Joy, and flies from grief. 
And has a taste for beer and beef. 

You do us wrong: for you and I 
Are Just as good as other men: 

A hand to v/rite, a seeing eye. 
An ear which catches, nov/ and then, 
The sounds that haunt a poet's pen: 

I offer (you withhold them) thanks 
For these, and other common things: 

(p. Ill, 11. 11-20; p. 112, 11. 1-2). 

To Clough who was often impractical and confused about life, 

Stephen attempts in this poem to emphasize the ordinary and 

everyday challenges of life. 

The ruddy warmth of arduous toil. 
The spasm of triumphant strife, 

A friend to serve, a foe to foil, 
A cause v/ith noble purpose rife. 
The love of her that gave thee life 

Here, everywhere, and everyday. 
The seeker finds right human stuff: 

To laugh, to weep, to v/ork, to play; 
Are Joy and sorrov/ not enough? 
And cannot these content thee, Clough? 

(p. 112, 11. 21-25; p. 113, 11. 9-13). 

Stephen attempts to show the thrill of daily living, the 

thrill of meeting life's constant challenges and by doing 

so the hope of becoming a better man. 

In a poem entitled "Sept. 5, I89I" Stephen stresses 

again the need for a constant and daily dedication to one's 

task. He emphasizes the continuity of the march of time 

which records the activities of each day with indelible ink. 

What man does is noted and remembered forever; therefore, 

it is up to each man to make his record as good as he can 
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make it. Both night and day have their o\m values; also 

each singular moment has a value all its own. Stephen felt 

a man had to make the most of each vital moment. 

The tree grows blacker, the night falls fast. 
And purple and silver and v/hite must fade: 

But something v/as shown us which can't but last: 
Has a song been sung? has a play been played? 

Has a lesson been taught, or was all for naught? 
Well--nothing endures like the past. 

(p. 195, 11. 19-24). 

Throughout this chapter concerning Stephen's more 

serious poetry we have seen the basic philosophy of James 

Kenneth Stephen--a philosophy of "moral earnestness" and 

intensive personal dedication. Stephen argues alv/ays for 

a firm day-by-day existence. He argues always for personal 

pride and personal perseverance. We have seen his plea for 

the acceptance of all men solely on the basis of what they 

can do. And we have seen Stephen's personal plea to be 

recognized as more than a parodist or a clov/n. We have seen 

James Kenneth Stephen as a man fiercely in love v;ith life 

and its endless possibilities--a man not of shallov/ness but 

of depth, a man not of constant tomfoolery but of serious 

dedication to the constant Joy of living life well. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

James Kenneth Stephen was a man of feeling, a man 

of talent v/ho was never adequately recognized for his abili

ties, yet he was a man who never let his feelings of disap

pointment and neglect corrupt and stagnate his own life. 

In almost every line of his poetry, we have seen his very 

basic optimism for the present and the future of mankind. 

He had a great appreciation for the beauty and Joy of life. 

He felt that, although life had qualities of the good and 

the bad, life was basically fair. Stephen also placed a 

great deal of emphasis upon the value of love, education, 

and art. He felt that these three qualities enriched and 

fulfilled man in his quest for "the good life." He v;as both 

an appreciator and a critic of life. "A keen critic of both 

life and style, he was none the less a sincere friend of 

humanity and truth. 

While he v/as optimistic for mankind's future, Stephen 

was also objective in his appraisal of mankind's present. 

He felt that most men through egoism, self-praise, and lack 

of personal application and dedication v/ere false to them

selves and to others. He felt that most men dwelled too 

much on the present and the future. He felt that life v/as 

^ Alfred H. Miles, The Poets and Poetry of the Cen
tury (London), p. 601. 
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full of innumerable daily challenges v;hich all men should 

meet with eager anticipation and continue with firm per

severance. And while man seemed to be making no progress 

toward bettering himself and his world, Stephen felt that 

man was surely advancing and that the future v/as bright. 

He would have agreed with a poem by the eternal pessimist 

Arthur Hugh Clough v/ho wrote in "Say Not The Struggle Nought 

Availeth," 

"For v/hile the tired waves, vainly breaking. 
Seem here no painful inch to gain. 

Far back through creeks and inlets making 
Came, silent, flooding in, the main, 

And not by eastern windox̂ s only. 
When daylight comes, comes in the light. 

In front the sun climbs slov/, how slov/ly, p 
But westward, look, the land is bright." 

We have thus seen the philosophy of life held by 

James Kenneth Stephen, not a philosophy of startling nev;-

ness or of profound depth but a philosophy of honesty and 

personal sincerity. While we may not call Stephen a great 

philosophical thinker, we may call him a sincere, intelli

gent, and reflective poet. "He was so clear in his ov/n 

viev/s, so cogent in statement, so humorous in argument, so 

incisive in combat, that I doubt whether the best minds of 

the generation were, except in the meetings of the Apostles, 

n3 
ever laid very fairly alongside of his. 

^ Walter E. Houghton, Victorian Poetry and Poetics 
(Boston, 1959), P- 3^7. 

Arthur C Benson. The Leaves of the Tree--Studies 
in Biography (London, 1911), P- 92. 
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Although all critics did give him credit for being 

a man of intelligence, none gave him credit for being a 

poet of depth. Through a study of his poetry we have en

deavored to Judge his works more fairly than did his con

temporaries. We have shown him to be more than a comedic 

fool, more than Just a writer of comic relief. We have 

shown him to be a man of personal strength and philosophi

cal convictions. Stephen did not feel sorry for himself 

that he and his works were never adequately understood or 

appreciated, but he did, in "Lapsus Calami" or "The Error 

of the Pen," plea for all critics to Judge his accomplish

ments more fairly, not merely to relegate him to the posi

tion of a clown: 

And if you should insert me--Yes, 
You know the rest? upon the list 

Of lyric bards--I ask no less--
My head, if not precisely kissed 

By stars, will wear at least a crov/n 
Preferred to that which decks a clov/n. 

(p. 120, 11. 19-24). 

He does not plead in this poem for praise or adulation, only 

fairness. He knew that he v/as a competent and meaningful 

poet, and he felt that critics should take the time to dis

cover this. We have taken the time, and v.e have discovered 

the truth. James Kenneth Stephen was a clov/n, but he was 

a thinking clov/n; he was a parodist, but he was a reflective 

parodist; he v/as a fool, but he was a fool with a purpose. 

His crown should not be the dunce cap of a fool but the 
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mortar board of a sincere poet who tried to instruct his 

fellowman. 
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