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The age of reaction against the Victorians is over, 

and increased attention is being paid to the era which 

helped formulate present-day ideas of liberty, justice, 

and humanity. Such attention ought to be paid to Francis 

Thompson, for today, when drugs seem to be an escape from 

present realities, it may be particularly appropriate to 

examine the ideas of a man who, addicted to opium himself, 

v;as nevertheless vitally involved with the ideas and events 

of his time. 

Francis Thompson has, unfortunately, been relegated 

to the rank of religious mystic, and most of the available 

studies have concentrated on the fervor of his Roman 

Catholicism. Stylistically, he has been linked with the 

Metaphysicals and those Romantics who turned back to the 

medieval world for Latinized or archaic words. In empha

sizing these facets of his work, critics have done little 

to place him within the Victorian context. G. K. Chester

ton went so far as to dismiss him from it entirely: "The 

shortest definition of the Victorian age," he wrote, "is 

that Thompson stood outside of it." Chesterton thus 

G. K. Chesterton, The Victorian Age in Literature 
(London: Oxford University Press, T946), p. 125. 
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airily dismisses a man several of whose poems are entitled 

"The Nineteenth Century," "Ode to Cecil Rhodes," "Ode on 

the Silver Jubilee of Queen Victoria," "To the Dead Cardi

nal of Y/estminster"; whose essays concern Macaulay, Dis

raeli, De Quincey, modern critics, and contemporary 

cricketers; and whose Notebooks contain innumerable entries 

referring to current politics, the Darwinian developments 

in the biological sciences, and the social conditions of 

London. An examination of Thompson's reactions to the 

Victorian world may thus restore his work to its proper 

status as an essential product of his environment. 

This reassessment of Francis Thompson was made pos

sible by the generosity of the librarians at Boston College, 

v/here is located the largest single collection of Thompson 

manuscripts. Because of their unique nature and the uses 

to which they were put by the poet, quotations from them 

have maintained Thompson's own numbering. He did not, 

however, number all of them, and those which the college 

obtained at a later date have the notation of N. B. B. C. 

instead of the N, B. of the poet. These manuscripts came 

to this country in 1956 through various donations and some 

bequests of Wilfrid Meynell. Since then only one study 

has been completed, by Paul van Kuykendall Thomson, who 

studied the Notebooks in relation to Thompson's poetic 

.»feAt^-.,r X 
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2 
theory. My study, therefore, is based largely on un
published material. 

At his death in 1907, Thompson left behind more than 

two hundred penny exercise books with rough drafts of 

poems and reviews, random jottings, and copious transcrip

tions from his favorite authors. At times they are dif

ficult to decipher for, in his most penurious days, he 

often wrote a second poem over the fading lines of the 

first. This difficulty is increased by the fact that the 

Notebooks are undated and thus without clear sequence. A 

graphologist may recognize the last few because of the 

general deterioration, perhaps due to opium, in Thompson's 

strong, almost copperplate Victorian handwriting, yet this, 

too, would be mere conjecture, as illness, which dogged 

him throughout his life, may have been the cause of the 

weak hand. The way of the researcher is also hampered by 

the absence of page numbers, by Thompson's whim of occasion

ally writing from the back of the book towards the front, 

and by more than often skipping a page and concluding a 

poem two or even three pages from the preceding passages. 

Editing these drafts is a gamble at best, on account of 

Thompson's hesitancy to delete alternatives of words or 

2 
Paul van Kuykendall Thomson, "A Study of Certain 

Notebooks and Manuscripts of Francis Thompson in relation 
to his Poetic Theory and Critical Procedure," Unpublished 
dissertation. Brown University, 1957. 



even of whole lines, as is indicated by the following 

extract of a draft of a poem: 

thy) 
Thou hast wise) thrifty saw of counsel, 

guard 
fear and heed 

doubt 
prudence, heed 

safety, 
falterest, feeble 

Thou hast excusing saws) of counsel, thrift, & 
mutterest over ) 
connest wise ) 

Thou mutterest) thrifty saws of counsel &c.; 
connest ) 

This example proves, not the slovenliness of an untidy 

writer, but the infinite pains of one who lived up to 

Coleridge's insistence on exactitude in poetic expression. 

The importance of the Notebooks cannot be overrated, 

for they provide a unique insight into Thompson's mind. 

They v/ere the only things he ever kept, and Everard Meynell 

captured sensitively their role in the poet's life: "They 

were his other self; his companions through many solitary 

years, his life-work and his library; they were the only 

things he never discarded. . . . This custom of preserva

tion in one who preserved almost nothing else, marks his 

sense of their value." I have, therefore, made liberal 

^"To England," N. B. B. C. 21, Item 6, p. 135. 

Everard.Meynell, "The Notebooks of Francis Thompson," 
Dublin Review, CLX, 109 (January, 1917), p. 109. 
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use of material from the Notebooks, being conscious that 

they facilitate a closer and more complete examination of 

the poet. Because Thompson so often used a pseudonym or 

left his critical articles unsigned, many of the drafts 

of articles remain unidentified. I have therefore retained 

the original Notebook numbering in all quotations for the 

sake of consistency and for the benefit of future research. 

This reassessment is offered in the hope that the 

Notebooks v;ill rightly take their place beside Thompson's 

better known poems and essays as a necessary complement to 

them. 

X 
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CHAPTER I 

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS STUDIES 

Few critics have agreed with Thompson that he was of 

his age and that he had "tasted the water of life." By 

analyzing the different influences on his literary develop

ment and style, they have placed him variously in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and some have linked 

him with the Romantics. No more than a superficial chrono

logical arrangement of the criticism is possible, for 

opinions are varied among those of his contemporaries as 

well as among present-day critics. As most of the works 

on Thompson are studies concerned with either his religious 

mysticism or his poetics, the opinions referred to in the 

following section are extracts. 

Among those linking him with the seventeenth century 

is a biographer, John Thomson, who, in 1912, described 

Thompson as "a seventeenth century poet born in the 

nineteenth, bringing with him the solace of old-time 

•^"Moestitiae Encomium," The Works of Francis Thompson, 
III, Wilfrid Meynell ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1913), p. 115. Hereafter this edition is cited as 
Collected Works. 

j ^ ^ 



melody—melody like unto the richest strains of Crashaw 

and Cowley." 

In his literary study of "The Hound of Heaven," George 

Shuster catalogues Thompson's various debts to predeces

sors, and ascribes the influence on his diction specific

ally to Cowley and Southwell. He illustrates Thompson's 

debt to Crashaw's imagery by pointing out the common 

interest both had in "splendid figures and audacious com-

parisons." He also claims that without a knowledge of 

the Elizabethan and Metaphysical poets few can find Thompson 

easily intelligible. 

Derek Stanford attempts a comprehensive survey of 

Thompson's critical essays. After commenting on his 

"sympathetic" or appreciative method of criticism, Stanford 

discusses Thompson's own prose style. Even though the 

wealth of accumulated imagery is like that of Wilde and 

Arthur Symons, it is quite clear that he "explicitly re

pudiated the doctrine of Art for Art's sake which they 

held."^ 

John Thomson, Francis Thompson the Preston-born Poet 
(London: Simpkin Marshall, I912), p. 47. 

'George N. Shuster, "Notes for a Literary Study of 
'The Hound of Heaven,'" Catholic Educational Review, XXIV 
(1926), p. 227. 

o 

Derek Stanfoi'd, "Francis Thompson's Prose," Month, 
XVIII (1957), p. 304. 



Except for Everard Meynell's biography published in 

1913, little critical work was done after Thompson died 

in 1907 until the centennial year of his birth, 1959. In 

1962, James Brophy linked Thompson to the Metaphysical 

poets, and accounted for the Victorian indifference to 

him by saying that the Metaphysicals too were largely un

read at the time. Naturally, therefore, "the blooded red 

of Thompson's poetry, . . . had little relevance to a 

society of spiritual aridity, stranded, like Matthew Arnold, 

'between two worlds, one dead, the other powerless to be 

born.'"^ 

One of the leading analysts of the later Victorian 

period, Holbrook Jackson, is curiously self-contradictory. 

In a short section of his book on the last decade of the 

nineteenth century, he first says that even though Thompson 

was a product of "the poetic impulse of the Nineties, [he] 

10 cannot be located there." Jackson develops this idea by 

finding it easier to detect similarities betv/een Thompson 

"and poets so diverse as Wordsworth and Shelley than be-

11 1 tween him and the mystic poets of the seventeenth century." 

Q 

^James D. Brophy, Jr., "Francis Thompson and Con
temporary Readers: A Centennial Appraisal," Renascence, 
XIV (1962), p. 177. 

10 
Holbrook Jackson, The Eighteen Nineties (New York: 

Mitchell Kennerly, 1914), p. 201. 

^^Ibid., p. 211. 



What is contradictory is that while criticizing "the most 

popular and most remarkable of his poems, 'The Kound of 

Heaven,'" Jackson states that it is a work "which well 

might serve as a symbol of the spiritual unrest of the 

12 whole nineteenth century." 

Another critic who believes that Thompson is strongly 

linked to the romantic age is Claude Williamson. He points 

out the affinity with Keats in Thompson's acute sensitivity 

to sounds and colors, and his unrestrained imagery. Akin 

to Shelley's is his "sense of light [and] of the disembodi-

1 ̂  ment of all natural objects." ^ He presents Thompson's 

mysticism as the result of the conflict between his Catholic 

faith and his romantic temperament. 

Against this interpretation of a conflict between the 

religious and romantic elements in his life, Monika Kehoe 

presents a detailed analysis of the intertwining of these 

two strands. She defines Thompson's sense of timelessness 

as a Romantic characteristic, and mentions his fondness 

for Scott and Coleridge. She notes Thompson's use of 

Nature as the "identity-bearer of the Divine," using this 

logic to conclude that "Nature and the Catholic Church 

^^Ibid., p. 209. 

1 "̂  -'Claude Y/il l iamson, " F r a n c i s Thompson: A New Study: 
I I , " P o e t r y Review (September-October , 1936)", p . 379. 



were united . . . , both glorifying God by the solemn 

worship of their pageantry." ̂  

There were many spirits abroad in letters during the 

nineteenth century. Some were romantic; others followed 

the lead of Newman and the Oxford Movement, and their 

writings were mystical and religiously symbolic. It is 

thus that Sister M. Madaleva fits Thompson into a line 

that begins with Patmore and which has its final expression 

in Chesterton. For her, Thompson is essentially of the 

nineteenth century, "less esoteric than Patmore and less 

clamorous than Chesterton . . . he may be regarded as 

15 transitional between them." 

Two years later, in 1927, R. L. Megroz enlarged on 

the theme of the Catholic element in Victorian times. He 

points out that the Tractarian Movement against ritualism 

could hardly have been ignored by a man trained to be a 

Roman Catholic priest. Mentioning the personal experiences 

of Thompson at Ushaw College, his medical apprenticeship, 

and his black days in London, Megroz concludes: "No poet's 

work ever had closer contact with the social or personal 

16 
events of his life." 

Monika Kehoe, "Francis Thompson: A Poet of Religious 
Romanticism," Thought, XV (March, 1940), p. 121. 

1 c; 

^Sister M. Madaleva, "Prose of Francis Thompson," 
Chaucer's Nuns and Other Essays (New York: Appleton-Century 
Crofts, Inc., 1925), p. 80. 

R. L. Megroz, Francis Thompson: The Poet of Earth in 
Heaven (London: Faber and Gwyer, 1927), p. 54. 



In a devastatingly critical book, John Reid states 

that Thompson "shows the state of the nineteenth century 

poetic vocabulary when the original Romantic inspiration 

17 and the succeeding aesthetic one had run to seed." ' He 

denies that the metaphysical influence v;as anything more 
1 o 

than superficial, and says that Thompson's poetry is 

static, "v;ith more than a touch of fatalism in it," be

cause of the weariness of spirit in the age, "as the last 
in 

sands of the century ran out." ^ "His roots, it is now 

plain, are in the nineteenth century; he shares his vision 

with that of the stricken band which includes Poe, Mangan, 

de Quincey, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, even James Thomson, as 

well as Francis Thompson's own co-religionists, Lionel 
20 Johnson and Ernest Dowson." These were, according to 

Reid, poets of a "tainted vision." 

Another article in the centennial year of his birth 

defends Thompson against Reid's sarcasm. Reginald Dingle 

also contradicts Richard Le Galliene's edict that Thompson 

was simply "Crashaw born again, but born greater"; he 
dismisses Chesterton's statement that he was "outside" the 

17 'John C. Reid, Francis Thompson: Man and Poet (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959), p. 99. 

^^Ibid., p. 102. 

^^Ibid., p. 103. 

^^Ibid., p. 207. 



Victorian age, and concludes that "There is more of the 

influence of the Victorians to be detected in Thompson's 

verse than in any of the poets of the seventeenth or any 

21 other century." Not only v/as he of his age, but like 

all great poets, Thompson was timeless. 

Only one study has been done in recent years which 

classifies Thompson entirely as a product of the Victorian 

age. Kathleen F. Torbert concentrates on his poetic 

theory and practice, and presents a strong case against 

the critics v/ho aligned Thompson with Crashaw and the 

22 Metaphysicals. Unfortunately the thesis adds little 

new knowledge since she has, with a very few exceptions, 

used only published material. As the Notebooks came to 

this country in 1956, it is necessary to bring this con

troversy up-to-date and, by using the material provided 

by Thompson himself, prove conclusively that he was not 

so removed from his times as critics would have him. 

These differing opinions seem to add a certain poign

ancy to Thompson's own reaction to this problem, for he 

21 
Reginald J. Dingle, "Francis Thompson's Centenary: 

The Fashionable Reaction," Dublin Review, CCXXXIV (I960), 
p. 82. 

22 
"Francis Thompson: His Poetry in Relation to the 

Ideas of His Day," Unpublished Ph. D. thesis. University 
of Wisconsin, 1949. 
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was aware of the difficulties of a poet representing his 

age, and noted: 

The very great poet . . . is a prophet because 
he is too soon for his day: rather, his day 
comes after him. . . . He brings up treasure 
from the deep sea of his time, impenetrable by 
those who look only on the surface-levels; but 
the deep waters of his time are the surface-
waters of the time to come. . . . The great 
poet listens to the quiet/deep/brooding heart 
of his age, and prophesies the thing he hears. 
. . . The age is big with child, and they see 
it not. The poet has seen, and goes his way, 
singing the birth to come. And they say he does 
not represent his age.23 

^%. B. 2, Item 24-A, pp. 4-5-



CHAPTER II 

TRENDS IN THE VICTORIAN AGE 

Although the major characteristic of the Victorian age 

was constant change, the leading trends grouped themselves 

around two axes: one was the rationalist, industrial 

movement, and the other was the renascence of idealism. ^ 

The belief in material progress was balanced by a search 

for an understanding of man and his spiritual needs. The 

Rationalism of Hume and Bentham became almost the reason 

for the religious fervor of NewTiian, the romanticism of 

Carlyie and Ruskin, the aestheticism of Pater and Rossetti, 

and the mysticism of Francis Thompson. Middle-class liberal

ism was countered by the aristocratic desire to retain old 

patterns of thought and the old style of life. 

Up to the middle of the eighteenth century, English 

life had, in the main, run along an established pattern. 

It was essentially rural. The great majority of the people 

lived on the land and submitted to the political dominance 

of the land-owner. The supremacy of the state church was 

24 ^L. Cazamian, History of English Literature (New 
York: Macmillan Co., 1927), p. 1157. 
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acknowledged by most Englishmen, and the literal truths 

of the Bible went unchallenged by all but a negligible 

minority of "free thinkers." Neoclassicism pervaded most 

aspects of life as the enlightenment, refinement, and taste 

of the Augustans were emulated. The desire for nonchalant 

gentility modified the meaning of "reason" into a "sweet 

reasonableness." This reason of the eighteenth century 

was the calm and balanced judgment of a secularly oriented 

class which believed that the status quo in society v;as 

right. 

In the nineteenth century all changed. As small farms 

were enclosed to form larger holdings, the population moved 

from the coiintry into the city. Handicraft production was 

replaced by new large-scale machine products, and the long 

unchallenged power of the landed gentry decreased with 

the increase in trade and with the passage of the Reform 

Bills. Finally, the most important influence in the realm 

of ideas came from the impact of the new criticism in re

ligion. By making a literal acceptance of the Bible im

possible, the very foundation of religious faith was 

challenged. 

The Industrial Revolution 

Much that had been handed down by tradition was, dur

ing the latter half of the eighteenth century, critically 
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examined and discarded if unsuitable to contemporary con

ditions. It was a period of technological thought, and 

practical discoveries were promptly put to use. A long 

series of mechanical inventions was directly due to tech

nical research, and, in the whole field of production, 

reason prevailed over tradition in a manner and at a rate 

hitherto impossible. New inventions gave rise to modern 

machinery: the application of steam in sea and land 

transport, the improvements in tools, and the mobility 

of capital, all made Britain, during the middle years of 

the nineteenth century, the wealthiest and most powerful 

of nations. 

Unfortunately, the Industrial Revolution had been 

allowed to run almost unchecked since it began in the 

reign of George III, and one of the outstanding conse

quences was the increasing misery it brought to the work

ing class. A new class of capitalist employers of labor 

arose who felt no responsibility for the welfare of their 

workers; the only tie between them was the wage they paid. 

This indifference of the ruling class, and the inability 

of the local government to check abuses found a warrant 

in the orthodox political economy of the age, the dogma 

of laissez-faire—the non-interference of the state in 

industrial affairs. After the Reform Bills of 1832 and 

1867, however, and the various Factory Acts of 1844, 1847, 
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and 1850, a recognition of the duty and a consciousness 

of power on the part of the new rulers in England led to 

a succession of interferences with industry by the Tories. 

Prominent among the immediate consequences of the 

Industrial Revolution was the extraordinary shift of 

population from country to tov/n. "In I70O the agricultural 

population of England was double that of the urban; in 

1830 the reverse v/as true." -^ Intolerable living condi

tions in the towns resulted in the emergence of a poverty-

stricken proletariat hitherto unknown in England. Hatred 

of the employer by the worker led to a class war marked 

by sabotage and personal violence. Despite repeated ef

forts to improve the conditions of the workers, a layer 

of festering humanity was trapped below the commercial 

prosperity of the times. As late as 1885, Engels, long 

a student of English social conditions, described the 

East End of London as "an ever-spreading pool of stagnant 

misery." 

Another result of the growth of industry was the vast 

increase of child labor. The Factory Act of 1833 paid 

2R 
Thomas M. Parrott and Robert B. Martin, A Companion 

to Victorian Literature (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1955), p. 115. 

^^Ibid., p. 116. 
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special attention to the deplorable working conditions 

and inhuman workloads, but even ten years later Elizabeth 

Barrett's "Cry of the Children" voiced the despair over 

still prevailing labor conditions. 

The new business and industrial class brought into 

politics the energy and instinct for order, and the prac

tical commonsense of their world. Their wealth often 

enabled them to invest in land, to marry into the aris

tocracy, and to get into Parliament. In 1854 Dickens 

portrayed this type in Hard Times; Josiah Bounderby rose 

from apprenticeship to become "manufacturer, merchant, 

banker, and what-not." Somev/hat later. Bottles in 

Friendship's Garland (1871), a typical Arnoldian Philistine, 

becomes a country magistrate and sends his son to Eton to 

mingle v>rith the aristocracy. 

This sudden acquisition of wealth by the nev/ capital

ists resulted in crass materialism, and a frank contempt 

of ideas and ideals, political or religious; there was 

only rejoicing in England's unparalleled prosperity com

bined with a smug satisfaction in bodily comforts. The 

people accepted blindly the "Gospel of Chauvinism" against 

which Carlyie thundered, and the careless neglect of 

beauty and spiritual things against which Ruskin raged 

in vain. Art in England sank to its lowest ebb in 1851 

when the Crystal Palace was built to house the first 

SewsjSS^jSt 
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world's fair and to proclaim the triumph of British in

dustry. 

The emphasis on material success was approved by 

leaders such as Macaulay and Palmerston. In the very 

introduction to his History (1848), Macaulay states: "The 

history of our country during the last hundred and sixty 

years is eminently the history of physical, or moral, and 

27 of intellectual improvement." ' He identified right with 

success and had an unconcealed delight in the material 

progress of England since the mid-seventeenth century. 

Others who judged the state of the country by means of 

the physical sciences and their obvious growth v/ere 

H. T. Buckle in his History of Civilization. Bagehot in 

Physics and Politics: Thoughts on the Application of the 

Principle of Natural Selection and Inheritance to Political 

Society (1869), and Herbert Spencer in Man versus the 

State (1864). So popular was this arrogance of the Whigs 

that even Cobden's "Federation of the World" "saw the 

heavens filled with commerce" and "purple twilight, drop-

28 

ping down with costly bales." And if this mood of com

fortable complacency needed to be buttressed against 

criticism, Samuel Smiles (1812-1904) published a veritable 

27 'David Thompson, England in the Nineteenth Century. 
Pelican History of England: VIII (Baltimore, Md: Penguin 
Books, 1950), p. 104. 

^^Ibid., p. 102. 
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list of Victorian "virtues" in his works entitled Self-

Help, Thrift, Character and Duty. The reward for the 

practice of these virtues was always material prosperity. 

If this was not enough, the very character and outlook 

of the commercial and industrial middle classes found 

their strongest representative in that most mid-Victorian 

of statesmen—Lord Palmerston. The ambiguity of his 

policy of conservatism at home and jingoistic liberalism 

abroad not only caused great confusion among parties, but 

also perfectly represented the balance of social forces 

and the half-developed electoral system of the mid-Victorian 

era. 

It is interesting that this essential duality of 

character in the mid-Victorian mind was the result of the 

basic search for balance and stability. The rationalist 

movement was nothing but an attempt to comprehend and 

organize life and society. This "utilitarian" nature of 

the main philosophical currents of this century shows that 

the immediate concern was the betterment of material com

fort. This betterment, originally encouraged by utilitari

anism, was also determined by science, whose inventions made 

life faster, and, sometimes, more comfortable. 

Science, as Hugh Walker expresses it, "strictly in

terpreted, has little to say about the problems of pro-

foundest interest to humanity; but the spirit and method 
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of science have influenced the treatment of those problems." ° 

Indeed, the whole idea of the reign of law is due to the 

scientific approach to life. In the nineteenth century the 

sciences of geology, biology and anthropology revolution

ized modern thought. 

Lyell's Principles of Geology (1830-1833) was the 

keystone of the science, for he v/as the first to argue 

against the Biblical age of the earth, which had been 

placed by Bishop Ussher at 4004 B. C. 

The second of the "liberating sciences," biology, de

livered its attack on orthodoxy slightly later, but with 

considerably greater effect. Herbert Spencer desired to 

trace the operation of the single principle of evolution 

from the simplest to the most complex forms. Unhesitatingly 

he took the whole world as his province. Not surprisingly, 

his First Principles (1862) was followed by Principles of 

Biolop:y (1864-1867), Principles of Psychology (1870-1872), 

and Principles of Ethics (1892-1893)—a complete philosophy. 

He could not, however, explain the transference of the law 

from inorganic to organic life, and so "left the riddle of 

the universe unread." 

2Q 
"̂ The Literature of the Victorian Era, Cambridge 

University Press, 1913, p. 212. 

^^Ibid. ,. p. 222. 
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What distinguishes Charles Darwin from his contem

porary, Spencer, is his explanation of how the law of evolu

tion operated, and the evidence he gave in support of it. 

The Origin of Species was published in November, 1859, and 

nothing has affected mankind so closely since. The Descent 

of Man, published in I87I, completes his treatise by apply

ing the laws of evolution to the human race. 

Darwin's great disciple, Thomas Henry Huxley, did more 

than anyone else for the diffusion of evolutionary ideas. 

A training in anatomy and a pugnacious temperament helped 

him engage successfully in numberless literary and scientific 

battles. Since Darwin "neither would nor could defend 

himself," Huxley became "gladiator-general of science.""^ ' 

The examination of "history" spread further than to 

man's ancestry. It began with Niebuhr's epoch-making Roman 

History (1827-1828), in which he showed that the generally 

received story of early Rome was not factual but based upon 

legends and ballads. 

In Germany this method of critical examination v;as 

applied to the Bible. The Old Testament was subjected to 

the "higher" criticism, and soon the "verbal inspiration" 

of the Bible was questioned or denied. This German shift 

in the object of historical criticism was at first neglected 

^^Walker, p. 229. 
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in England—English scholars seem hardly aware of George 

Eliot's translation of Strauss's Leben Jesu in 1846. 

Strauss was then the latest representative of the German 

School of Rationalist Protestantism. He maintained that 

the Gospels contained a nucleus of historic fact, but 

that the miraculous elements had been imported in the spirit 

of the time in which they were written. The historical 

man Jesus had been elevated into the Christ, and Christi

anity v/as built on the "Christ myth." George Eliot ac

cepted Strauss's view, however much she detested the de

tails and tone of his book, and asserted that though a 

satisfactory basis for the history of the man Jesus could 

not be found, the idea of the Christ either in its histori

cal significance or in its great symbolic meanings was 

not affected. In the field of economics John Stuart Mill 

also studied the individual. From his ov;n experience, he 

learned that happiness is more than a mere arithmetical sum 

of physical pleasures, and thus undermined the whole basis 

of Benthamism. By further dividing happiness into higher 

and lower pleasures, he pointed out the fallacy in the ma

terialistic philosophy of Utilitarianism. Imbued with the 

romanticism of Coleridge, he endowed rationalism with a flex-

32 
ibility that served, not to destroy it, but to complete it. It 

-^Cazamian, History of English Literature, p. 1133. 



19 

was this flexibility that enabled him to come to a suc

cessful mediation between radical Benthamism and Cole

ridge an Romanticism. 

To the science of social life he devoted his best 

thought. Even though utilitarian radicalism had established 

the foundation of democratic liberty, Mill realized that 

legislation had to have a more positive function in society 

than Bentham had allowed it; the liberty of the individual 

was by no means a clearcut principle. For Mill, the good 

society was one of the richest diversity derived from the 

free interplay of human character and personality. To at

tain anything like this, a number of reforms would be 

necessary which would also break the laissez-faire tradi

tion which encouraged not the general but the individual 

good. He thus championed the cause of popular education, 

of trade-union organization, of the cooperative movement, 

and of the emancipation of women. Progress was to come 

from the mental energy and spiritual adventure of self-

government, and not from "good" government by authority. 

Political economy was no longer geared to the goal of 

maximum production, but studied and improved the distribu

tion of wealth. David Thompson sums up the achievement 

of Mill when he describes him as "the most complete example 

of how English democratic traditions, dating from the time 

of John Locke and the English Revolution of 1688, and 
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comprising by this period the radicalism of the eighteenth 

century and the utilitarianism of the nineteenth, adjusted 

themselves to the challenge of a new industrial age." 

Even though Mill may have been the most democratically 

minded of the great Victorians, he feared the dangers at

tending an unchecked democracy, and, as a consequence, 

insisted that the people only choose governors but do not 

themselves govern. In his essay On Liberty he had already 

made an impassioned plea for individual freedom vhich was 

being threatened by the danger of a tyrannical majority, 

a tyranny he feared more than that of a single tyrant be

cause it was less irresistible. Perhaps his I'eaction was 

due to the horrors of the French Revolution, but he is 

not alone in his reservations over mass rule. 

The attitude of Victorian literature to democracy 

was reactionary rather than propagandist. The literateurs 

regarded it not only as dangerous, but also proposed 

measures to control it. Carlyie offered Hero-Worship 

culminating in the leader or Fuhrer concept; for govern

ment by "Captains of Industry," according to him, would 

convert Big Business to public gain. 

Ruskin began his autobiography: "I am a violent Tory 

of the old school," and his only hope of prosperity in 

Pelican History, p. 51. 

w 
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England lay in "discovering and obeying men capable of 

Kinghood." He even founded St. George's Guild, "an 

aristocracy electing an absolute chief as Dictator." 

However hopeful of the future he was, Matthew Arnold, 

too, warns against "the encroaching spirit of democracy," 

and fears that with its grov/th "the English people may 

become Americanized." 

"A survey of the whole field of Victorian literature 

reveals at a glance that there is no ardent champion of 

democracy among the great Victorians, no such inspired 

singer of its present achievement and future glory as 

Walt Whitman."^^ 

Religion 

The chief characteristic of the Church of England in 

the mid-nineteenth century continued to be its remarkable 

variety and comprehensiveness in belief. In the thirties, 

however, there appeared a split between the sections of 

the Anglican opinion under evangelical influence, and the 

new High Church Tractarian Movement. The intoxication 

with material progress evidently had not eradicated a 

persistence of traditionalism and a desire for institutions 

unaffected by change. To some. Evangelical Protestantism 

and its individualism seemed an abandonment of structure 

-̂ P̂arrot and Martin, p. I39. 

^ = ^ 
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for chaos. The powerful need for an unchanging rock amid 

the convulsions of the era produced, most noticeably, the 

Oxford Movement. It was one of the many efforts to bring 

back the faith which the eighteenth century had lost; 

Newman's via media was a characteristic form of attempted 

compromise. 

The Oxford Movement was, to a large extent, an 

aesthetic movement against the rationalism of the times. 

Originally, it was intended to warn England against fol-

lowing the Noetic principles of German theology, but 

Newman's ignorance of the German language channelled him 

into checking the growth of rationalism in England. It 

began in 1833 with John Keble's Sermon in St. Mary's, the 

University Church of Oxford, and reached a crisis when 

Nev/man entered the Roman Church in 1845. He was also 

solely responsible for the notorious Tract 90 which ex

amined the Thirty Nine Articles and found no basic contra

dictions between Protestant belief and Roman Catholic 

tenets. 

^^The Noetics were the rationalist intelligentsia 
within the Church, who promoted reason over authority. 
Their cause was largely responsible for the intensity of 
the Tractarian movement against rationalism. 

^^S. L. Ollard, A Short History of the Oxford Move
ment (London: Faith Press Reprints, 1963), p. 20. 
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One of the Movement's members. Dean Church, states 

that it took two distinctive lines: theological and the 

"resolutely practical." "Theologically, it dealt with 

great questions of religious principle," but, on the other 

hand "the movement was marked by its deep earnestness on 

the practical side of genuine Christian life."-^' Its 

ethical tendency was shown in the increased study of the 

Gospels and increased emphasis on self-discipline. Theo

logically, it moved to incorporate more ritual in the 

liturgy, and to renev/ belief in the apostolic succession 

as a basis for Church authority. 

A third party arose who not only succeeded where the 

Tractarians had failed, but who v/ere also the spearheads 

of a liberal movement that showed itself in fields other 

than religious. It came to be called "Christian Socialism" 

and was led by F. D. Maurice and Charles Kingsley. These 

two published Tracts for Priests and People from 1854 on

wards, and were concerned with current social problems. 

They sponsored the cause of better education for women and 

that of working men's colleges. This "Socialism" was lit

tle more than fervent humanitarianism, and even though the 

Christian Socialists were less devout than their Oxford 

colleagues, they were not a whit less conscious of the 

"̂7 
-"R. Y;. Church, The Oxford Movement: Twelve Years 

1833-1845 (London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1b91), p. 190. 
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seriousness of a religious commitment. This faith and 

philosophy helped partly to offset the materialism of 

mid-Victorianism. 

Literary Trends 

The pseudo-classicism of the Augustan Age, with its 

insistence on form, regularity, and restraint, was a neces

sary reaction in style against the extravagance of Eliza

bethan literature as well as against the involved Latinisms 

of early seventeenth century prose. Because discipline v;as 

needed if English style was to develop, organized life and 

organized rules governed the first half of the eighteenth 

century. 

The supreme task of the Victorians became, therefore, 

a synthesizing of the extremes of the ideal and the real. 

This was the reason why struggle dominated the age; there 

was the stiniggle between capital and labor, between aris

tocracy and democracy, and between science and religion. 

In the welter of confusions few escaped untouched, for the 

Victorians had no illusions about the world in which they 

lived. The smug self-complacency of the Augustans in 

their slogans about the best of all possible worlds was 

echoed by Macaulay and a few other Victorian Philistines, 

George M. Miller, The Victorian Period (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1930), p. xli. 
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but the great mass of thinking men knew that their world 

in many ways was wrong and was getting worse. Disillu

sioned by the solutions of the French Revolutionaries, 

they returned to a respect for the routine ordinary life. 

The great Victorian writers shared in this disillusion 

and saw clearly the paganism of the upper classes, the 

materialism of the middle and the brutalizing of the 

lowest layer. Each one gave an answer to the question 

which plagued them all—how to live. 

Four distinct attitudes may be recognized among these 

writers towards the perplexing confusions of the age. 

Firstly, a very limited number, among whom Macaulay v̂/as 

chief, accepted the age and its tendencies with seii-

satisfaction. 

Secondly, a large number fled from the age to areas 

of greater security; Newman and his associates sought refuge 

in the faith of the Middle Ages, whilst Rossetti and the 

Pre-Raphaelites fled to a self-created world of beauty. It 

has already been seen that the Oxford Movement's influence 

was both on the individual's renewed sense of self-discipline 

and on a new social consciousness which culminated in the 

39 humanitarianism of the Christian Socialists. In literature, 

the influence of Roman Catholic liturgy and ritual was 

-^^Supra, p. 23 
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widespread. Coventry Patmore, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and 

Francis Thompson were perhaps the three outstanding 

writers whose works were heavily imbued witn Catholic 

influence. Their outlet, Merry England, a weekly pub

lished by Wilfrid Meynell, himself a devout convert, was 

also Catholic in tone. 

The Pre-Raphaelites escaped to an artificially created 

beauty far from the soul-world of the Church. Theirs v/as 

a cerebral romping amidst the grotesque world of the 

artist transplanted to that of the poet. If the Church 

had any influence, it was only in its sensuous element that 

found expression in Dante Gabriel Rossetti's work. The 

medievalism of the Church aroused in him only pagan associ

ations, which found their best expression in Sv/inburne, 

who was completely unaffected by Catholic sentiment. "He 

was in sympathy with the medievalism of the sinner Villon, 

rather than that which celebrates saints and martyrs and 

Madonnas." In Swinburne's later years, hov/ever, there 

was an interesting reversal, for he became the voice of 

conservatism, and much of his work dealing with the events 

of the time is inspired by the wish to keep whole the 

nobility of England. The form of government gratified his 

republicanism, and the formation of the Empire was in 

Hugh Walker, Literature of the Victorian Era (19IO), 
p. 550. 



27 

accordance with his imperialistic sympathies. The poet 

of revolution ultimately propagated the ideas of Disraeli. 

A third group lost all faith in, and saw no solution 

for, the age. Among the pessimists were Clough, Matthew 

Arnold, James Thomson, and Hardy. These poets reacted 

skeptically to the Newmanite movement, owing largely to 

the Protestant influence of Thomas Arnold. In Clough's 

and Matthew Arnold's stress upon knowledge, the reaction 

to the blind faith of the Tractarians was the most pro

nounced. Arnold's "imaginative reason" was neither the 

poetry of paganism which lived through the sense£̂  nor that 

of medieval Christianity which lived by the heart and the 

imagination. Clough's break with Christendom was, like

wise, quite distinct: 

Christ is not risen, no— 
He lies and moulders low; 
Christ is not risen! 

—"Easter Day," 11. 

The Victorian age thus bred its own critics. Arnold's 

Culture and Anarchy (1869), remains the most bitter indict

ment of the materialism and bad taste of the day. Where 

Arnold affected the intellect, Dickens used the imagination. 

Even though he propounded no plan for social reform, he 

succeeded magnificently in painting a vivid picture of 

working class folk whose poverty was nothing but the product 

of social conditions and the consequences of man's inhuman

ity to others; 



28 

Finally, there was a group who struggled to remake 

the age, a group whose intrepid optimism saw the reality 

of Victorian times and v/ho were determined to improve it. 

There was a courage, a sense of defiance in spite of the 

age. For Browning it was love which persuaded him that 

God was indeed in His Heaven; for Tennyson it v;as simply 

an attitude of faith. "He does not see how good can be 

41 the goal of ill, but he trusts." And for Carlyie, the 

strength came from his belief in affirmation. The greatest 

opponent of Utilitarianism went to Germany for his inspira

tion. Hegelian romanticism and the spiritual intuition 

of Pichte led Carlyie to the conclusion that under the 

senses lies the essence, "The Divine Idea of the World." 

He loathed the "dismal sciences" and "cause-and-effect 

philosophies," for his thought was enveloped by idealistic 

conceptions. Behind everything lay an unalterable belief 

in the Law of the Universe, and a conviction that this 

Law v/as identical with Truth and Justice—the only things 

worth conserving. 

Ruskin may be regarded as a young lieutenant of Carlyie 

in his war on Radical Utilitarianism. His economic and 

social essays were the outcome of his "religion of humanity," 

and his contempt for the existing political structure showed 

Hugh Walker, Literature of the Victorian Era, p. 383. 
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traces of Carlyie's influence. He resolved his own per

sonal religious dilemma by concocting a curious "Catholi

cism" which was his final faith. In his aesthetic theory 

he is almost entirely controlled by the spirit of medieval

ism. "He might be called the Newman of the aesthetic move

ment," for he, too, was repelled by the rationalism of his 

times. Unconscious of the parallel, he, like Newman, be

lieved that art "introduces in the conception of its sub

ject as much beauty as is possible, consistently with truty."^^ 

In art and architecture he therefore sought moral or reli

gious qualities. This, in a way, v;as his true function—to 

be, for a materialistic and practical nation, the priest 

of the visionary and impalpable. 

The literature of Victorian times thus, not only re

flected the material and industrial trends in the country, 

but also the religious and romantic reaction to these 

same developments. If Macaulay is the spokesman for the 

wealthy British Empire, the members of the Oxford Movement 

and the inheritors of its tradition are the reactionaries. 

Instead of the increasing emphasis on the military and in

dustrial v/ealth, they are the spokesmen of an intuitive 

acceptance of a religion and a God of the past. One of the 

strongest and most insistent voices, among these, was that 

of Francis Thompson. 

^^Hugh Walker, p. 1005. 



CHAPTER III 

THE LIFE OF THOr.lPSON 

The object of this account of Thompson's life is not 

to provide a complete biography, but to indicate, in 

chronological order, the main tendencies and experiences 

which determined his opinions of contemporary people and 

events. 

Francis Joseph Thompson was born on December 16, 1859. 

His father, Charles, a homeopathic doctor, and his mother, 

Mary, were both converts to Catholicism. There were two 

sisters, and, as a consequence, Francis often played with 

dolls as a child. As he had been introduced to Shakespeare 

at the age of six, these dolls were, however, transformed 

by his vivid imagination into Shakespearean heroines. Thus 

the interest in literature which later flov/ered so pro

fusely had its seed in Thompson's childhood. 

At an early age he also exhibited a love for war games 

and cricket, two fancies which he never lost. In his bi

ography of Thompson, Everard Meynell records that "as a 

youth during the Russo-Turkish war he built a city of 

chairs with a plank for drawbridge; 'Plevna,' his father 

30 
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said, would be found written in his heart for the interest 

he had in the siege." -̂  Meynell also records a comment 

by Thompson's teacher at Ushaw, a Dr. Mann, who, in the 

Ushav; Magazine, said of the boy: "Of history he v;as 

very fond, and particularly of wars and battles." Another 

biographer records his sister Mary's recollection of join-

45 ing him in "mimic sieges." Much later he was to comment 

on the politics of the Boer War, and in his poem, "The 

Nineteenth Century," to prophesy the devastation of World 

War I. 

In 1870, he was sent to St. Cuthbert's at Ushaw in 

Durham, to be trained for the priesthood. After a rude 

introduction to the rough company of schoolboys, he set

tled down to spend seven years there. His literary 

interests were first nurtured there, for, in addition to 

learning Latin and Greek, he developed an appreciation of 

Dante, Milton, and Wordsworth.^ He read voraciously and 

often copied poems of Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Wordsworth, 

47 Donne, and Spenser. 

^^Everard Meynell, The Life of Francis Thompson (Lon
don: Barnes and Oates Ltd, 1913)\ p. 9. Hereafter cited 
as Life. 

^^Life, p. 16. 

"̂ Ĵohn Walsh, Stranf;-e Harp, Strange S:)̂ nphony (New York: 
Hawthorn Bookj, Inc., 1967), p. 8. 

"^^Life, pp. 26-27. 

'̂̂ The Ushaw College Notebook in Boston College contains 
nine of these transcriptions. 
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Unfortunately, his "natural indolence" led the teachers 

of the Capuchin Novitiate to suggest a career other than 

the priesthood, and he returned home in 1877.^^ His father 

then sent him to Owens College, Manchester, to study medi

cine, but a neighbor remarks, "An intellectual temperament 

less adapted to the career of a doctor and surgeon could 

not be imagined."^^ He played truant and went instead 

to the libraries and cricket grounds, his favorite being 

Old Trafford. Many memories were formed there, the most 

famous being the match betv/een Lancashire and Gloucester

shire in 1878. Meynell has described at length Thompson's 

fanatic interest in the game, and innumerable entries in 

his Notebooks strongly support this claim. 

In 1879 Thompson fell ill and suffered a long bout 

of fever and probably first tasted laudanum to ease the 

pain. At this time, also, his mother presented him with 

a copy of De Quincey's Confessions of an English Opium 

Eater, and a number of the family were convinced that 

Francis would follow in his footsteps. He failed his medical 

examination in the same year, and again in 1881 and I884. 

By now he was addicted to opium and failed to pass the 

physical examination for the army. His father's impatience 

"^^Walsh, p. 18. 

^^Life, p. 39. 
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with him grew, and after a heated argument Francis left 

the house on November 9, 1885, in order to seek his fortune 

on the streets of London. With copies of Aeschylus and 

Blake in his pockets he followed De Quincey, who had also 

thrown himself in desperation upon the city. 

The next three years v/ere spent among the dregs of 

society where he earned a few daily pence by holding horses 

outside the opera or by selling matches. Memories of 

London's derelicts haunted Thompson the rest of his days, 

and his poems and essays are filled v.lth constant reminders 

of the language of the doss-houses. From this squalor he 

was rescued by an imnamed prostitute who recognized the 

genius in him and gave him food and shelter. V/hen Wilfrid 

Meynell finally contacted Thompson she disappeared, con-

50 vinced that none would understand their relationship. 

The rescue of the poet by Meynell, then editor of Merry 

England, is almost legendary. Suffice it to say that after 

several attempts to contact Thompson, a meeting finally 

took place when he went to the Meynells "more ragged and 

51 unkempt than the average beggar."^ Thompson's first essay 

"Paganism Old and Nev/" was published in June, 1888, and the 

Meynells incorporated into their household their most 

^^Life, p. 83. 

^^Life, p. 89. 
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^ ^ 
brilliant protege. A man who preferred reading in the 

British Museum to medical studies, who from childhood had 

transformed dolls into Shakespearean heroines, was now 

given the opportunity to write richly embroidered lines 

of poetry, and essays of sensitive yet perceptive depth. 

In 1889 he was sent to the Premonstratensian Priory 

at Storrington to try and quit the opium habit, and there 

followed about seven years of highly productive writing. 

Poems was published in 1893, Sister Songs in 1895, and 

New Poems in 1897. He contributed reviews, criticisms, and 

essays to several magazines, especially to Merry England, 

The Academy, and The Athenaeum. His essay "Shelley" was 

written in the winter of 1889-1890; completed in February 

1890, "The Hound of Heaven" became the foremost religious 

52 poem of modern times. 

After an abstention of more than three years, Thompson 

succumbed to the opium habit again in mid-1892, and his 

troubles were increased by poor reviews from what he called 

5 ^ the "unshaking "v/alls of the Protestant periodical press." •'̂  

Poems, published in 1893, sold only 349 copies in tv/elve 

54 months, and opinions ranged from Patmore's unfavorable 

^^Walsh, p. 101. 

^^Walsh, p. 118. 

^"^Life, p. 150. 
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criticism of his extravagant diction to Henley's comment 

in the National Observer: "Few writers of really dis

tinguished quality have been introduced to the world under 

the shelter of such a farrago of nonsense."^ 

Thompson m.oved to the Capuchin monastery in Pantasaph, 

Wales, where a quickly developed friendship with Coventry 

Patmore helped him revaluate his own thought. John Reid 

points out that Thompson not only adopted Patmore's idea 

of metrics, but was indebted to him for "the revelation of 

a new vision of reality." He was led to understand the 

central role of the Incarnation in Cloistian philosophy, 

and to see God through the tangible.^ Prom 1894 to 1896, 

Thompson's poems were influenced by Patmore's mystical 

symbolism, and in a Notebook Thompson admits: "What I put 

forth as a bud, he blew on and it blossomed. The contact 

of our ideas was dynamic, he reverberated my idea with such 

and so many echoes that it returned to me greater than I 

gave it forth. He opened it as you open an oyster, or 

placed it under a microscope and showed me what it con

tained."^^ 

^^Life, p. 138. 

56 
John C. Reid, Francis Thompson: Man and Poet (Lon

don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959), pp. 117-11b. 

'̂̂ N. B. 21, p. 1 . 
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Thompson's professional career was anything but 

smooth for his popularity as a writer fluctuated. In 

1896 he returned to London, where he accepted a commission 

from the Daily Chronicle to compose an ode celebrating 

Queen Victoria's diamond jubilee. For The Academy he was 

to write an ode on the Boer War, and agreed to v/rite a 

book on London which was to be illustrated by Constable. 

Nev/ Poems, which appeared in May, 1897, was poorly received; 

58 for example, in 1902 only five copies were sold. 

The years 1901-1904 were most productive for critical 

prose, for even though the opium habit regained its mastery 

over him, he produced nearly 250 reviews and articles. 

His last years were a constant misery of pain and struggle, 

and he died at dawn on November 13, 1907. 

^^Life, p. 242. 



CHAPTER IV 

THOMPSON, V/AR, AND POLITICS 

Thompson's early interest in war has already been 

59 indicated.-̂ -̂  As a child he played at war games with his 

sisters, showing a fascination for the glamor and spec

tacle of battle. On the other hand, his early composi

tion at Ushaw College ends in an indictment of war: 

Hark, heard ye not the echoing clang of arms. 
The trumpet's suimnoning, and the drum's alarms? 

Thick-thronging thousands shake the gory ground. 
And fallen hundreds lie in death around. 
Say, whence arise these scenes of blood and woe. 
From what dread source do all these evils flov/? 
War, only war! the cause of misery 
From snow-capped Andes to the Chinese Sea: 
War, only v/ar has been to wretched man 
A baneful curse since first the world began 
Not only war is ruin to the small, ^^ 
His very favourites fair the worst of all. 

There is a curious change from this closing, bitter 

realization to Thompson's later championing of conquest by 

the sword. This change may have been a continuation of 

his interest in war games and a compensation for his 

^^Supra, p. 30. 

^^Ushaw College N. B., pp. 12-13. 
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physical weakness, itself a later cause of his rejection 

by military authorities. Not only is he in favor of the 

instruments of war, but he is proud of the establishment 

of the Empire. East and West, he says, sit like children 

in England's school, and even Babylon has not known the 

regions which Britain has "tamed." 

Full expression to England's glories is given in the 

"Ode for the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria, 1897." 

There, Thompson reviews the poetic accomplishments of 

Matthev/ Arnold, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Coventry 

Patmore, before describing proudly "the sabre's children." -̂  

From the Alma in the Crimean War to the Cav.-npore and Delhi 

sieges during the Indian Mutiny of 1857 the "battle clangour" 

has rung around the world: 

From famous field to field 
So that reverberated war was tossed; 
And—in the distance lost— 
Across the plains of France and hills of Spain 
It swelled once more to birth, 
And broke on me again, ^. 

The voice of England's glories girdling in the earth. 

An ecstatic pride in England's accomplishments over

takes the poet, who later in the poem, boasts of her green 
61 

•N. B. B. C. 21, p. 141. 

Life, p. 57. 
62, 

^^1. 74. 

^^11. 91-97. 
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vales and blue skies. He then develops a "Victoria-England" 

image by describing the homage paid to the Queen on this 

"culminant day of all her days."^^ The East acknowledges 

her superiority with gifts, while the West watches in envy 

and disunion the country against whose strength its wrath 

has splintered. The Ode ends with an apostrophe to 

Victoria expressing complete faith in the unquenchable 

light of England, v;hile giving a final warning to keep 

"thy hand upon the sword, / As fits a warrior race." 

This nationalistic pride receives another boost when 

Thompson in his essay "In Darkest England" justifies war: 

"If any, being evil, offer to us good things, I say: 

Take; for ours must be the ultimate harvest from them. 

Good steel wins in the hands that can wield it longest; 
67 

and those hands are ours." ' 

The patriot lay not too far behind the poet as 

Thompson wrote of England's renown in a long poem "To 

England." He waxes eloquent on the military power of a 

country that had conquered many lands: 

In every clime and sun thy flag has taken root: 

^^1. 191. 

^^11. 196-200. 

p. 64. 
^'^Collected Works III, ed. Wilfrid Meynell (1913), 
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As in the track o' the sun flowers blossom ruddily; 
Whereso thy foot was set it left a victory. 

And with thy great approach, whose steps are called 
Creci, 

Poictiers, Azincour, Seringapatam, Delhi, 
Trafalgar, Waterloo, each an heroic sound. 
Thou hast prevailed upon the earth from bound to 

bound, 

0 keep thou chained the watch-dog war, 'tis well, in 
truth; ra 

But let it not grow old, inert and gapped of tooth. 

This inordinate pride in England's dominions was popu

lar in the second half of the nineteenth century when 

England's empire never saw sunset and the Queen had been 

declared Empress of India. Influenced as he v/as by Carlyie, 

it was natural for Thompson to enjoy the pride that comes 

from a sense of superiority. 

For Carlyie, the moving force in history was "the Great 

Man"; -̂  hence Cromwell and Frederick of Prussia were his 

heroes. Both were strong: one changed the nature of the 

English monarchy and the other raised the prestige of the 

Prussian throne. In letters, too, Carlyie's heroes were 

those who struggled before falling: Goethe and Browning. 

Might, not necessarily Success, was Right, for the inexor

able Law of the Universe v;as identical with Truth and 

Justice. 

^^N. B. B. C. 2 1 , I t e m - 6 , pp . 141-143. 

69 
-̂ Hugh Y/alker, L i t e r a t u r e of the Vic tor ian Era, 

p . 70. 
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Thompson was curiously similar in thought. He, too, 

suffered from a never-ending tendency for Hero-Worship. 

Initially it was Coleridge, then Carlyie himself. Brown

ing, and then Patmore, whom he admired for their strength 

of purpose. His praise of Carlyie is quite revealing: 

"There is a certain tremor in returning to a book which 

has been an avatar to one's youth, an author who has been 

among the authentic gods of one's davm years. . . . In an 

age of the grossest materiality, no smug 'scientific' 

explanations could loosen his clutch on the perpetual 

Pentecostal Miracle of Nature. . . . No rationalism could 

shut from him the inwardness which v/as latent in all out

wardness; externality almost ceased for him in the miracu-

70 lous light which permeated and emanated from it." 

This av/areness of the "miraculous light" was not only 

confined to individuals, for Thompson was convinced of 

England's role in defending her birthright of Truth and 

Justice and Right. If England were to fall, even the 

heavens v/ould be unable to fill the gap: 

Though the earth would be cumbered with thy ruin 
hurled. 

And stand in desolation an unmothered v/orld.'̂ ^ 

70 
' "Sartor Reread" in Renegade Poet and Other Essays, 

pp. 279-286. 

'̂ ''N. B. B. C. 21, p. 145. 
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Because England was and had been "great," he felt that war 

was necessary for England to maintain her honorable posi

tion. Even in a poem entitled "peace: On the treaty in 

South Africa in 1902," there is the statement that England 

was bound to fight to protect her "Honour" and that "im-

72 
perishable thing, a Name."' England had relaxed too long 

in peace (The Pax Britannica), and war would jar her out 

of her "too long ease" in order to protect the Empire's 

"one shoreless State." 

This jingoistic pride was caused perhaps by Thompson's 

fear of the increasing Russian control of Asian territories, 

by his very English distrust of the French, and his ex

treme disdain for the growing strength of democracy. 

In a prose entry he notes that General Roberts had 

been compelled to collect forces at Simla to prevent the 

Russians from crossing the Indus and taking town after 

tov/n. He deplores the lack of leadership in England, say

ing: "No reader of the history of that ancient imperial 

people the English but is aware how the Liberal party was 

returned to power at the election of 1885, and found it

self without a leader. How in the internal strife which 

this occasioned, and the consequent weakness of the govern-

7^ ment, Russia saw her opportunity." -̂  

'7̂ 11. 62-83. 

^h, B. B. C. 23, p. 77. 
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Skeptical of the democratic motivations for the French 

Revolution, Thompson states boldly that the populace held 

no idea of constructive principles, but knew only how to 

destroy: "They rose frantically to destroy, lured on by 

the belief, the shapeless hope that they could build up. 

. . . Themselves were capable of but two things—to be 

ruled, or to reject rule, and thereby destroy the organism 

of which they were part. They destroyed it, for they had 

long ceased to be truly ruled. But build it up again they 

74 could not."'^ It is perhaps this opinion of France that 

made him YiSiry of the Franco-Russian pact of 1895: "Let 

no Government delude itself with the idea that it can 

'conciliate' France." He concludes with a prophecy of 

what ultimately would happen—the destruction of V/orld V/ar I 

"The Franco-Russian alliance laid all the mines which have 

since burst under England's feet: They are not yet done 

with, nor ever will be, till the awful war comes on in 

which the European nations will finally explode their feuds, 

their treacheries, their jealousies,—and—ultimately 

75 themselves." 

When, in 1896, there was a threat of a French invasion, 

Thompson exhorted England to fight and protect her "ancient 

'̂ N̂. B. 15, Item 7-B, pp. 14-15. 

'^%. B. B. C. 32, Item 12-B, p. 3. 
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76 
greatness." The Teuton bayonet had to conquer a coimtry 

that preferred "pleasant injustice [and] easy iniquity."'̂ '̂  

England v/as to arm herself to prevent the "Gallic cock" 

from shaking the clinging laurel round her head. 

The principles of the French Republic were abhorrent 

to the poet who believed in the perpetuation of aristo

cratic rule. Conforming to Tory principles, Thompson 

warns England of dire consequences if class rule should 

be destroyed. He contrasts the noble past v/ith the con

temporary clamor of "brazen heads" and "loud-clapping 

hands." And, in an apostrophe to his country, he expresses 

his despair over the future being in the hands of "the 

bronze-throated crowd / Swayed hither and thither." 

Thompson so abhorred any attempt at individualism on 

the part of the "ordinary" man that he even resorted to 

the style of hell-fire and damnation sermons to condemn 

the individual's right to education. After denouncing 

Rousseau's theory of Individualism, he prophesies its con

sequences in dire tones: 

For diabolical this doctrine of Individualism is; 
it is the outcome of the proud teaching which 

'''̂ N. B. 12, Item 18, p. 9. 

'̂ '̂ N. B. 12, Item 18, p. 9. 

'̂ N̂. B. 41, Item 9-B, p. 7. 
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declares it despicable for men to bow before 
their fellow-men. It has meant, not that a 
man should be individual, but that he should 
be independent. Now this I take to be an al
together deadly lie. A man should be individual, 
but not independent. The very laws of Nature 
forbid independence, which have made man in a 
thousand ways inevitably dependent on his fel-
lov/s. '^ 

His theory of government was not, however, based on 

a Darwinian interpretation of this "dependence." It was 

more a Carlylean acceptance of a leadership of the best 

men. Democracy was unhealthy: 

The constitution of the successful state, as 
that of the world, the result of the laws of 
balance and conservation of energy; and the 
excessive and unrelated preponderance of one 
part must lead to the ultimate disruption of 
the organism—though, as in the hypertrophy of 
some part of the body it may result in a fal
lacious glory or prosperity for a space, before 
its ill effects have time to v;ork themselves 
out. So, the immediate issue of an unchecked 
democracy may be a consumptive glow on the face 
of the nation,oWhich is conjectured for the hue 
of the health.°^ 

The only means by v/hich England's descent into the abyss 

of shame might be prevented was, according to Thompson, 

through war's "grim plough." Democracy was no solution, 

for: 

though combined, 
A hundred thousand minds make not one mind 

'̂ "̂In Darkest England," Collected Works III, p. 63. 

^^N. B. B. C. 21, Item 6, pp. 22-23. 
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Thou once so regent and so mildly proud. 
Thy rule is dead 

If thou should take it from the ruleless crowd. 

Above all dreads, 0 England, this thing dread! 

This disdain for the democratic mob who had no "mind" 

may be the reason that Thompson makes the one exception in 

his general approval of war. Having already predicted the 

consequences if England lost her sense of honor, he is 

able to see quite clearly the wrong in the Boer War, and 
attempts to sham.e her for fighting for gold: 

Y/hat is this thing they tell? 
That, save thg^sallow face of gold, thou lovest nothing 
well. • • • 

In another entry he exhorts her to think of the power she 

had, and to be conscious of the honor to be protected: 

Our England, prove it false, thou stoop'st unto the 
vice 

Of palsied years in men alike and nations and in 
peoples—avarice!^^ 

The Boer War v;as an economic quarrel, the essence being 

"whether Dutch or English should 'bear the gree' in S. Africa; 

and that the actual point of squabble was accidental. . . . 

The cry that England fought for Freedom—v/ith a capital— 

unless it were the freedom of the English capital, is too 

'thin.' The most believing of English patriots cannot 

^''N. B. 41, Item 9-B, p. 10. 

^^N. B. B. C. 21, Item 6, p. 134. 

^^N. B. B. C. 21, p. 144. 

y^ 
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thrill to it—and this one must say without judging the 

rights or wrongs of the ravelled racial quarrel."^"^ 

The economics oi the war in South Africa was thus 

the subject of much doggerel that Thompson wrote. A few 

selections from a particularly long and sustained piece 

show his acute insight into political maneuvers and a 

certain bitter irony of expression. After saying that 

the statesman "old Dom P." (i.e. Palmerston) was the 

reason "why the Boers met the British in fight / Spilling 

and killing our military," Thompson ridicules Gladstone's 

reasons for ceasing to fight: 

For of all the ways of converting a sinner 
(A difficult and a slov; thinifr). 
He most sincerely repents of his sin 
When he finds he has sinned for nothing. 

And the great John Bright knev/ the Boers were right. 
He had known it from the beginning; 
And he triumphed in high and holy joy 
Than the Government ceased from sinning. 
And the Daily News and the Liberal reviews 
Did Providence thank and bless it, 
That we had a Ministry v/hich could do 
Wrong, and then confess it. 

So they hastened a Peace with Honour to sign 
(Not like that of the Berlin pov/ers); 
V/ith the Honour on the Boers' side. 
And the peacefulness on ours. 

So the Boers had autonomy, 
England a quite nice word— 

"̂̂ N. B. 37, p. 120. 



48 

"Suzerain"—but they spoke it low. 
So low that no one heard.^5 

The complete senselessness and the mercenary angle of this 

war was summed up at the end of another passage: 

Make glorious war (that phrase may now 
Be left to the Mikado), 

And, John, prepare to meet the bill 
For two years' glory, pray do! 

A bleeding land mayn't touchyyou much, 

A bleeding pocket may do!^ 

This despairing cry arose from his awareness that 

where once nations "went to v/ar for their injured honour," 

now they fought for their "injured pocket," for Thompson 

knew that selfishness is not easily suppressed: "while 

egotism and the passions of egotism prevail upon the earth, 
oo 

there v/ill be war. For all egotism at the root is murder." 

He went so far as to state that "as the revolt of the 

Dutch rang the death knell of the great Spanish Empire, so 

the revolt of their offspring (the Boers) may ring the 

death knell of the great English Empire which rose upon 

the ruins of that once imperial Spain. Such an ironic 

coincidence may be among the sardonically indifferent pur-
89 posings of fate. . . ." 

85 

'N. B. B. C. 31, Item 10-B, p. 14. 

'N. B. 15, pp. 21-22. 

86, 

'̂̂ N. B. 16, p. 11. 

^^N. B. 16, p. 18. 

^%. B. B. C. 27, Item 23-A, p. 13. 
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This interest in war and his absorption in its conse

quences can only be explained by the pride and jingoistic 

feelings that prevailed in nineteenth century England. 

From childhood Thompson had been interested in war games, 

and his own choice of applying for military service after 

having failed in his medical studies is an indication of 

this preoccupation. His rejection by military authorities 

owing to his physical condition may have increased the 

fervor of his pride and consequent exultation in England's 

military triumphs. The Romantic strains in him obviously 

colored his picture of war while suppressing its uglier 

aspects, and the nationalist in him was satisfied by 

England's conquests and superiority. This admiration of 

England's suprem.acy reflects his Tory affinity for IJight, 

and may also be the reason why Thompson rejected outright 

£my Darwinian theory of evolution. It was impossible for 

him to believe that the mass of people could develop the 

strains of aristocracy and leadership. Another cause of 

Thompson's disgust with the lov/er strata of humanity ŵ as 

due to his own experiences on the streets of London during 

the three years that he wandered in and out of doss-houses 

and when he slept occasionally on benches near the Lower 

East Side. 

Everard Meynell has described Thompson's experiences 

in the streets, and especially the horror with which he 

^ 
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reacted to the "naked bestiality" found in "the modern 

"b̂ te humaine." Thompson was appalled at their language, 

and described it as "impossible of report. If you want 

to know it (and you are every v/ay a gainer by not knowing 

it, while you lose what can never be regained by knovdng 

it) go to Rabelais and his like, where you will find a 

very faint image of it. Nearer you m.ay get by reading 

' .Vestminister Drolleries' and other eighteenth century 
QQ 

collections of swine-trough hoggery."^ 

Everard Meynell has deleted some words in a descrip

tion of the streets and their inhabitants, v/ords which are 

repulsive in their portrayal of Thompson's own re\ailsion. 

A passage from one of the Notebooks describes 
these horrible streets, with their gangrenous 
multitudes, blackening ever into mortifications 
of humanity! . . . These lads who have almost 
lost the faculty of human speech, wno howl and 
yowl like animals, or use a tongue which is it
self a cancerous disintegration of speecn: 
these girls whose practice is a putrid ulceration 
of love, letting foul and purulent discharge—for 
whose very utterance is hideous blasphemy against 
the sacrosanctity of lovers' language. . . . The 
air is fulsome with its surcharge of tainted 
humanity. We lament the smoke of London: it 
were nothing without the fumes of congregated 
evil, the effluent, herded millions of festering 
souls. I sicken with it.91 

^^Life, p. 64. 

^''N. B. B. C. 29, pp. 5-6. Compare Meynell's taste
fully Victorian account: 

"The very streets weigh on me. Those horrible 
streets wdth their gangrenous multitude blackening 

/ ^ 
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Throughout his life inexplicably attracted to children, 

Thompson shuddered at the thought of children being brought 

up on these streets. Despairing at how little the average 

man was aware of the possible effects on children, he 

wrote "that they are brought up in sin from their cradles, 

that they know evil before they know good, that the boys 

are ruffians and profligates, the girls harlots in the 

mother's womb. This, to me the most nightmarish idea 

in all the nightmare of those poor little lives, I have 

never been able to perceive that people had any true 

92 grasp on." 

The ultimate horror that he feels is summed up thus: 

Think of it. If Christ stood amidst your Lon
don slums. Pie could not say: "Except ye become 
as one of these little children." Far better 
your children were cast from the bridges of 
London, than they should become as one of those 
little ones.93 

How could a man of his sensitivity, repelled by the 

world with v/hich he was familiar, entrust the destiny of 

ever into lower mortifications of humanity. 
. . . These lads who have almost lost the 
faculty of human speech: these girls whose 
very utterance is a hideous blasphemy against 
the sacrosanctity of lovers' language. . . . 
We lament the smoke of London: —it were nothing 
without the fumes of congregated evil. (Life, 
p. 77) 

^^Life, p. 80. 

^^Life, p. 80. 
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his country to democracy? For him the common man was the 

bete humaine, and not the worthy Word.sworthian natural 

man. If Thompson's feelings are thus justified, it must 

also be remembered that his feelings sympathized with the 

Tory determination to keep England and the world under 

the government of proven leaders. 

It has been said that the British Empire was spread 

for three causes: for the spread of the Gospel, for 

national glory, and thirdly, for individual prosperity. 

If the first was ignored by Thompson, perhaps a conscious

ness of the other two contributed to his Tory approval of 

colonialism and his aristocratic distaste for common 

vulgarity. 



CHAPTER V 

TH0L1PS0N AND POETRY 

Pew poets have been so definite about their profession 

as Thompson. Twice in his Notebooks he stated that he 

not only v/ould be a poet but, further, a poet of the return 

94 to God.^ He v/as convinced of his ability to see the 

spiritual within the external reality—to see the "world 

within the world seen of eye and touched of hand."^^ 

Thompson held that a mystical vision is necessary 

for the realization of truth, and that the poet sees truth 

as an apparition, and tnen 

tells you what his eyes have seen—not, indeed, 
his bodily eyes, but his inward sight. Sometimes 
it comes to him as a feeling, which gradually 
condenses itself into words, as a mist into dew; 
and he v/onders himself at the thing he writes. 
Sometimes he fixes his mind on a mystery, until 
with much attention, and by sheer mental gazing 
on it, it takes form, "distinguishable in number, 
joint, and limb," and he beholds the thing it is. 
. . . However the truth comes to him, always in 
utterance, it possesses him and transmutes itself 
into language like the passion of a lover. Nay, 
under this strange impulse, it may chance him to 
write almost automatically. Vfnat he does not 
understand, or at least has of it but the most 

^^N. B. 21, p. 3 and N. B. 29, p. 6. 

^^N. B. 24, p. 1. 
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dawning apprehension; and always he marvels at 
the accuracy of his expression, when subsequent 
increase of knowledge enables him to comprehend 
the unwitting truth he wrote.96 

That Thompson himself wrote in this fashion is amply borne 

out by his many notes of apology to the Meynells for un-

kept appointments, and frequent accounts of v/andering 

dazedly through the streets of London unaware of either 

97 time or location. 

Thus inspired by the vision of the half-glimpsed 

turrets of Eternity, the poet's thoughts burst into flame, 
98 

into the loveliest and most convincing light of beauty. 

Through his sense, using his imagination, the poet was 

to show "the clear-cut and hard landscape of truth. . . . 

[He] must clothe the naked skeleton of truth in his own 

flesh: must incarnate truth in himself. He is, in a 

sense, the word incarnate."^^ In other words, the poet 

gives to airy nothing a local habitation and a name. 

Thompson accepted the ICeatsean identification of truth 

and beauty, for, once a poet possessed an insight into 

truth, Thompson believed he would be granted the ability 

to express it in language that would most prevail. 

^^N. B. B. C. 20, pp. 94-96. 

'̂''see Life, pp. 257, 276, 280. 

^^N. B. 46-A, p. 2. 

99 N. B. B. C. 20, Item 5, p. 43. 
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Beautiful expression, then, was the instrument by which 

the poet could convey the truth he Imew. 

The poem is, therefore, significant of something 

other than and beyond itself. It becomes the symbol of 

an aesthetic whole, and Paul van Kuykendall Thomson pointn 

out that Francis Thompson would have agreed with Tate's 

statement that a poem re-creates "the totality of experi

ence in its quality." It is in capturing this essential 

"quality" of experience that a poem is functional, for it 

guides a return to God. "For poetry is the teacher of 

beauty; and without beauty man would soon lose the concep

tion of a God, and exchange God for the devil: as indeed 

happens at this day among many savages, where the worship 

101 of ugliness and the devil flourish." 

To teach beauty, poetry had to employ a special language, 

a language which was to be integral or synthetic rather 

than analytic. As opposed to the denotative quality of 

scientific terminology, poetry uses the connotative aspect 

of words. One word, thus, may be linked with a variety 

of associations. This lends flexibility to poetry, and 

Thompson maintained that poetic language was not to be 

" A study of certain Notebooks and I.ISS of Francis 
Thompson in jielation to his Poetic Theory and Ci'itical Pro
cedures," Unpublished Ph. D. Thesis, Brown University, 
1957, p. 96. 

''^''N. B. 14-A, Item 1-B, p. 31. 

" ^ 
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fixed. His use of Latinisms, archaic word forms, and 

coinages is a result of his refusal to accept a static 

diction. To affirm this action he refers to the innovative 

vocabulary of Shelley and Keats who infused life into the 

102 vocabulary with no less infamy than Thompson himself. 

Critics have accused Thompson of using difficult 

language, and have gone to the extent of saying that he 

loves the sound of words for their ovm sake. In his bi

ography, Everard Meynell lists some criticisms: Lionel 

Johnson accused Thompson of doing more harm to the English 

language than the v/orst American newspaper, and Quiller-

Couch, quoting unusual words used, said, "these and the 

like are not easily allowed by anyone possessing a sense 

10"̂  

of the history of the language." "^ E. K. Chambers, re

viewing Sister Songs in 1895, wrote: "He showers out 

obsolete words, or at will coins new ones, v/ith a pro

fusion that at times becomes extravagant and grotesque. 

. . .His freaks of speech rarely prove anything but ugly 

linguistic monstrosities." 

Nothing could be further from the truth, for he v/as 

assiduously careful of the diction he used; his ability to 

^^^N. B. 5, Item 23-A, p. 2. 

^^^Life, pp. 152, 153. 

^^^Life, p. 154. 
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"have all the English at the bottom of his Fortinbras 

purse" endowed his poems with that type of ambiguity which 

Empson uses to distinguish poetic synthesis from scientific 

and philosophic analysis. 

Thompson was much concerned with the quality of words 

chosen, and his habit of leaving alternatives in his manu

scripts has already been noted (Supra p. 3). Words were 

to be a combination of the visual image of the object with 

105 the sound of the spoken word, ^ and "each word of a poet 

should have a womb. It should not be merely a conventional 

counter, representing a fore-agreed meaning; it should be 

a Birth, a delivery, not without sympathetic throes and 

pangs of travail on the part of the reader. What else do 

we mean when we talk of pregnant language? But for lack 

of thought, and stale repetition, we have ceased to fill 
1 oft 

the phrase with its due significance." If we object, 

it is probably due to our own reluctance to learn new 

words. It is so easy to be content with an unthinking 

command of a few words, and so difficult to admire a man 

who not only is a master of many but who is unwilling for 

us to read his poetry without stopping for thought. 

Thompson was only too aware of the laziness of both 

readers and v;riters of his day. He described the lazy 

^^^H. B. 16, Item 20-B, p. 3. 

''̂ N̂. B. 24-A, Item 19-B, p. 16. 
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style as being "without energy, character, compactness; it 

ambles on with a diffuse and languid picturesqueness, a 

mild and lukewarm sense of dramatic effect, which is dear 

to the mentally slothful and loafers slouching and 

107 
dawdling." For him, poetry was a rigorous discipline, 

and rule was the need of the day. "Finish of form! There 

is nothing like it." For him the ear, the eye and the 

mind had to be affected simultaneously. Holding to his 

"Synthetical" theory of poetry's function, he insists on 

the total relation of component notes of melody, metre, 

and harmony. The appeal is through the ear to the under

standing, not to the ear alone. It is the significance 

of truth that is to be communicated; therefore, that is 

the first object to be grasped before the ear is conscious 

of any metrical perfection. The great harmonies are only 

those which convey meaning to the understanding. Beauty, 

it must be remembered, is only the handmaiden of Truth. 

The poet's secret is to use the innumerable keys of 

nature to sing her one great song. By his intuitive grasp 

of the correspondences in nature he is able to express all 

things in terms of each other. Thus imagination "is the 

power . . . of realizing familiar things in new combinations, 

''̂ '̂ N. B. B. C. 27, Item 23-A, p. 5. 

''̂ N̂. B. 43-A, Item 15, p. 5. 
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in combinations which go beyond the limits of actual ex-

,,109 T 

perience." Images are signs which men have to inter

pret. For the poet, an image is used as analogy, to see the 

beauty in flesh, and it is not of the nature of words used 

by philosophers, who give them rigid definitions.''''̂  

The basis of the poetic faculty is not, hov/ever, in 

intuition alone. It is intellectual insight combined 

with emotional sensibility, a subtle union. This is what 

sets the poet apart from philosophers or theologians. He 

has a higher range of feeling: others feel; the poet feels 

that he feels. For Thompson, the poet is led on to further 

truths through intense feeling, which, in turn, beget 

further emotion in •'̂ er'î etual interaction. "It is the 

spiritual significance of outward things which appeals to 

him. The intense sympathy which he feels for outward 

things is thrown back like reflected light on the inner 

life of man; and the all-pervading unity of nature makes 
111 

the outward order a symbol at every turn of the inv/ard." 

Thompson concludes that a poet's creation "does but imitate 

that hidden order which he finds in nature. The poet, in 

fact, makes little worlds on the plan of God's great world. 

''̂ N̂. B. 1, Item 25-B, p. 7. 

''''̂ MS on Simplicity. N. B. B. C. 18, p. 2 

^^^The Academy, March 10, 1900, p. 199. 

y^ 
"V 
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His creation is a re-creation." ''̂  We have come full 

circle. If Thompson's poetic theory must be condensed 

into a single sentence, we can do no better than to quote 

his own words: 

I know that art goes to the very vitals of life: 
art aloof from life is not even" spirit v/ithout 
body, for art takes its body from life, being 
nothing else than the spiritual incarnated in 
terms of life. ' '-̂  

Thompson and Wordsv/orth 

Because the Romantic strain never quite vanished through

out the nineteenth century despite the Utilitarians, the 

Evolutionists, and the so-called Realists, it is clearly 

visiblp in Thompson's poetic theory. The principles of 

romanticism as first expressed in Wordsv/orth's Preface to 

the Lyrical Ballads of 1798 are comparable to Thompson's 

principles of poetic art. There are indeed differences 

v/here we find the influences of the Victorian age, for 

Thompson was truly a "synthesizer," combining in himself 

elements of Romanticism, Victoi'ianism, and medieval and 

contemporary Roman Catholicism, but the similarities are 

striking. 

Thompson and Wordsworth agree about the nature of the 

poet. For Thompson, the poet was a man capable of more 

112^ ., Op. cit. 

''''̂ N. B. 16, Item 20-B, p. I3. 

• ^ 
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intense feeling than average, a man v.hose vision was miracu

lously put into words of the depth of which he might be un

aware. For Wordsworth, the poet was "a man speaking to men; 

a man, it is true, endowed with more lively sensibility, 

more enthusiasm and tenderness, v/ho has a greater knov/lcdge 

of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are 

supposed to be common among mankind." Because he had 

these extra sensibilities, the poet was able to express 

his thoughts v/ith greater readiness and power. 

Both men also agree on the nature of the creative pro

cess. They agree that through concentration, the poet may 

fall into a trance in an effort to bring his feelings closer 

to the reality he wishes to describe. In this state of 

inspiration, v/ords come from him which are closest to the 

truth. His desire for truth v/ill be the well-spring of 

his expression: Wordsworth believes that the poet naturally 

modifies this language for the purpose of giving pleasure; 

Thompson believes that the insight is beautiful in itself, 

and hence alluring to the readers. 

The spontaneity of expression is another common element 

in the two theories. For Thompson, love leads the poet to 

truth, "and fills him with such an exceeding great delight 

in it that he must needs draw all the v;orld to rejoice with 

""The Poetical Works of Wordsworth, ed. Thomas Hutciiin-
son, Oxford University Press, London, 1965, p. 737. 

X 
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him. There is no love without delight; and so his song of 

truth is as spontaneous, as full of the living heart-beat, 

as any song of mere beauty: for truth is very beautiful 

115 

to him." In a \vordsworthian overflov/ of powerful feel

ing, "the poet, singing a song in which all human beings 

join with him, rejoices in the presence of truth as our 

visible friend and hourly companion. Poetry is the breath 

and finer spirit of all knowledge." 

The nature of this knowledge for Thompson was the in

sight into the correspondences in nature. For Wordsworth, 

the poet "considers man and tne objects that surround him 

as acting and reacting upon each other, so as to produce an 

infinite complexity of pain and pleasure. . . .He con

siders man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, 

and the mind of man as naturally the mirror of the fairest 
117 

and most interesting properties of nature." 

Because of this infinite complexity of nature and their 

av\̂ areness of a divine pattern in it, both poets agree on 

the unlimited variety of poetic subject matter. "Poetry 

is rich v/ith the prodigality of Nature itself, containing 

infinite bounty of the choicest good, but also rank and 

'•''̂ N. B. B. C. 20, p. 86. 

''''̂ Poetical Works, p. 738. 

117 
'Poetical Works, op. cit. 

*!©i*. 
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venomous weeds." Wordsworth's claim that he concentrated 

on incidents and situations from common life has so definitely 

been contradicted by his own v/ritings that it is only par

tially true. From his "Ode on the Intimations of Immortality" 

to the "Lucy" poems there is such a range of both subject 

and expression, that Tnompson's words may easily apply to 

him also: 

I reason not of depth or height— 
Let this for critics be! 
I knov/ that where is my delight 
There is my liberty.''^ 

A poet is not tied to any particular theme: "He is ready 

to sing a cloud, a flov/er, a child, a fancy if the impulse 

take him: but that which ir most in his mind he native3.y 

sings, and vv̂ isdom is to him sweeter than honey and the 

120 honeycomb." The similarity v/ith the flower that gave 

rise to thoughts too deep for tears is undeniable. For 

both men, the poet was the agent who sifted and refined ex

perience before expressing, through beauty, its essential 

nature. 

Thompson and Keats 

Even though Thompson did not write about Keats at length, 

there is no doubt that he was influenced by the Romantic poet. 

''''̂ N. B. B. C. 20, p. 99. 

''''%. B. B. C. 9. 

''̂ N̂. B. B. C. 20, p. 87. 

IB9PBI 
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Thompson compares his own poetry with that of Keats, and was 

obviously a careful student of his poetry and letters. When 

he felt the power of poetic expression leaving him in the 

last years of the century, he compares his situation wit.i 

Keats's, and writes to Wilfrid Meynell: 

As for poetry, I am despondent v/hen I am without 
a poetical fit, yet v/hen I have one I am miserable 
on account of my prose. I came lately across a 
letter of Keats' (penned in pre-Endymion days), 
which might almost v/ord for word be v/ritten by 
myself about myself. It expresses exactly one 
of those things Vvhich trouble me, and make me 
sometimes despair of my careei'. "I find I cannot 
do without poetry—without eternal poetry; half 
the day will not do—the whole of it. I began 
with a little, but habit has made me a levisthan. 
I had become all in a tremble from not havinr 
written anything of late: the sonnet over-leaf 
did me good: I rj.ept the better Ispt njght for 
it; this morning, however, I ajn nearly as bad 
again." I, too, have been "all in a tremble" be
cause I had written nothing of late. I am con
stantly expecting to v/ake up some morning and find 
that my Daemon has abandoned m.e. 

His fear that he v/ould lose tnis gift, and his conviction 

of the "rightness" of his virion, made Thompson quick to 

defend himself against critics v/ho belabored his fondness 

for the exotic in expression. And when he defended his 

habit of coining words, he compares himself once more v/ith 

Keats: 

I was told, I reckon not hov; often, that the 
language—even the poetic tongue—v;as fixed and 
set; that it v/as too late in the day to revive 
or coin words witn any chance of their adoption 

''̂ ''hife, p. 318. 
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into poetry; that all such words must perish 
with their reviver or coiner. I did not think 
this; for as much as K. and Sh. had infused into 
the poetic vocabulary diction once noted with no 
less infamy than mine; thereto had Tennyson,, 
without like reprehension in the beginning."''^ 

Everard Meynell points out that Thompson had the satis

faction of watching his words creep into currency in the 

poems of Dowson, and in the political speeches of George 

12 ̂  
Y/yndham and Mr. Asquith. 

Thus it is obvious not only that there v/as between 

Thompson and Keats the common element of the vivid phrase 

but also that Thompson was very much aware of his con

scious adoption of the Keatsean method. In addition, both 

poets believed in the identification between Truth and 

Beauty. Thompson was in the habit of copying down, in his 

Notebooks, passages from authors v/ho impressed hira, and 

the words from Keats's Ode on a Grecian Urn were duly re

corded and commented upon in -i fragment: 
"Beauty is truth, truth beauty," v/ell thou said'st 
Boy of the agesl'24 

This belief is expressed again in the essay "A Renegade Poet 

on the Poet," when Thompson states: "For poetry is the 

teacher of beauty and v;ithout beauty men v/ould soon lose 

''̂ N̂. B. 5, Item 23-A, p. 2. 

^^^Life, p. 160-

''̂ '̂ N. B. B. C. 9, p. 4. 
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the conception of a God, and exchange God for the devil. "''̂ ^ 

In order to prove Keats's influence one has only to examine 

a poem of Thompson's to see the efulgent expression, to hear 

the heavy, sonorous syllable, and to understand the truth 

that lies in and behind the beauty of poetic expression. 

Thompson and Shelley 

In July 1908, the Dublin Review published Thompson's 

essay on Shelley, an article which its editor had rejected 

in 1895. Ironically, for the first time in its history, 

the Review- ran into a second edition. "Thus it happened 

that this orphan among Essays entered at last on a full in

heritance of fame." 

Because of the poetic prose of this essay, Thompson 

himself feared editorial disapproval, and said that the 

editor v/ould not be easily able to decide if it was "heavenly 

127 rhetoric or infernal nonsense." The article itself is 

sympathetic to Shelley. Thompson admitted that, although 

Coleridge was his favorite poet, until the age of twenty-

two Shelley had been the poet most studied by him, and 

claimed that the essay "might have been written in tears, 
1 9ft 

and is proportionately dear to me." 

''^^Collected Works, III, p. 106. 

^^^Life, p. 100. 

^^^Life, p. 98. 

^^^Life, p. 99. 
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Thompson deals not only with Shelley's poetry but also 

his life and philosophy. Both poets were fascinated by 

children, and Thompson even v/rote his first collection of 

poems for Viola and Monica, children of Wilfi-id Meynell. 

Throughout his life he was drav.-n to children even though he 

found it difficult to make friends with them. It comes as 

no surprise, therefore, that, in v/riting of Shelley, 

Thompson treats him, not as a Romantic visionary, but as 

a child playing with his box of toys. His life, Tnompson 

says, 

frequently exhibits in him the magnified child. 
. . . [He had] the genuine child's power of in
vesting little things v/ith imaginative interest; 
the same iD-ov/er, though differentlv devoted, 
which produced much of his poetry. ''̂-

Of his poetry, Thompson says "it is the child's faculty of 

th make-believe raised to the n power. He is still at play, 

save only that his play is such that manhood stops to v/atch, 

and his playthings are those which the gods give their 

children. The universe is nis box of toys. He dabbles his 

fingers in the day-fall, lie is gold-dusty v/ith tumbling 

1 ̂ 0 amidst the stars. He makes bright mischief with the moon." 

In addition to the liveliness of the child, Thompson 

detects in Shelley the boastful sv/aggering of the boy. He 

^^^Collected V/orks, III, p. 11. 

''̂ ^ Collected Works, III, p. 18. 
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feels there is an uncertainty in the self-conscious mascu

linity, an uncertainty which smacks of the effeminate. He 

points out the almost sexless nature in some of Shellev's 

poetry, observes its presence in the sentimentality of his 

letters, and frankly admits that he likes it: "Personally, 

I love Shelley for this weakness: but I do so because I 

perceive it to be the unfermented juice of his genius, and 

therefore to be loved, not scorned." -̂  Perhaps it is 

the child in this immaturity that Thompson guards protec

tively in the same manner that he kept safely the poppy 

that the child Monica had given him on a walk in the fields, 

charging him to keep it forever. He further explains that, 

upon occasion, he has compared "the v/andering sheep Shelley 

with the Beloved Disciple. Both are usually represented 

with a certain feminine beauty. Both made the constant 

burden of their teaching, 'My little children, love one 

another.' . . . And, finally, v/ith somev/hat the same large 

elemental vision they take each their stand; leaning 

athwart the ramparts of creation to watch the bursting of 

over-seeded worlds, and the mov/n stars falling behind Time 

1 ̂ 2 the scytheman in broad swarths along the Milky Way." 

This effeminancy is more than amply made up for by Shelley's 

^^^"Stray Thoughts on Shelley," Renegade Poet, p. 116. 

•̂  "Percy Bysshe Shelley," The_ Real RLS and Other Criti. 
cal Essays (1959), p. 147. 
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"ethereality, [and] seldom equalled music . . . , incessant 

splendours and shifting music." ^^ And a man v/ho was him

self accused of excesses has notiiing but praise for the 

imagery of Shelley, images "so innumerable, radiant, and 

meterous; music incessantly fluctuant and spheral; such 

daring and inebriate imagination." ^^ Ultimately, Shelley 

was, for Thompson, the "master of a strange and rarefied 

magic, . . . a creature of dews and rainbows, a poet of 

the more fragile and fleeting senses, a child with all 

1 ̂ 5 the outer universe for his box of toys." It is curious 

that a critic, much later, entitled his book on Thompson 

Strange Harp, Strange Symphony. 

Another critic, in pointing out the splendor of his 

poetry, used similar words in describing Thompson's achieve

ments: 

What Thompson borrowed from mythology v/as all that 
is most wild, intoxicating, and cloudily symbolic. 
It might be said that in using metaphors from 
Greek and Roman antiquity he sought a splendour, 
a frenzy of movement, and the impenetrable secrets 
that belong to Greece or Rome. . . . He is the 
poet of a nature that is prey to mysterious powers 
and v/hich is moulded by giant forces. . . . It v/as 
this ardour in seizing the unseizable that separated 
him from the conventional style. All forms of art 
seemed to him more or less stained v/ith artifice; 
nothing but the very essence of poetry mattered to 

^^^Keal RLS, p. 148. 

^ ̂ "̂ Real RLS, p. 148. 

''̂ R̂eal RLS, p. 149. 
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to him. . . . There are no stories in his verse: 
there is nothing but effusion.^^^ 

Both poets sang of the cloud, the flower, and the leaf; 

both believed in the ecstasy of the poetic vision, and both 

expressed this vision through symbols not easily understood 

by the common reader. Both, therefore, were accused of be

ing unsubstantial, fairy things. Thompson defended himself 

and Shelley by saying that "to our weak mortality the ex

tremity of imraitigate beauty is inapprehensive save through 

1 ̂ 7 reflection and dilution." -̂' In this passage he not only 

reflects the contemporary inability to understand the poetic 

trumpets of prophecy, but also indicates once more his be

lief in the visionary expression of a Romantic interpreta

tion of beauty. Beauty is Trutn and leads thence to Love. 

Keats welded the first tv/o; Shelley believed that love made 

all things beautiful; and Wordsworth believed that due "re

flection and dilution" of experience were necessary to 

realize all three in the poetic form. 

Thompson and Arnold 

In a new study, Masao Miyoshi has examined the Victorian 

sense of the divided self which, he says, is the legacy of 

•̂  Agnes De La Gorce, Francis Thompson (London: Burns, 
Oates and Washbourne, Ltd., 1933), pp. 113-164. 

^^^Collected Works, III, p. 112. 
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1 ̂ R 

the Romantics. ^ The Victorian sense of separation is in
dicated in Thompson's analysis of his poetic practice: to 

have "a pregnant and familiar sense of the world v/ithin the 

1 ̂ Q world seen of eye and touched of hand." -̂^ This sense of 

division is explained at another time v/hen he says that a 

poet "must show the clearcut and hard landscape of truth 

through the softening haze and vapour arising from his 

ardent senses." If the metaphor is Wordsv/orthian, the 

thought is typically Victorian, for it echoes Matthew 

Arnold's idea of the "buried self" in man. Beneath the 

ice that covers three-quarters of him, the poet seeks to 

describe the stream of life that flows underneath. Name

less feelings course through the heart, "And long v/e try 

in vain to speak and act / Our Hidden self, and what v/e 

141 
say and do / Is eloquent, is v/ell—but 'tis not true." 

Thompson, too, admits that he is merely the "secretary" of 

someone v/ho hides in the dark, "and write what I am bidden 

to write, . . . for he can write, in his ov;n scoundrelly 

142 
curious way,—and I, you see, can't!" ^ This may be an 

^^ The Divided Self; A Perspective on the Literature 
of the Victorians (New York: Nev/ York University Press, 1969), 
pT XV. 

''^%. B. 24, p. 1. 

"•̂ N̂. B. B. C. 20, Item-5, p. 43. 

^^^The Poems of Matthew Arnold, 1840-1867 (1930), 
p. 170, 11. 64-66. 

'"̂ N̂. B. ^-A, Item 29-A, pp. 1-3. 
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easy defense against criticism, but the almost schizophrenic 

division is intriguing. 

There is also much Arnoldian influence in Thompson's 

explanations of the function of poetry. Poetry v/as the ex

pression of what Arnold called "imaginative reasoning." 

For Thompson, too, the poet had to think in his heart: "It 

is not enough that he should think in his head, nor yet 

that he should feel in his heart; out of thinking in the 

head comes the abstruse sciences, out of feeling in tiie 

heart at best an inferior emotional poetry—v/hich you and 

v/hich all men at the present day too much esteem. . . . 

With complete poets the two are intertangled. But the 

aboriginal way, the v/ay v/hich makes a poet a poet, is that 

143 the heart suggests the brain; feeling blossoms in tnought." 

This definition is a good illustration of Thompson's ability 

to integrate Victorian v/ith riomantic traditions. In "Hart 

Leap Well" Wordsworth, too, claimed: 

The moving accident is not my trade; 
To freeze tne blood I have no ready arts: 
'Tis my delight, alone in summer shade, 
To pipe a simple song for thinking hearts. 

—Part II, 97-; 00. 

Arnold also realized the inadequacy of either feeling 

or thought by themselves. His goal was to develop the v/hole 

man, and therefore it was necessary to bridge the gap betv/een 

''̂ N̂. B. 46-A, Item 23-B, pp. 5-6. 
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poetry and science. In the cold reflective v/ay of critical 

systems, it was necessary to justify and organize the truth 

v/hich poetry, with its quick, naive contacts already felt 

and reported. The same movement of the spirit, bringing 

man and man, man and nature, into wider and closer unity, 

which found expression by anticipation in poetry, had to 

find expression in retrospection in philosophy. Only then 

would it be possible for sons and daughters to prophesy, 

for young men to see visions, and for old men to dream 

dreams. 

It is striking how both men realized the difference 

between the methods of science and poetry and sought a re

conciliation. The vision of the poet, according to Thompson, 

does not need to be sought, for it springs from his inner 

being, the "naive contacts" of Arnold. Contrary to tne 

scientist who probes for his truth v/ith microscope and 

scalpel, truth "is but asking to be seen by those who love 
*! yl / 

her." In separating the poetic from the scientific 

method, Thompson criticizes the Nineteenth Century's need 

for mere decoration: "the lovely and multitudinous glancings 

of truth. . . . This age of material science has arrived at 

that. You will not believe that there is any mode of reach

ing truth but that of your men of science. You know that 

'''̂ '̂N. B. B. C. 20, p. 90. 
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the cold research of a biologist is an anti-poetic method, 

and you will not credit that a poet can teach you without 

the deliberate research of a biologist ."''̂ ^ Truth, on 

the other hand, is conveyed through the inward sight of the 

poet. 

Arnold similarly separated the methods of science from 

those of poetry. Poetry was the interpreter of the natural 

world, and, he said, "the interpretations of science do 

not giv^ us this intimate sense of objects as the interpreta

tions of poetry give it; they appeal to a limited faculty 

and not to the whole man." In his essay on the function 

of criticism, Arnold further explores the difference in 

achievement between the man of science and the man of poetic 

imagination. Science, he says, merely exposes natural 

lav/s; poetry reveals inner truths; "its business is simply 

to knov/ the best that is known and thought in this world, 

and by in its turn making this knov/n, to create a current of 

147 true and fresh ideas." 

Arnold's influence is undeniable when Thompson writes: 

The main function of poetry is to be a fruitful 
stimulus. That is, to minister to those qualities 
in us which are capable of increase. Otherv/ise, 
it is a sterile luxury. Nor should it be made to 

'•'̂ N̂. B. B. C. 20, p. 93. 

Matthew Arnold, Essays in Criticism: First Series 
(New York: Macmillan Co., 1921T7 p. 82. 

'•'̂ '''ibid.,' pp. 18-19. 
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minister to qualities which are mischievous by 
increase. Sought mainly to provoke waning emo
tions it is a sterile luxury; sought mainly to -.o 
stimulate crescent emotion a pernicious luxury. 

For Thompson, however, the ultimate end of poetry was 

the return to God.- There was a new temper in the Victorian 

age—it was a romanticism which put aside the theme of 

faith versus unfaith, and added the element of religion. 

Catholic and mystical in motive. Influenced by the Oxford 

Movement, more than one group wrote of religious faith. 

The main group centered on Coventry Patmore, whose close 

149 associates were Francis Thompson and Alice Meynell. ^ 

148 N. B. B. C. 2, pp. 28-29. 

Benjamin If or Evans, Engl ^ 
Nineteenth Century (London: Methuen and Co., 1933), p. 130. 

1 / Q 

•^Benjamin I f or Evans, English Poetry in the Later 



CHAPTER VI 

THOr/LPSON AND THE REVIVAL OF CATHOLICISM 

"After the Return to Nature, the Return to God. 
V/ordsworth was the poet of the one, I would be 
the poet of the other."'50 

Much has been v/ritten about Thompson's religious affili

ation and on the mysticism in his poetry, and it cannot be 

denied that he was greatly influenced by the"state of nine

teenth century Roman Catholicism. In view of the exaggerated 

claims of his admirers, it is all the more imperative to be 

objective about the role and importance of the Church in 

his life and work. 

His parents v/ere converts of Oxford iriovement extraction. 

He v/as sent to a seminary where he not only acquired a taste 

for the classics, but also absorbed the ceremony and doctrine 

of the Church. Throughout his troubled life he received pro

tection and encouragement from priests and fellovz-worshippers, 

151 and he ultimately became a tertiary of the Franciscans. 

In the romance of his rescue and rehabilitation from the 

London streets his mentors were the pronouncedly Catholic 

''̂ N̂. B. 21, p. 3. 

151 ^ A member of a monastic order of lay people. 
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family of the Meynells. They, along with Coventry Patmore, 

also a convert, played a dominant role in rescuing Thompson, 

the man and the poet, from perdition. Thus it may be agreed 

upon that "Thompson's Catholicism v/as bred in the bone." 

His thoroughly Catholic instincts are revealed on almost 

every page of his biography. Everard Meynell explains Thomp

son's ov/n consciousness of the spiritual influence of his 

home, and quotes him as acknov/ledging that the spirit of 

the poems "The Making of Viola" and "The Judgement in 

Heaven" was "no mere medieval imitation, but the natural 

15 temper of my Catholic training in a simple provincial home." 

This influence was increased v/hen, in 1892, Thompson went 

to the Franciscan monastery in Pantasaph in Wales. Here 

"the sandalled friars looked after all his wants—from books 

1 '54-
to d o g m a . " He, in turn, ackTiov/ledged his association v/ith 

them in one of his most famous lines of description: "The 

bearded counsellors of God." His earlier participation in 

Church ritual at Ushaw was once more renev/ed, and it was 

while he v/as at Pantasaph that he began writing sacred poetry. 

1SP 
^Frederick B. Tolles, "The Praetorian Cohorts: A 

Study 01 the Language of Francis Thompson's Poetry," English 
Studies, :cai (1940), p. 55. 

^^^Lifc, p. 59. 

^^"^Life, p. 180. 



78 

The Bible was a late influence from the literarv stand-

point, for when he read it as a child he found it interesting 

as a historical document. Nevertheless he was captivated 

by the awesome imagery of the Apocalypse v/ith its insurgent 

darkness and terrible phantasms. In maturer years, Thompson 

was affected by the melancholy of the Book of Ecclesiastes, 

but its most forceful influence was mystical, when it re

vealed a "v/hole scheme of existence, and lit up life like 

155 
a lantern." Nature grew to be the identity-bearer of 

the Divine, and united with the Catholic Church in glorify-

156 
ing God through its magnificent pageantry. Thompson 

explains the creative process thus: 

The Supreme Spirit, creating, reveals His concep
tions to man in the material forms of Nature. 
. . . Earthly beauty is but heavenly beauty taking 
itself to flesh. . . . Within the Spirit V/ho is 
Heaven, lies earth; for within Him rests the great 
conception of Creation. . . . There is the immortal 
Sicily, there the Elysian Fields, there all visions, 
all fairness engirdled with the Eternal Pair. This, 
my faith, is laid up in ray bosom.'57 

It is in this sense that religion becomes the center of 

poetry, for poetry v/as to be raised to the mystical level by 

the attempt of the poet to convey his insights. Because 

^^^Life, p. 173. 

1 '56 
-̂  Monika Kehoe, "Francis Thompson: The Poet of Re

ligious Romanticism," Thought, XV (l.Iarch, 1940), p. 121. 

-^'"Nature's Immortality," Renegade Poet (1910), pp. 
107-108. 

^ 1 ^ 
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Thompson so strongly believed in God, he maintained, even 

in his earliest essay, that Paganism was unpoetic. Love 

is the source of all poetic beauty and Christianity embodies 

this Love both Divine and human; Paganism, on the other 

hand, is "the religion of form and sense."^ He even 

points out that the favorite word of the Latin poets to ex

press beauty is forma, and that Love was regarded as "a 

perishable passion, born of the body and decaying with the 

body. On the wings of Christianity came the great truth 

1 'SQ that Love is of the soul, and v/ith the soul coeval." 

Thompson was thus convinced of the identification of 

poetry and religion and feared that the Church had lost 

it's strength in separating the tv/o. In the introduction 

to his essay on Shelley, he points out that the Church, 

more especially, Catholicism, had cast poetry from its 

door. "This separation has been ill for poetry; it has not 

been v/ell for religion." lie pleads to the Fathers of 

the Church to remember Francis of Assisi, he who was sworn 

to Poverty but who "forswore not Beauty, but discovered 

through the lamp Beauty the Light God; that he was even 

more a poet in his miracles than in his melody; that poetry 

''^^"Paganism Old and New," Collected Works III, p. 43. 

''^^"Paganism Old and New," Collected Works III, p. 48. 

''^^"Shelley," Collected Works III, p. 1. 
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161 clung around the cov;ls of his Order." V/hat the century 

had done was to prefer art to inspiration, leading to an 

extreme self-consciousness and a consequent absence of 

spontaneity. Throughout this essay on Shelley, Thompson 

emphasizes his abandonment and his thoughts which scorched 

through all the folds of expression, yet at the end, in 

keeping with his OV.TL poetic goal, Thompson points out that 

the one major defect in Shelley is the 'lack of Christian 

hope, the belief only in human mortality and not in spiritual 

immortality. Shelley's Pantheism is regarded as a struggle 

towards higher things, and Thompson comments in a rather 

naive v/ay that Shelley's beliefs were to evolve for "we 

do not believe that a truly corrupted Spirit can v/ith con

sistency v/rite ethereal poetry. We should believe in 

nothing should we believe that, for it would be the conse

cration of a lie." This traditional viewpoint is pernaps 

nowhere more clearly stated. One hears, not too dimly, the 

echo of Wilfrid Meynell's requirement that poetry should be 

beautiful, genteel, and Catholic. 

The Church exerted more than a philosophical influence 

on Thompson. He was not only impressed by her organization 

and theology, but also by the beauty of her rites and 

^^^Ibid., p. 2. 

''^^"Shelley," Collected Works III, p. 33. 

% . 
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observances. He followed the pattern of the Oxford Trac

tarians in his desire to renew men's acquaintanceship with 

the beauty of the Breviary. Monika Kehoe has pointed out 

that Thompson took a great many images from the Sacraments. 

Incense, holy oil, and candles are ever-present in his 

language, and "he has recourse to the Divine Office, the 

Ecclesiastical Year, the Martyrology, and the Lives of the 

Saints for themes consonant to the pitch of his Uranian 

Song."''^^ 

Everard Meynell quotes a review of Dr. Berry's paper 

on St. Jerome's revision of the Vulgate v/here Thompson's 

fervent admiration for Holy Offices v/as clearly expressed: 

How many outside the ranks of ecclesiastes ever 
open the Breviary, with its Scriptural colloca
tions over which has presided a v/onderful symbolic 
insight, illujninating them v/ith passages froni the 
Fathers and significant prayers? The offices of 
the Church are suggested poetry—that of the As
sumption, for example, the 'Little Office,' and 
almost all those of Our Lady. The very arrangement 
of the liturgical yeai- is a suggested epic, based 
as it is on a deep parallel betv/een the evolution 
of the Seasons aiad that of the Christian Soul of 
the human race. ̂ ^ 

So it was to the Missal that Thompson turned for much 

of his poetic inspiration and means of expression. From 

the Mass, the center of Catholic worship, he appropriated 

-^"Francis Thompson: The Poet of Religious Koraanti-
cism," Thought XV (March 1940), p. 123. 

^^"^Life, pp. 171-172. 
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figure after figure, and the poem that first caught the at

tention of the Meynells was based on a passage from the 

Missal. "The Passion of Mary" which was published in 1888 

takes its subject matter and many details from the Latin 

hymn "Stabat Mater," which is read as a sequence at Mass 

on the Friday after Passion Sunday. 

"The Orient Ode" is one of the best examples of 

Thompson's incorporation of the liturgy into his poetry. 

In liturgical prayers of the Church, Christ is often re

ferred to as "the Orient," especially in the series of 

antiphons chanted before and after the Magnificat in the 

Divine Office from December 17-2 3. That Thompson was 

aware of the borrov/ing is made abundantly clear from the 

series of letters between him and Patmore v/here he admits 

to having done so, and through the Notebook containing the 

first draft of this poem v/hich has the poet's transcription 

of the liturgy of Holy Saturday and the Office of the 

Assumption. Father Connolly has given the authorized trans

lation of Thompson's transcription in his edition of the 

Poems (1941, pp. 451-452). He further explains that not 

only were phrases borrowed from the liturgy, but that the 

v/hole idea is found in the ceremony for Holy Saturday which 

begins in darkness and ends in blazing light, thus express

ing the span between life and death, joy and sorrow, and 

the death and resurrection of Christ. A few examples from 

^ \ 
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the poem will substantially illustrate Thompson's complete 

absorption of ritual and his poetic expression of it. In 

the first few lines he compares the Sun to the Blessed 

Sacrament in one of the most devotional services, the 

Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament: 

Lo, in the Sanctuaried East, 
Day, a dedicated priest 
In all his robes pontifical exprest, 
Lifteth slowly, lifteth sv/eetly, 
Prom out its Orient tabernacle drawn, 
Yon orbed sacrament confest 
Vi?hich sprinkles benediction through the dawn; 
And v/hen the grave procession's ceased. 
The earth with due illustrious rite 
Blessed,—ere the frail fingers featly 
Of twilight, violet-cassocked acolyte, 
His sacerdotal stoles \Anvest— 
Sets, for high close of the mysterious feast, 

• The sun in august exposition meetly 
Within the flaming monstrance of the West. 

(11. 1-15) 

Nature and the Catholic Church become one in ritual. Nature 

merely offering on a larger scale the same homage to God 

as does the Church in solemn offices. 

Another few lines in the poem are taken from the Service 

of the blessing of the Baptismal Font on Holy Saturday, when 

the priest prays to God to "fertilize this water prepared 

for the regeneration of mankind; that, conceived in sancti-

fication, bom again in a new creation, there may come forth 

from the Spotless Y/orab of this Divine Fountain an offspring 

of Heaven." Thompson v/rites: 

Behold her fair and greater Daughter 
Offers to thee her fruitful water, 
Which at thy first white Ave shall conceive! 

(11. 25-27) 

file:///Anvest
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Other major references are to the praise given the Lord by 

all the firmament (11. 55-56); to "the deathfulness and 

lifefulness of fire" (1. 85), v/hich may have been suggested 

by the lighting of the lamps on Holy Saturday, those v/hich 

had been extinguished on Maundy Thursday; and to "the 

light out of Light" (1. 127), which is a literal transla

tion of the phrase "lumen de lumine" in the Nicene Creed 

recited at Mass. The poem ends in a grand affirmation of 

faith, loud in exultation: 

By this, 0 Singer, knov/ if v/e thou see. 
When men shall say to thee: Lo! Christ is here, 
When men shall say to thee: Lo! Christ is there. 
Believe them: Yea, and this—then art thou seer, 
When all thy crying clear 
Is but: Lo Here! lo there!—ah me, Lo everywhere! 

(11. 206-211) 

Another poem, "Assumpta i/̂ aria," is "vamped" from the 

Office of Our Lady, and the prayer to the Virgin is easily 

Thompson's own confession: 

Hemember me, poor Thief of Song! 

He even pointed out that this poem v/as "almost entirely 

taken from the Office of the Assumption, some from the 
165 

Canticle, a few images from the heathen mythology." 

Examples of his borrov/ings are too innumerable to 

list completely, but some attention must be paid to his most 

famous poem, "The Hound of Heaven." In "Notes for a 

^^^Life, p. 173. 
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Literary Study of 'The Hound of Heaven,'" George Shuster 

remarks that the mystical v/ritings of St. John of the Cross, 

Thomas a Kempis, and St. Francis v;ere indispensable to 

Thompson's learning of Divine affection. Catholic liturgy 

is present here, for the Mass for the Dead furnishes the 

symbol for evening: 

When she lit her glimmering tapers 

Round the day's dead sanctities. (11. 85-86) 

And Thompson's vision of the Savior "with glooming robes pur-

pureal" (1. 150) echoes the Vexilla Regis of Good Friday: 

Arbor decora et fulgida. Most royally empurpled o'er. 

Ornata Regis purpura. How beauteously thy stem doth shine. 

Francis Le Buffe, S. J., has made an exhaustive study of 

"The Hound of Heaven" and its Scriptural background. The 

poem owes little' to the Bible except for the final stanza, 
but the most striking affiliation is with Psalms 103 and 138, 
which are echoed in the lines: 

My days have crackled and gone up in smoke. 
Have puffed and burst like sun-starts on a stream. 

(11. 122-123) 

The poem, Thompson's best-known, is a good illustration 

of his poetic practice. The title makes use of a symbol 

from the early Church in Africa which refers to "the hound 

of the divinity." Most critics think that Thompson borrowed 

the image from Shelley's Prometheus Unbound, where the 

''^^Catholic Education Review, XXIV (1926), p. 227. 
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expression "Heaven's winged Hound" occurs (1. 34). Its 

mystical import is essentially Roman Catholic, as are its 

references to St. Augustine's Confessions; "Behold, you 

were ever within me, and I abroad, seeking You there. I, 

a misshapen thing, rushed madly about in the midst of forms 

beautiful which you had made" (Book X, Chapter XXVII). It 

is the mystic's vision of the Divine that Thompson finds in 

and through the physical form. 

The imagery in the poem is greatly Biblical. It opens 

v/ith the flight of the soul and God's pursuit. This has 

been recorded by the Psalmist: 

Whither shall I go from thy spirit? or whither shall 
I flee from thy face? 

If I ascend into heaven, thou art there: If I descend 
into hell, thou art present. 

If I take my wings early in the morning, and dwell 
in the uttermost parts of the sea: 

Even there also shall thy hand lead me: and they 
right hand shall hold me. 

And I said: Perhaps darkness shall cover me: and 
night shall be light as day: the darkness thereof, 
and the light thereof, are alike to thee. 

—Psalm 138:7-12 

Other Biblical references have been traced by Father Connolly 

in his edition of the Poems. 

What is striking in the poem is the traditional Catholic 

passivity. Perhaps the most brilliant example of this is 

the line: "Naked I wait Thy love's uplifted stroke" (1. 111). 

Not only has the thought been taken from the soul's first 

address to God in The Ascent of Mt. Carmel by St. John of 

:;596^^-
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the Cross, but the soul's condition of utter suppliance 

reflects Thompson's own emphasis on the respect for authority. 

This attitude may also be the source of his support of the 

aristocratic right of leadership in social and political 

realms. Strains of mysticism are thus mingled with the very 

Victorian desire for the maintenance of order. An age which 

sought harmony and reconciliation for its divided self has 

as its representative the voice of a man v/ho saw the print-

less tread of Victorianism and sought fulness in the Divine 

embrace. 

In an age in which the emotional and the imaginative 

elements in religious poetry were absent, Thompson attempted 

to re-introduce music into the English language. If the 

liturgy of the Church provided those grand harmonies, he 

used it linhesitatingly; and if ritual supplied imagery that 

was rich, he incorporated it into his verse. Very early 

he had compared the Vulgate v/ith the Authorized Version of 

the Bible, and found that "The advantage in music is not 

to the English, but to the soft and wooing fall of these de-
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liciously lapsing syllables" of the Latin tongue. Even 

Classic prose had not the heart of passion for movement as 

did Latin. Thus "the furniture of Catholicism" supplied 

his poetry always with a strong underlying framework, for 

''̂ '̂ Life, p. 171. 
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few poets have, as Thompson had, known how to carve the 

Crucifix from the laurel tree; and in his recourse to the 

Offices of the Church, he was only following and promoting 

the cause of his fellow Tractarians. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Thompson's attitudes toward several aspects of the 

nineteenth century have been referred to in the various 

chapters of this study. His opinions that dealt with the 

age itself further indicate his consciousness of con

temporary events and the breadth of his vision as regards 

their future significance. The most comprehensive ex

pressions of his feelings are to be found in the poem 

"The Nineteenth Century" and in the essay "Moestitiae 

Encomiiim." These v/ill be examined as the holistic expres

sion of Thompson's estimate of his age. 

Indications of his disgust with the nev/ materialistic 

strains in the age are first seen in the Notebooks. He re

fuses to accept the glib excuse that life was merely be

coming more complex: 

We wail the multiplicity and complexity of modern 
life. There is no more multiplicity or complexity 
than there was in ancient life. The illusion rises 
from the fact that v/e have fixed our gaze exclu
sively on material things, as never age did before. 
. , . V/ith our eyes solely on the intricate material 
periphery, we utterly miss the spiritual law of the 
xiniverse which could assure us of an order in this 
innumerable entanglement, a uniformity in this 
bewildering diversity. There is no remedy for the 
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despair of scepticism, but in the abandonment 
of materialism,—of exclusive materialism. 

Materialism was intellect gone astray: "It is the result 

of a hard-headed, practical nation bending its intellect 

v/holly to the uses of the visible world, becoming utili

tarian. . . . [Sensuality] is now rajnpant among us, but 

only so as it is rampant among every nation v/hich severs 

itself from the supernatural." -̂  

The true aristocrat bemoaned the passing of the 

Principles of Conscience, Truth, Faith, Love, and Decency, 

and perhaps realized bitterly that all that mattered v/as 

not v/hat was put into the heart, but v/hat went into the 

170 pocket. Lov/ living and high thinking had little meaning 

for the rising generation, and Thompson tried desperately 

to warn England of what he felt v/ould be the consequences: 

"Creeping paralysis v/ill blot out our faculties one by 

one, save great national reverse av/aken us. True decay 

slov/, and all nations of Europe and America in like case. 

—Yellov/ Terror, on ruins of effete civilisation, and ours 

171 the case of old Home." The truth of this statement is 

''̂ N̂. B. 50, p. 17. 

''^%. B- B. C. 35, Item 25-B, p. 6. 

'"'̂ S. B. 34, p. 5. 

'•'̂ N̂. B. 34, p. 5. 
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more forceful than ever in the light of events in British 

history since these words were written. 

Because he believed in the intrinsic spirituality 

of literature, he sensed that the emphasis on the new 

values of the industrial era v/ould enter letters, and he 

was convinced that if one denied or was insensitive to 

things spiritual, the writer would be forced upon external 

authority. Art was to become the keystone of literature 

rather than sincerity: "It leans on the killing letter 
172 because it is too gross for the quickening spirit." 

He detested the self-satisfaction in the conscious tech

nique of contemporary poets: "Our poets nowadays, I re

peat, are so occupied in admiring the flapping of their 

own wings, that they have no time to think of flying." 

And of the new habit of making notes, he wrote: "The 

bold bad manner in which he [the poet] indulges his li

centious appetite for notes fills me with respectful ad

miration. . . . I grievously fear that the notes will some 

173 day open and swallov/ up the text." His bitter disgust 

was again expressed in a fragment of doggerel, a piece 

that included all would-be poets in its condemnation: 

I scorn, like you, yet I admit their 
passing power for wrong— 

'•'̂ N̂. B. B. C. 35, Item 25-B, p. 4. 

'''̂ N̂. B. B. C. 10, pp. 4-6. 
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These creeping creatures that, o'erlooked, 
infest the robes of song.''4 

His comments on the external achievements of the age 

are developed in his poem "The Nineteenth Century." As 

it is rarely anthologized, it is given in full in the 

Appendix. 

He begins and ends the poem describing the wars in 

which the century itself opened and closed. V/hat was this 

century that began with the "flame and smoke" of the 

French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars? The poets who 

had sung her on her way were dead, Shelley by drowning 

and Keats of critical censure. The age listened not to 

them, but to Science, the "blind worm that bores the 

mold, / Bloodless, pertinacious, cold, / Unv/eeting what 

itself upturns, / The seer and prophet of the grave" (11. 

36-40). 

Politically, the century witnessed the spread and 

the establishment of the British Empire. Africa and Asia 

bowed to the West's beckoning, and the British Navy was 

strengthened by Australia, Neŵ  Zealand, South Africa, and 

Canada. 

What was, hov/ever, the end result of this colonisa

tion? The avaricious flame had been fanned, not checked, 

and the inheritance of a century that drew on Bellona's 

,'''̂'̂N. B. B. C. 20, Item-5, p. 25. 
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pap was only the cannon talking in the ear of the Twentieth 

Century. In his edition of Thompson's Poems (1941), Father 

Connolly quotes a "chronicle" from the London Spectator of 

February 5, I898. The grim humor of its appropriateness, 

then and now, is revealing: 

We are a people of peaceful traders—shop-keepers, 
our rivals of the Continent affirm—and are con
sequently at war on only eight points of the 
globe, with forces v/hich in the aggregate only 
just exceed 60,000 men. There are 35,000 on the 
Indian frontier fighting the clansmen of the 
Northern Himalayas, who, according to the Afridi 
sub-officers interrogated by Sir Henry Havelock-
Allan, are all eager to enter our service; 25,000 
about to defeat the Khalifaat Omdurman; 1,000 doing 
sentry duty in Crete, 400 putting dov̂ Ti an out
break in Mekran; 300 crushing a mutiny in Uganda; 
and some hundreds more restoring order in Lagos, 
Borneo, and Basutoland. All these troops, 
though of different nationalities—Englishmen, 
Sikhs, Ghoorkas, Rajpoots, Malays, Egyptians, 
Soudanese,' Hausas, and V/agandas—are under British 
officers, are paid from funds under British con
trol, and are engaged in the self-same v/ork, that 
of solidifying the "Pax Britannica." 

It was said that in the poem "The Nineteenth Century," 

Thompson examined the visible signs of the age. It is in 

his essay "Moestitiae Encomium" that he beautifully, and 

sadly, assesses its spirit: 

I knov/ her [Sadness], for I am of the age, and the 
age is hers. Alas for the nineteenth century, 
with so much pleasure, and so little joy; so much 
learning and so little wisdom; so much effort and 
so little fruition; so many philosophers and so 
little philosophy; so many seers and so little 
vision; so many prophets and so little foresight; 
so many teachers and such an infinite wild vortex 
of doubt! The one divine thing left to us is 
Sadness. Even our virtues take her stamp; the 
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intimacy of our loves is born of despair; our 
very gentleness to our children is because we 
knov/ how short their time. "Eat," we say, 
"eat, drink, be merry; for tomorrov/ ye are 
men. "''75 

175 Collected Works III, p. 111 



CHAPTEK VITI 

CONCLUSION 

A few general conclusions may be made based on the 

material here given. Thompson's political affiliations, 

unexpressed in all but a very few published poems, are 

strongly stated in his Notebooks, where he links himself 

with the aristocratic disdain for democracy and for the 

revolutionary means of change. As he approved of the 

Carlylean hero, he supported England's leadership of the 

world community. 

In accordance with this idealistic spirit, he in

herited the romanticism of V.'ordsv/orth, Shelley, and Keats 

in literary matters. Almost in defiance of the effects 

of the econom.ic upheaval because of incoming industry, 

Thompson never relinquished his romantic spirit, his poetry 

remaining a clot/i of gold overv/helming in its effulgence. 

His was not, hov/ever, an accidental reaction to contemporary 

literary patterns, for his Notebooks give ample evidence 

of his av/areness of trends in contemporary literary and 

social fashion, all of v/hich he decried. 

The Church in its renewed emphasis on ritual and medieval 

dogma only strengthened Thompson's convictions to retain 
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the old magic of things. A successor of the Oxford Move

ment, he sounded loud once more the trumpet of religion 

from the almost hidden battlements of eternity. As the 

man he so admired, his voice too, was the trumpet of a 

prophecy: that the divided self of man had to be and could 

be united only in the mystical experience of religion. He 

v/as not, therefore, merely a product of his own age, nor 

did he poetically represent solely Victorian times, but 

prophesied the fragmented times of today. 

In an age in v/hich paganism was beginning to wear 

thin, there v/as heard, afar off in the deepening silence 

of the poetic world, the baying of a hound. Chesterton 

claims that Thompson's poetry v;as almost "an event of 

history, as much as an event of literature, when personal 

religion returned suddenly with something of the power of 

Dante or the Dies Irae, after a century in which such re

ligion had seemed to grow more weak and provincial, and 

more and more impersonal religions appeared to possess the 

future. And those who best understand the world knov/ that 

the world is changed, and that the hunt will continue until 

the world turns to bay." ' It is obvious that Thompson 

was not merely an other-worldly mystic; he inherited the 

Homantic tradition and was the voice of nineteenth century 

'̂̂  The Common Man (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1950), 
p. 136. 
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Tory Homan Catholicism. Fully av/are of his times, he v/as 

even more sensitive to the tendencies that have since so 

fully flov/ered in the present century. It is, therefore, 

with no surprise that his own claim to a rightful place 

in the development of English poetry may be validly ac

cepted: 

Go, songs, and come not back from your far way: 
And if men ask you why ye smile and sorrov/. 

Tell them ye grieve, for your hearts know To-day, ^rj^ 
Tell them ye smile, for your eyes know To-morrov;. 

The picture this study has presented is that of a man 

v/ho was able to see not only the future in the instant, 

but to see the instant clearly; of one who not only dreamed 

of the mystical "To-morrows" but saw Victorian "To-days." 

His own v/ords, once more, tell of his confidence in his 

o\'m insights: 

By baffled seeing, something I divine 
Which baffles, and a seeing set beyond; 
And so v/ith strenuous gases sounding dov.ii, 
Like to the day-long porer on a stream, 
V/hose last look is his deepest, I beside 
This slov/ perpetual Time stand patiently. 
In a little sight.'''''̂  

^^"^"Envoy," Poems (1941), p. 147. 

'''̂ "̂An Anthem of Earth," Poems (1941), p. 223. 
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APPENDIX 

"THE NINETEENTH CENTURY"'̂ '̂ ^ 

As, fore-announced by threat of flame and smoke. 
Out of the night's lair broke 
The sun among the startled stars, whose blood 
Looses its slow bright flood 
Beneath the radiant onset of the sun; 
So crouches he anon, 
Y/ith nostrils breathing threat of smoke and flame. 
Back to the lairing night wherefrom he came. 

Say, who is she, 
Y/ith cloudy battle smoking round her feet. 
That goes out through the exit-doors of death; 
And at the alternate limit of her path, 
Y/here first her nascent footsteps troubled day. 
Forgotten turmoil curls itself away? 
V/ho is she that rose 
Tumultuous, and in tumult goes? 

This is she. 
That rose 'midst dust of a down-tumbled world, 
And dies v/ith rumour on the air 
Of preparation 
For a more ample devastation, 
And death of ancient fairness no more fair. 
First when she knew the day. 
The holy poets sung her on her v/ay: 
The high, clear band that takes 
Its name from heaven-acquainted mountain-lakes; 
And he 
That like a star set in Italian sea; 
And he that mangled by the jaws of our 
Fierce London, from all frets 
Lies balmed in Koman violets; 
And other names of power. 
Too recent but for worship and regret. 
On whom the tears lie v/et. 

'•'̂ ôems (1941), pp. 245-250. 
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But not to these 
She gave her heart; her heart she gave 
To the blind worm that bores the mold. 
Bloodless, pertinacious, cold 
Unweeting what itself upturns, 
The seer and prophet of the grave. 
It reared its head from off the earth 
(V/hich gives it life and gave it birth) 
And placed upon its eyeless head a crov.n, 
Thereon a name v/rit new, 
'Science,' erstwhile with ampler meanings kno\̂ 'n; 
And all the peoples in their turns 
Before the blind v/orm bowed them down. 
Yet, crowned beyond its due. 
Working dull v/ay by obdurate, slow degrees. 
It is a thing of sightless prophecies; 
And glories, past its own conceit, 
V/ait to complete 
Its travail, v/hen the mounded time is meet. 
Nor measured, fit renov/n. 
When that hour paces forth. 
Shall overlook those workers of the North 
And Y/est, those patient Darv/ins v.ho forthdrev/ 
Prom humble dust vvhat truth thev knew. 
And greater than they knew, not knov/ing all they knew 
Yet v/as their knov/ledge in its scope a Might, 
Strong and true souls to measure of their sight. 
Behold the broad globe in their hands comprest. 
As a boy kneads a pellet, till the East 
Looks in the eyes o' the West; 
And as guest whispers guest 
That counters him at feast. 
The Northern mouth 
Leans to the attent ear of the blended South. 
The fur-skinned garb justling the Northern Bear 
V/ith linen v/isp girt on. 
Drowses the next-door neighbour of the sun. 
Such their laborious worth 
To change the old face of the wonted earth. 
Nor were they all o' the dust; as witness may 
Davy and Faraday; 
And they 
V/ho clomb the cars 
And learned to rein the chariots of the stars; 
Or who in night's dark waters dipt their hands 
To sift the hid gold from its sands; 
And theirs the greatest gift, v/ho drew to light 
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By their sciential might. 
The secret ladder, wherethrough all things climb 
Upward from the primeval slime. 
Nor less we praise 
Him that with burnished tube betrays 
The multitudinous diminutive 
Recessed in virtual night 
Belov/ the surface-seas of sight; 
Him v/hose enchanted windows give 
Upon the populated ways 
Where the shy universes live 
Ambushed beyond the unapprehending gaze: 
The dusted anther's globe of spiky stars; 
The beetle flashing in his minute mail 
Of green and golden scale; 
And every v/ater-drop a-sting with writhing wars. 
The unnoted green scale cleaving to the moist earth's face 
Behold disclosed a conjugal embrace. 
And v/omb— 
Submitting to the tomb— 
That sprouts its lusty issue: everywhere conjoins 
Either glad sex, and from unguessed-at loins 
Breeds in an opulent ease 
The liberal earth's increase; 
Such Valentine's sweet unsurmised diocese. 
Nor, dying Lady, of the sons 
V/hom proudly owns 
Thy valedictory and difficult breath, 
The least are they who follov/ed Death 
Into his obscure fastnesses, 
Tracked to her secret lair Disease— 
Under the candid-seeming and confederate Day 
Venoming the air's pure lips to kiss and to betray; 
Y/ho foiled the ancient Tyrant's grey design 
Unfathomed long, and brake his dusty toils. 
Spoiling him of his spoils. 
And man, the loud dull fly, loosed from his woven line. 
Such triumph theirs who at the destined term 
Descried the arrow flying in the day— 
The age-long hidden Germ— 
And threv/ their prescient shield before its deadly way. 

Thou, spacious Century! 
Hast seen the Y/estern knee 
Set on the Asian neck. 
The dusky Africa 
Kneel to imperial Europe's beck; 
The West for her permitted while didst see 
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stand mistress-wise and tutelar 
To the grey nations dreaming on their days afar, 
From old forgotten war 
Folding hands whence has slid disused rule; 
The while, unprescient, in her regent school 
She shapes the ample days and things to be. 
And large new empery. 
Thence Asia shall be brought to bed 
Of dominations yet undreamed; 
Narrow-eyed Egypt lift again the head 
Y/hereon the far-seen crown Nilotic gleamed. 
Thou'st seen the Saxon horde whose veins run brine. 
Spawned of the salt wave, wet with the salt breeze, 
Their sails combine, 
Lash their bold prows together, and turn swords 
Against the world's knit hordes; 
The v/helps repeat the lioness' roar athwart the windy seas. 
Yet let it grieve, grey Dame, 
Thy passing spirit, God wot, 
Thou wast half-hearted, wishing peace, but not 
The means of it. The avaricious flame 
Thou'st fanned, which thou should'st tame: 
Cluck'dst thy wide brood beneath thy mothering plumes. 
And coo'dst them from their fumes. 
Stretched necks provocative, and throats 
Ruffled with challenging notes; 
Yet all didst mar. 
Flattering the too-much-pampered Boy of War: 
Whence the far-jetting engine, and the globe 
In labour with her iron progeny,— 
Infernal litter of sudden-whelped deaths, 
Vomiting venomous breaths; 
The growl as of long surf that draweth back 
Half a beach in its rattling track. 
When like a tiger-cat 
The angry rifle spat 
Its fury in the opposing foeman's eyes;— 
These are thy consummating victories. 
For this hast thou been troubled to be wise! 
And now what child is this upon thy lap, 
Born in the red glow of relighted v/ar? 
That draws Bellona's pap, 
—Fierce foster-mother!—does already stare 
With mimicked dark regard 
And copied threat of brow whose trick it took from her: 
Young Century, born to hear 
The cannon talking at its infant ear— 
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The Tv/entieth of Time's loins, since that 
V/hich in the quiet snows of Bethlehem he begat. 
Ah! with forthbringing such and so ill-starred, 
After the day of blood and night of fate. 
Shall it survive with brow no longer marred. 
Lip no more wry with hate; 
With all thou hadst of good. 
But from its blood 
Washed thine hereditary ill, 
Yet thy child still? 
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