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INTRODUCTION 

George Meredith is best known as the author of four

teen novels and of the monumental Essay on Comedy. While 

he preferred poetry to fiction, he was recognized by most 

of his contemporaries as a novelist; only a small coterie 

of intellectuals and friends found his poetry stimulating 

and comprehensible. Perhaps the current interest in 

Meredith's poetry will culminate in a better understand

ing and appreciation of his verse and will eventuate in 

his being accorded a more revered place in literary history. 

Influenced in his early years by the "Keatsian tradi

tion" and by the "Spasmodic School," Meredith later came 

under the influence of the Pre-Raphaelites, especially 

A. C. Swinburne. Gradually, the young poet began to 

develop his own unique style, which Douglas Bush has 

aptly termed "that bright, muscular idiom." This unique

ness of style, however, elicited both high praise and 

adverse criticism. 

Certain characteristics of Meredith's poetry are 

obviously discernible. One of these is the fecundity of 
2 

imagination which marks his verse. This, perhaps of all 

poetic traits, is vital to a great poet. The effete 



verse of some of Meredith's now-forgotten contemporaries 

argues effectively for recognition of this quality in 

Meredith's poems; it is the element which distinguishes 

his poetry from that of other poets and sets him apart 

as one of the outstanding poets of the latter 19th century. 

Ever seeking ways to express his emotions, his con

victions, and his philosophy, Meredith searched diligently 

for means whereby he could combine "the imagination and 

the intellect."-^ At times, the reader is charmed and 

entranced by his imaginative description of a woodland 

scene or of clouds whipped into fanciful shapes by the 

poet's beloved South-West wind. On other occasions, his 

verse is unrelenting in its intellectual demands upon the 

reader who seeks to comprehend its meaning. 

One of the enduring qualities of Meredith's poetry 

is its thematic scope. Unlike those poets whose work is 

circumscribed and limited by a narrow, even prejudicial, 

range, Meredith's poetry treats of the numerous facets of 

life and of human interests and achievements. He can en

treat the reader to spend an imaginary day with the 

mythical "Daughter of Hades"; he can issue a warning to 

his cotintrymen of the impending danger of unpreparedness; 

he can sing the praises of the great English bards; or he 

can merely invite the nature-lover to see the innocent 



beauties of Great Mother Earth. From the simple to the 

complex, from the familiar to the esoteric, from the 

lovely to the sordid—these techniques and themes comprise 

the range of Meredith's poetry and commend it to the 

adventurous. 

A last trait—though there are others one might point 

out—is his skill in compressing his thoughts.^ There 

seems to be little doubt that Meredith is a master at 

deleting the "unessential" and the "commonplace," while, 

at the same time, emerging with only the kernel of the 

thought. But, as Trevelyan remarks, "this chastening 

process, when he does not carry it too far, is an intel-
7 

lectual beauty and strength not otherwise to be obtained."' 

To achieve this terseness of expression and to create the 

rich imagery which dominates his poems, Meredith relies 

upon a most effective poetic device: the allusion. 

Perhaps the greatest barrier to the reading and under

standing of poetry is the reader's lack of what Neal Frank 

Doubleday calls "the uniformity of literary experience that 
o 

poets were once able to count on in their readers." Once 

educated people knew mythology, the Bible, Latin and Greek 
Q 

classics; the poet, therefore, knew that "he and his 

readers shared certain literary experiences." 

George Meredith was cognizant of the value of an allu

sion; for that reason, his poetry is permeated with 



references to persons, to places, and to other literary 

works. While the allusion is sometimes used as a mere 

ornamentation or as a display of knowledge,•̂ "'" it is, in 

Meredith's poetry, employed to enhance the meaning of a 

passage, to create a desired image, to evoke a certain 

emotion, to enrich his verse "by merging the echoed 

1? 
material with the new poetic context," and to "appeal 

to a reader or audience sharing some experience or 

knowledge with the writer." ^ 

Meredith's use of allusions came to him naturally. 

Endowed with a keen intellect and an acute sense of 

observation, Meredith profited from his study, travels, 

associations with people from all strata of society, and 

the over-all temper of the times. One can say, in a 

sense, that his use of allusions is the viable image of 

his own life. 

The objective of this study is to broaden the per

spective from which readers of writings by George Meredith 

may evaluate his works. Although he is known primarily as 

the author of fourteen novels and a universally applauded 

essay on the province and nature of comedy, his poetry 

identifies him as both a major Victorian writer and a 

poet who distinctively illustrates transition between tra

ditional poetry and twentieth-century poetry. To illus

trate these elements of poetry written by George Meredith, 



this study emphasizes the following elements of poetry 

that he wrote: his poems that capitalize on literary 

allusions, his poems based primarily upon myths, and his 

poems enriched by mythological allusions. George Meredith 

is no less a poet who capitalized on these elements to 

heighten awareness of life and change of the last century 

than a novelist and critic who effected lasting awareness 

of this era of transition in life and letters of the 

Western World. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE LIFE OP GEORGE MEREDITH 

One can not overlook significant events in the life 

of an author, for these undoubtedly influence his writing. 

Certain aspects of a writer's life relate directly to any 

study of allusions in his works. Perhaps Rene Wellek and 

Austin Warren in Theory of Literature provide ample raison 

d'etre for including in this study a chapter on the life 

of George Meredith: 

First, no doubt, it [biographical approach] has 
exegetical value: it may explain a great many 
allusions or even words in an author's work. 
. . . Biography also accumulates materials for 
other questions of literary history such as the 
reading of the poet, his personal associations 
with literary men, his travels,^the landscape 
and cities he saw and lived in. 

George Meredith, the only child of Augustus and Jane 

Meredith, was born at Portsmouth, England, on February 12, 

1828. Perhaps because he was ashamed that his father and 

grandfather had been tailors and naval outfitters and 

their once-successful business had failed, or because he 

wanted to forget the past, Meredith himself was reticent 

to provide much information about his origin and his family 

history.^ S. M. Ellis says, in fact, that "In later days 
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the contemporary books of reference, such as Men of the 

Time and V/ho' s Who, merely stated he was born in Hampshire, 

and made no allusion to his family." Whatever the reasons 

that prompted him to try to conceal the facts of his child

hood and his family from the public, Meredith himself, 

nevertheless, used many of these in his writings; friends, 

relatives, and biographers ferreted out other details about 

this period in his life. 

Following the death of his mother in 1833 when he was 

three years old, Lionel Stevenson says, Meredith "spent 

much time in his father's company and listened rapturously 
4 

to eloquent accounts of the family's past splendor." 

These stories, apparently, became the genesis of his life

long pride in his Celtic heritage—the family believed it 

had descended from a Welsh prince—and accounted, partially, 

for his somewhat unsympathetic attitude toward the average 

Englishman. Augustus Meredith also tried to educate his 

young son, emphasizing the significance of literature and 

history. 

Meredith's formal education, however, was minuscule: 

he went to boarding schools in Southsea and Portsmouth, 

but he never attended public school or university. He 

was, in fact, self-educated in English as well as in 

classical and European literature. 



In 1841 Meredith became a ward of Chancery, and thus, 

"when he was thirteen, the authority of the parent was 

largely abrogated."^ A year later he was sent to the 

Moravian School at Neuwied, a small town on the Rhine 

River, where he stayed for two years, imbibing the German 

culture through poetry, music, political thought, and 

medieval legends. According to Phyllis Bartlett, 

these two years evidently led him to the abiding 
belief that the good life included international 
involvement: travel, a daily study of foreign 
as well as domestic politics, and a detailed „ 
knowledge of European history and literature. 

William W. Betts, Jr. has likewise suggested that "his 
Q 

training there did much to shape the course of his life" 

and that, as a result of his studies at the school, "an 

acute interest in the literature of Germany seems to have 
Q 

been awakened in Meredith there."^ Jack Lindsay further 
points out that Meredith 

read widely in the poets and romancers, and 
absorbed themes of rebel brigands, villainous 
barons, revenging ghosts, vindicated heirs, and 
the folk-imagery. . . . He learned the legends 
of the Rhine: Siegfried killing the Dragon on 
Drakenfels, elves dancing behind Hammerstein, 
Satan building bridges and cathedrals. And he 
was attracted by the chivalric attitude to 
women.10 

Among the German writers whom he read and admired, 

Goethe, Schiller, Richter, and Heine were the most im

portant ones. While Samuel C. Chew says that "features 
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of his style . . . are in part imitations of Jean Paul 

Richter," Meredith himself said in a letter to 

1? 
Dr. H. Anders in I9O6 that Goethe was "the most enduring." 

A casual perusal of Meredith's poetry, however, reveals 

that there were many other sources and influences which 

had profound effects upon him. 

Meredith was also enamored of the beauty of the 

Germein landscape. His enthusiasm for the enchantment and 

loveliness of the German countryside was reflected later 

in his series of sonnets, "Pictures of the Rhine," in 

which he described in painstaking detail the romance of 

that land, rare in the "loveliness of slow decay." 

Upon his return to England, he was apprenticed to 

John Williams, a bookseller and publisher. This excursion 

into journalism was shortlived; and in 1845 the seventeen-

year-old Meredith was articled to a solicitor named 

R. S. Chamock, thereby "resuming the earlier objective 

of a career in law." Having only a half-hearted in

clination for the study of law, however, Meredith soon 

abandoned this apprenticeship. His association with 

Chamock was profitable, nevertheless, and enhanced 

Meredith's career as a writer. Chamock himself was a 

writer "whose literary contacts," B. Ifor Evans says, 

"encouraged his interest in letters and through Chamock 
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he developed an acquaintance with a number of men of 

15 
letters." These connections with prominent people 

thus provided Meredith with a valuable entree into 

literary circles at a time crucial in the young writer's 

maturation. 

About this time, the handsome, witty, red-haired 

Meredith became acquainted with the well-known poet and 

satirical novelist, Thomas Love Peacock. While Meredith 

"found much to admire, much to resist" in the famous 

writer. Peacock influenced Meredith's style and theory 

of writing and suggested the use of Comedy and laughter 

17 as healthy correctives for man's faults. ' 

Meredith's friendship with the Peacock family also 

gave him impetus to begin writing. A group of f r i e n d s — 

including Mary Peacock Nicolls and Edward Peacock—became 

interested in literary exercises and founded a manuscript 

1 ft 
magazine. The Monthly Observer. This journal thereby 

became the initial outlet for some of Meredith's first 

IQ poems and for his translations of several German lyrics. ^ 

The culmination of his friendship with the family 

was his marriage in 1849 to Peacock's daughter, Mary 

Nicolls, a widow nearly seven years his senior. After 

a honeymoon on the Continent, where they visited France 

and Meredith again reveled in the haunting beauty of old 
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Germany, the couple moved to Surrey and settled at the 

Limes. Their home almost immediately became a favorite 

place for many literary visitors: Bulwer-Lytton, Sam 

Lucas, Tom Taylor, and R. H. Home, who was "the most 

important literary acquaintance of these years," and 

gave Meredith "the confidence for his first journalistic 

20 
efforts."^ 

The bulk of his work at this time, however, was 

poetry, some of which had already been published in 

Chamber* s Edinburgh Journal and in Household Words. A 

small volume of his poems, personally financed, came out 

in 1851 with the somewhat bleak title, Poems. Although 

the poetry failed to elicit popular appeal, one of the 

poems in the volume, "Love in the Valley," was praised 

generously by Alfred, Lord Tennyson, whose poetry had had 

21 
a minimal influence upon Meredith. Other writers, 

including Charles Kingsley and the Rossettis, also recog

nized Meredith's poetic ability evidenced in this poem. 

Four years later appeared Meredith's first prose 

work. The Shaving of Shagpat, an Arabian fantasy, which 

almost certainly was the fruition of his early addiction 

to A Thousand and One Nights. Meredith had written 

Shagpat, Lindsay suggests, "to express the entangled 

conflicts and the driving-force of revolutionary activity 

in 1848-9."^^ Undaunted by Shagpat's failure, Meredith 
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wrote a second oriental fantasy, Farina; A Legend of 

Cologne, which was issued in 1857. Set in medieval 

Germany, the story's main theme, Lindsay states, is "the 

overthrow of the idealist division of body and soul."^^ 

Both of these early experiments in prose reflected 

Peacock's penchant for fantasy and mockery and his 
24. 

stylistic traits. 

A son, Arthur Gryffydh, had been born to the 

Merediths in 1853; but their marriage was already show

ing signs of their incompatibility. Finally, plagued by 

financial and personal problems, the tmion ended unhap

pily in 1858 when Mary Nicolls deserted him and went to 

25 the Continent with her lover. ^ 

This personal tragedy spurred Meredith to devote 

himself intensely to a novel he had been writing. The 

Ordeal of Richard Feverel was published in June, I859, 

and with George Eliot's Adam Bede, shared "the credit 

of endowing English fiction with artistic and intellectual 

respect." The story centers on the conflict between 

the desires of an obstinate young man and the rigid, 

mechanical education system of his stern father, whose 

wife, like Meredith's, had deserted him. Beneath the 

surface of the story, however, is a basic Meredithian 

belief that, as Samuel Chew observes, "Richard should 
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have worked towards brain and spirit through blood; but 

this natural development was thwarted; and when one part 

of the Meredithian Triad is stmdered from the rest, 

27 
disaster follows." ' This fundamental tenet is reiterated 

subsequently in many of his poems. 

Because his literary earnings were inadequate, he 

turned to journalism, and in i860 he accepted a job with 

the Ipswich J ournal. That same year he became a reader 

for the publishing house of Chapman and Hall and, in 

1867, assumed the editorship of the Fortnightly Review. 

His employment with Chapman and Hall, spanning about 

thirty-five years, did not preclude his writing a dozen 
?ft 

novels and four volumes of poetry. During these years 

when he had the sometimes boring task of reading dull 

manuscripts, he also had contact and became friends with 

some of the most eminent English writers. Among the 

numerous writers he knew and helped were Thomas Hardy and 

George Gissing. 

No longer unknown among the intellectuals, he became 

a dominant figure ajnong a group of young radicals and 

positivists—including John Morley and Frederic Harrison— 

and shared for a short time living quarters with D. G. 

Rossetti and A. C. Swinburne during the heyday of their 
20 

Pre-Raphaelite Movement. ^ 
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In the fall of 1859, Meredith and his son had moved 

into Copsham Cottage, near the town of Esher, where he 

wrote Evan Harrington. Modem Love, Sandra Belloni, and 

Poems of the Roadside. First published in the United 

States in i860, Evan Harrington expressed quite overtly 

Meredith's resentment of his shopkeeping parentage and 

of his aunts who had failed to give him a proper educa

tion.-̂  Moreover, his slightly derogatory picture of 

"old Mel," his grandfather, caused tension between 

Meredith and his father-̂  and accelerated the aliena

tion between the two. 

The lingering memory of his ill-fated marriage to 

Mary Nicolls, who had died in 1861, evidently is sug

gested in the title poem of his next volume of poetry, 

Modern Love and Poems of the English Roadside (1862).-^ 

Begun after his wife's death and stirred deeply by it, 

"Modern Love"—a series of sixteen-line poems not in

frequently called a "sonnet sequence"—is a penetrating 

psychological treatment of an unhappy marriage closely 

resembling Meredith's own. The consensus among critics 

is that this poem is one of literature's best and most 

modern analyses of the emotional experience of marriage. 

The volume also contained his first important nature 

poem, "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in Autumn," which 
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revealed the influence of the evolutionary concept that 

permeated much of his later poetry. 

The second marriage of Meredith, to Marie Vulliamy 

in 1864, was a happy and stable one for him. Two children 

were born to them: William Maxse in 1865 and Marie 

Eveleen in I87I. In 1864 Meredith also published Emilia 

in England (later renamed Sandra Belloni), in which he 

examined sentimentalism and social affectation. 

At the outbreak of the war between the Austrian 

Empire and the Italian insurgents, Meredith was a cor

respondent for the Morning Post and, fired by enthusiasm, 

he persuaded the paper to send him to the front to cover 

the fighting during the summer of 1866. This assign

ment provided him with material which he later used in 

his novels and in his poetry. 

Meredith's only historical novel, Vittoria (I866), 

was a sequel to Emilia in England. The story of the 

initial stages of the Risorgimento, its subject is the 

revolution of I848 against the Austrians and the defeat 

of the Italians at Novara. Chew suggests that "Meredith's 

concept of the Risorgimento was strongly influenced by 

Swinburne, contact with whom affected not only his political 

15 ideas but also his naturalistic philosophy"-^^ in this work 

and in others of his writings. In the interval between 
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these novels, he wrote Rhoda Fleming, utilizing a rustic 

setting for the background of his melodramatic story of 

two sisters whose characters developed after one of the 

sisters had been seduced by a squire's son.-̂  

One of Meredith's best novels is The Adventures of 

Harry Richmond (I87I). This story of an unscrupulous and 

vain father who almost wrecked his son's life is told 

from the son's point of view. The comic and romantic 

are meshed with the tragic in this interesting, if not 

provocative, story. Beauchamp's Career (I876), on the 

other hand, is a more intellectually stimulating book and 

was Meredith's favorite. Contemporary politics and the 

Radical philosophy of the period are the framework of 

the account of a yoting man's failure because he was too 

earnest for his own good. The Radical politician, 

17 Dr. Shrapnel, was modeled in part after Thomas Carlyle. 

In 1877 Meredith was invited to give a lecture at 

the London Institute. "The Idea of Comedy and the Uses 

of the Comic Spirit" was his subject. Beginning with a 

resume of the writers of comedy, Meredith then makes a 

distinction between comedy and irony, fate, and satire. 

In this classic treatment of aesthetic criticism, published 

separately in 1897 as An Essay on Comedy and the Uses of 

the Comic Spirit, he argues that the Comic Spirit, or pure 
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intelligence, is the antidote for vanity, egoism, and 

sentimentalism, and that under the aegis of the Comic 

Spirit, women are equal because they exemplify intelli-

4.- 38 gence in action."^ 

Meredith applied his view of comic laughter as a 

corrective in his next and best-constructed novel. The 

Egoist (1879). The "egoist," the handsome and wealthy 

Sir Willoughby Patteme, has all the virtues except 

humility and a sense of humor. The selfish and conceited 

Sir Willoughby is finally brought to his humiliation by 

being spumed by Clara, his betrothed, and by being 

forced to plead with a girl of a lower class to marry 

him. The novel also harks back to his own first marriage, 

although he telescopes the incidents to the betrothal 

time. The Tragic Comedians, issued in 1880, is a half-

fictionalized biography of Ferdinand Lassalle, a German 

Socialist, whose life Meredith read in Meine Beziehungen 

zu Ferdinand Lassalle, by Countess Racowitza. -̂  

Poems and Lyrics of the Joy of Earth (1883) is 

Meredith's monumental volume of poetry in which he 

demonstrated his virtues and his weaknesses as a writer. 

Never interested in writing to please the public, Meredith, 

nevertheless, showed his versatility by including poems 

that illustrated his poetic deftness, his thematic 
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interests, and his philosophy. The volume included 

twenty-five sonnets, one of which was the well-known 

"Lucifer in Starlight"; a revised version of "Love in 

the Valley"; "The Day of the Daughter of Hades," one of 

the best examples of his ability to write on mythical 

subjects; and "The Woods of Westermain" and "Earth and 

Man," the two important commentaries on his philosophy 

of nature. 

John D. Cook and Lionel Stevenson contend that 

Diana of the Crossways (1885) was the first of his novels 

that appealed to the public, theretofore unreceptive to 

his novels "due to the lack of formal plot-structure" 

and "Meredith's epigrammatic style and his habit of 

condensing the material so that the reader must read 

between the lines." Part of its success, unfortunately, 

stemmed from the rvunor that the political and personal 

indiscretions in the story were related to the famous 

political scandal and that the heroine was Richard Sheri

dan's granddaughter, Mrs. Caroline Norton, who had been 

falsely accused of leaking confidential government informa-

41 tion to a newspaper. 

Within the next two years, Meredith produced two 

volumes of poetry: Ballads and Poems of Tragic Life (1887) 

and A Reading of Earth (1888). The first of these two 
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contained many poems previously published in periodicals. 

The narrative poem, "The Nuptials of Attila"; the ode, 

"Prance, December 1870"; and the mythological poems, 

"Bellerophon" and "Phaethon," are the most notable poems. 

The second volume, on the other hand, contained some of 

his best poems on Nature: the famous "A Faith on Trial," 

which records his sense of loss at his second wife's 

death in 1885; and "Ode to the Comic Spirit," which is 

his poetical counterpart to An Essay on Comedy and the 

Uses of the Comic Spirit. 

His last three novels—One of Our Conquerors (1891), 

Lord Ormont and His Aminta (1894), The Amazing Marriage 

(1895)—are obscure and are concerned chiefly with the 

42 intellectual abilities of women. Odes in Contribution 

to the Song of French History (I898) stresses the theme 

of the "faithfulness and unfaithfulness of France to her 

41 true lover. Liberty." 

George Meredith spent the remaining years of his 

life living quietly at Box Hill in Surrey, where he died 

in 1909. Belatedly, he had received recognition and 

honor, and he was regarded by many as the leader among 

the writers of the time. At Tennyson's death in 1892, 

Meredith became president of the Society of Authors; 

and in 1905 King Edward VII bestowed on him the Order of 

Merit, England's highest literary honor. 
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Though critics do not agree on the value or function 

of biography as one of the tools necessary for interpret

ing a writer's work, it should be pointed out that in 

some instances it can be an effective and useful aid in 

analyzing and understanding an author's works. While 

emphasis on biography can easily lead, for example, to 

unwarranted commentary on the life of an author at the 

expense of concentration upon the substance of what he 

wrote, George Meredith is an author whose family history, 

education, personal experiences, and professional career 

greatly influenced the substance of his poetry. 

Given a good education by his father, Meredith him

self admitted in later years that he received little of 

value from the English public schools he attended. The 

greatest impact upon the young Meredith, he said, were 

the years he spent at the Moravian school in Germany. 

There he was introduced to some of the great German, 

romantic writers whose influence is reflected in his 

early poems and whose writings had a lasting effect upon 

Meredith. Undoubtedly, the period in Germany also helped 

him to rise above provincialism and prejudice and to 

embrace a more cosmopolitan outlook on life. 

One can not overlook the effect of his associations 

with contemporary writers, for they certainly helped to 
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mould his thinking and contributed to his development of 

a style and a theory of writing that became his hallmark, 

Unquestionably, Thomas Love Peacock can be credited with 

initiating Meredith's interest in the Comic Spirit and 

its therapeutic value for man's faults. The young 

radicals he knew and his friendship with D. G. Rossetti 

and A. C. Swinburne during the heyday of their Pre-

Raphaelite Movement contributed to his intellectual and 

literary growth and enhanced his interest in current 

movements. 

Finally, one should remember that the years he 

spent with Chapman and Hall provided him with the oppor

tunity to meet many writers whose ideas often acted as 

a catalyst for his own developing concepts of man and 

nature. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERARY ALLUSIONS 

Writers have frequently used literary allusions be

cause they, perhaps more than mythological allusions, 

are familiar to the reader and, thus, are more successful 

in creating images or in evoking emotional responses. 

This chapter centers on Meredith's use of literary allu

sions in poems on varying aspects of interest to the 

poet in addition to poems devoted to individual writers. 

In Meredith's Poems, I85I, there is a series of un-

rhymed quatrains which, Rees says, evince his "appreciation 

of the distinctive qualities of the work of our greatest 
1 

poets" and which are noteworthy. Messenger adds, because 

"the impression he has of the work of each is rendered in 
2 

terms of a little nature picture." These brief, pithy 

pieces, however, are not literary criticisms. 

The first of these nine epigrams praises the poetry 

of Geoffrey Chaucer, whose literary fame. Hopper contends, 

rests on his possession of an alert imagination, a vital 

and active mentality, a keen interest in humanity, an 
4 

observant eye, and a wonderfully sensitive ear." According 

26 
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to Meredith, the poetry of the first great English poet 

and the most important writer of Middle English is 

Grey with all honours of age! but fresh-
featured and ruddy 

As dawn when the drowsy farm-yard has thrice 
heard Chaunticlere. 

Tender to tearfulness—childlike, and manly, 
and motherly; 

Here beats true English blood^-richest joyance on 
sweet English ground.-̂  

Because Chaucer turned to the English scene and ex

celled in his depiction of men, women, children, and 

animals familiar to him in The Canterbury Tales, it is 

logical that Meredith alludes to Chaunticlere, the hero 

of The Nun's Priest's Tale, whose crowing had no equal in 

the land and was more trustworthy than a clock. 

At a time when poetry has reached a low ebb and has 

become stereotyped, Brooke believes "a new writer will 

sometimes appear . . . with the demand for homelier things 
7 

and a truer poetic language."' Edmund Spenser, the great 

synthesizer of English nondramatic poetry, was one of 

those kinds of poets; for, Brooke continues, he "aimed at 

fresher cadences, ballad simplicity, and a new social 
o 

philosophy" and, in The Faerie Queen, became the poet 

extraordinaire in the richness and complexity of his al

legory. "The Poetry of Spenser" is 

Lakes where the sunsheen is mystic with 
splendour and softness; 

Vales where sweet life is all Summer with 
golden romance; 
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Forests that glimmer with twilight round 
revel-bright palaces; 

Here in our May-blood we wander, careering 
'mongst ladies and knights.9 

John Milton is the first major poet to emerge after 

Chaucer and the greatest English poet after William 

Shakespeare. Exerting the widest of all influences over 

such later poets as Dryden, Pope, Y/ordsworth, Shelley, 

Keats, and Browning, Milton appeals primarily to the 

intellectually cultivated reader. To read his works is 

to deepen one's aesthetic perceptions and to expand one's 

intellectual horizons. Milton's poetry is 

Like to some deep-chested organ whose grand 
inspiration. 

Serenely majestic in utterance, lofty and calmm. 
Interprets to mortals with melody great as its 

burthen 
The mystical harmonies chiming for ever throughout 

the bright spheres.!^ 

Robert Southey, one of the hardiest of English poets 

laureate, enjoyed the reputation of being a great poet 

during his age, but the twentieth century has removed him 

from the pedestal that it gives to Coleridge and Words

worth, two of his contemporaries, because. Chew believes, 

he "has suffered from his association with men of far 

greater genius than was his, from the mass and unevenness 

of his work, from his undertaking tasks in poetry beyond 
12 his powers. . . . " His four pretentious epics, dealing 

with, Daiches says, "Mohammedan, Welsh and Aztec, Indian, 
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and a combination of Christian, Gothic, and Moorish 

material," ^ are alluded to in Meredith's description 

of Southey's poetry: 

Keen as an eagle whose flight towards the 
dim empyrean 

Fearless of toil or fatigue ever royally 
wends! 

Vast in the cloud-coloured robes of the balm-
breathing Orient 

Lo! the grand Epic advances, unfolding the humajiest 
truth.14 

Endowed with the ability to influence significantly 

the moral and intellectual life of those around him, 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge "conceived as part of his life 

15 

work the fructification of receptive minds." His col

laboration with William Wordsworth in the Lyrical Ballads 

and his three great poems—"The Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner," "Christabel," and "Kubla Khan"—suffice to ac

claim him a great poet and critic, possessed of one of the 

most brilliant minds of the era. Yet, his addiction to 

opium, coupled with his natural lassitude, diminished his 

literary output, and his wasted time "in contemplation 

17 of vast works that generally aborted" curtailed his 

creative writing. Meredith pictures his poetry as 

A brook glancing under green leaves, self-
delighting, exulting. 

And full of a gurgling melody ever renewed— 
Renewed thro' all changes of Heaven, un

ceasing in sunlight. 
Unceasing in moonlight, but hushed in the beams 

of the holier orb.l° 
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William Wordsworth is preeminent among English 

nature poets and was the strongest voice of the Romantics. 

So pervading was his influence upon nineteenth-century 

Romanticism that it is sometimes called "The Age of 

Wordsworth." In addition to his Lyrical Ballads (1798), 

the Preface of which "amounted to a literary declaration 

of independence and broke completely with neo-classical 

19 
theory," ^ Wordsworth wrote his best poetry during the 

years 1798-1807, employing the principles he had advocated 

in the Preface. "The Poetry of Wordsworth" is 

A breath of the mountains, fresh born in the 
regions majestic. 

That look with their eye-daring summits deep 
into the sky. 

The voice of great Nature; sublime with her 
lofty conceptions. 

Yet earnest and simple as any sweet child of the 
green lowly vale.20 

Percy Bysshe Shelley, according to David Daiches, 

was "a true revolutionary poet in rebellion against the 

political, religious, and economic institutions of his 

21 country. . . . " This revolutionary spirit of Shelley 

manifested itself early in his days at Oxford, from which 

he, along with his friend and collaborator, Thomas Jeffer

son Hogg, was expelled for writing and publishing The 

22 Necessity of Atheism. In spite of the failures in his 

personal life and his radical ideas, Shelley, Day remarks, 

matured into a "poet passionately and imaginatively stirred 
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by philosophy and science."^^ He possessed the ability 

to write lyrical poetry, "unmatched elsewhere in English 

verse in its ethereal, ideal beauty."^^ Meredith con

ceives Shelley's poetry in a way appropriate of Shelley's 

gift in writing poetry that embodied his ideas and il

lustrated his style: 

See'st thou a Skylark whose glistening wing-
lets ascending 

Quiver like pulses beneath the melodious 
dawn? 

Deep in the heart-yearning distance of heaven 
it flutters— 

Wisdom and beauty and love are the treasures it 
brings down at eve.25 

The most promising of the Romantic poets, John Keats 

debated the choice between surgery and poetry as his 

profession. That he made the right decision and that he 

reached his goal during his brief poetical career is 

apparent from the caliber of his poetry. Never interested 

in writing didactic or moralistic verse, he, nevertheless, 

excelled in writing poetry characterized by sensuous 

beauty, a relish of sensation, a feeling for the Middle 

26 
Ages, and a Hellenism of his own brand. The poetry of 

Keats, says, Meredith, is 

The song of a nightingale sent thro' a 
slumbrous valley, 

Low-lidded with twilight, and tranced with 
the dolorous sound. 

Tranced with a tender enchantment; the 
yearning of passion 

That wins immortality even while panting deliri
ous with death.^' 
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The greatest of English poets and dramatists was 

William Shakespeare, whose works have elicited praise and 

comment from critics of his own time to those of the twen

tieth century. David Daiches says 

Man of the theater, poet, and expert in htunan 
passions, Shakespeare has appealed equally to 
those who admire the art with which he renders 
a story in terms of the acted drama or the in
sight with which he presents states of mind and 
complexities of attitude or the unsurpassed 
brilliance he shows in giving conviction and a 
new dimension to the utterances of his characters po 
through the poetic speech he puts in their mouths. 

Meredith, on the other hand, preferred to express his 

admiration for Shakespeare in a somewhat simple and quiet 

manner in his epigram on him: 

Picture some Isle smiling green 'mid the 
white-foaming ocean;— 

Full of old woods, leafy wisdoms, and 
frolicsome fays; 

Passions and pageants; sweet love singing 
bird-like above it; 

Life in all shapes, aims, and fates, is Jhere 
warm'd by one great human heart. 

In 1883, Meredith wrote two additional sonnets on 

Shakespeare, both of which were first published in the 

Athenaeum, February 10, 1883- Writing to Norman MacColl, 

Meredith says. 

Enclosed are two sonnets, to be printed in 
company, if they are suitable to your column. 
They come out of a body of sonnets, forming a 
portion of a volume I have in hand, called Poems 
and Lyrics of the Joy of Earth; but whether 
these two, as they stand by themselves, carry 
sufficient animation of the anti-Pessimism of 
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the bulk, to have meaning enough for your 
readers, I cannot judge—-therefore excuse you 
for a negative decision.3^ 

The Spirit of Shakespeare 

Thy greatest knew thee. Mother Earth; unsoured 
He knew thy sons. He probed from hell to hell 
Of human passions, but of love deflowered 
His wisdom was not, for he knew thee well. 
Thence came the honeyed corner at his lips. 
The conquering smile wherein his spirit sails 
Calm as the God who the white sea-waves whips, 
Yet full of speech and intershifting tales, 
Close mirrors of us: thence had he the laugh 
We feel is thine: broad as ten thousand beeves 
At pasture! thence thy sons, that winnow chaff 
From grain, bid sick Philosophy's last leaves 
Whirl, if they have no response—they enforced 
To fatten Earth when from her soul divorced.31 

Addressed to Mother Earth, this splendid poem states 

that Earth's "greatest," William Shakespeare, had a soul 

that remained "unsoured" even though he "probed" all human 

passions, and his wisdom, furthermore, was not robbed of 

love because he had known her—Mother Earth—whence came 

"the honey corner at his lips," and whence came 

The conquering smile wherein his spirit sails 
Calm as the God who the white sea-waves whips.32 

Yet, Earth was pleasing to Shakespeare, and as he sailed 

his course, "full of speech and intershifting tales," he 

often smiled and frequently laughed, "broad as ten 

thousand beeves / At pasture." And from Mother Earth also 

came songs, that winnow chaff 
Prom grain, bid sick Philosophy's last leaves 
Whirl. . . .33 
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The Spirit of Shakespeare 
(continued) 

How smiles he at a generation ranked 
In gloomy noddings over life! They pass. 
Not he to feed upon a breast unthanked, 
Or eye a beauteous face in a cracked glass. 
But he can spy that little twist of brain 
V/hich moved some weighty leader of the blind 
Unwitting 'twas the goad of personal pain. 
To view in curst eclipse our Mother's mind. 
And show us of some rigid harridan 
The wretched bondmen till the end of time. 
0 lived the Master now to paint us Man, 
That little twist of brain would ring a chime 
Of whence it came and what it caused, to start 

Thunders of laughter, clearing air and heart.34 

In this second sonnet, Meredith continues by noting 

that Shakespeare "smiled" or laughed at gloom ("How smiles 

he at a generation ranked / In gloom noddings over life"), 

but he never laughed at people's misery or their misfortune. 

Shakespeare's understanding of people and his wisdom thereby 

enabled him to detect the "little twist of brain" in men 

and women which turns them into tyrants. 

Meredith concludes by saying that if "lived the Master 

now to paint us Man," then his spirit would show mankind 

the way out of pessimism by "Thunders of laughter, clear-
17 ing air and heart." The poem thus reiterates Meredith's 

philosophy that the best cure for the world's pessimism is 

ift 
laughter.-' 

In June, 1852, Meredith had published in Fraser's 

19 Magazine the poem "The Sweet o' the Year." ^ According 

to C. L. Cline, "^e had borrowed it from a song sung by 

35 
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Autolycus in The Winter's Tale; he alludes to the 

following: 

When daffodiles begin to peer. 
With heigh! the doxy over the dale. 
Why, then comes in the sweet o' the year; 
For the red blood reigns in the winter's pale. 

(lV,iii.3)40 

The eight stanzas of this nature poem describe the response 

of various creatures of earth that welcome the passing of 

winter and the arrival of spring: the frog, the ant, 

the chrysalis, the brown bee, the merry maid, the lad, 

the May-fly, the fish, the bird, the beetle, the mole, 

and man. 

The other literary figure mentioned in the I85I volume 

of verse is the then twenty-one-year-old Scottish poet, 

Alexander Smith (1829-1867), whose sonnet on "Fame" inspired 

Meredith to write one of his own, giving encouragement to 
42 

the young poet. Classed with Sydney Dobell as a member 

of the Spasmodic School, Smith was bom at Kilmarnock. He 

became a pattern-designer in Glasgow and began writing, 

41 sending occasional poems to the Glasgow Citizen. His 

Life Drama, published in I85I and highly successful at 

first, "awoke a controversy which was never completely 

44 

silenced so long as Smith continued to write." The some

what immature and extravagant poem prompted William E. 

Aytoun to write Pirmilian, a Spasmodic Tragedy, which 
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satirized Smith's Life Drama.^^ Meredith's sonnet, 

addressed to his brother-poet, appeared in The Leader, 

December 20, I85I: 

To Alex. Smith, The 'Glasgow Poet,' 

On His Sonnet To 'Fame' 

Not vainly doth the earnest voice of man 
Call for the thing that is his pure desire! 
Fame is the birthright of the living lyre! 
To noble impulse Nature puts no ban. 
Nor vainly to the Sphinx thy voice was raised! 
Tho' all thy great emotions like a sea. 
Against her stormy immortality. 
Shatter themselves unheeded and amazed. 
Time moves behind her in a blind eclipse: 
Yet if in her cold eyes the end of all 
Be visible, as on her large closed lips 
Hangs dumb the awful riddle of the earth;— 
She sees, and she might speak, since t^at wild call, 
The mighty warning of a Poet's birth.46 

The sincere voice of a man does not call in vain for 

what he most wants because "fame" is the birthright of 

every living musical instrument on which poetic inspiration 

may play. Nature never restrains a noble impulse, Meredith 

adds, and Smith's cry to the ancient Sphinx, unlike the 

cry of most who tried to solve the Sphinx's riddle, is 

not unanswered; however, like a sea lapping on the "stony 

immortality" of the Sphinx, the "great emotions" of Smith 

"Shatter themselves unheeded and amazed." Meredith concludes 

with a word of assurance to the poet: the time may come 

when the Sphinx sees and "might speak" about "The mighty 

warning of a Poet's birth." 
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The poetry of the early Alexeindrians—whose period 

of writing reached its zenith ca. 280-240 B. C.—was 

characterized by its experimental and learned style. The 

followers of these early poets continued to show a 

penchant for experimental kinds of poetry and to react 

against the more traditional and popular genres of 
47 

writing. 

Meredith's sonnet, "A Later Alexandrian," has for its 

subject a poet who lived many years after the period of 
Aft 

the Ptolemies and who, like the Alexandrians, did not 

follow traditional and popular forms of writing. Meredith 

himself does not mention any specific poet; Sassoon, how

ever, believes that this poem, written the year after 

Rossetti»s death in 1882, is Meredith's judgment of the 
49 Pre-Raphaelite poet: 

An inspiration caught from dubious hues 
Filled him, and mystic wrynesses he chased; 
For they lead farther than the single-faced, 
Y/ave subtler promise when desire pursues. 
The moon of cloud discoloured was his Muse. 
His pipe the reed of the old moaning waste. 
Love was to him with anguish fast enlaced, 
And Beauty where she walked blood-shot the dews. 
Men railed at such a singer; women thrilled 
Responsively: he sang not Nature's own 
Divinest, but his lyric had a tone, 
As 'twere a forest-echo of her voice: 
What barrenly they yearn for seemed distilled ^Q 

For what they dread, who do through tears rejoice. 

This "later Alexandrian," Meredith observes, is in

spired by rather "dubious hues" of color. YHiile most poets 
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are interested in depicting the normal things in life, 

this poet prefers to write about the distortions that he 

sees. Unlike other poets, this poet's goddess of inspira

tion ("Muse") is "The moon of cloud discoloured," and 

"His pipe the reed of the old moaning waste." To him, 

love is bound with anguish, "And Beauty where she walked 

blood-shot the dews." 

In the sestet of the poem, Meredith points out that 

while the men "railed at such a singer," women are thrilled 

by his writings. The later Alexandrian does not sing of 

Nature, but only of "a forest-echo of her voice." 

In the December 5, I89I, issue of the Anti-Jacobin 

appeared the short lyric "Wind on the Lyre" which Meredith, 

in a letter dated November 30, I89I, to Frederick Green-

51 wood, called "a twitter of a song": 

That was the chirp of Ariel 
You heard, as overhead it flew. 
The farther going more to dwell. 
And wing our green to wed our blue; 
But whether note of joy or knell. 
Not his own Father-singer knew; 
Nor yet can any mortal tell. 
Save only how it shivers through; 
The breast of us a sounded shell. 
The blood of us a lighted dew.52 

In Shakespeare's The Tempest, Ariel, imprisoned in a 

pine rift by the evil witch Sycorax, is freed by Prospero 

51 because Ariel has served him dutifully. -̂  

Once Ariel is free, Meredith comments that "the chirp 
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of Ariel" may be heard overhead as he flies in the sky, 

wedding the "blue" and the "green," which symbolize 

Heaven and Earth, respectively.^^ This marriage—a 

favorite theme of Meredith's—is brought about through 

Ariel although his "Father-singer"—Shakespeare—did not 

know whether it were a "note of joy or knell."^^ Yet, 

as the sound of the chirp "travels through the sky, the 

56 more it seems to dwell"^ in the hearts of all who hear 

it. 

Composed of four twelve-line stanzas, "The Song of 

Courtesy" was first published in Once a Week, July 9, 

57 1859. The poem was one of several that Meredith wrote 

dealing with knights and ladies. That he had some 

reservation about the public's reception of the poem is 

expressed in a letter to Samuel Lucas on June 4, 1859: 

"I fancy the 'Song of Courtesy' might furnish an illustra

tion to Millais—unless the mention of 'bride-beds' be 

58 thought too strong for our virtuous public. . . . " 

The subject of the poem is a plea for good manners, 

59 expressed in the final triplet of the poem: -̂  

Like the true knight, so may we 
Make the basest that there be 
Beautiful by Courtesy!°^ 

When King Arthur's knights led Sir Gawain, the knight of 

courtesy, "to his bridal-bed," he found his bride "was 
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yellow and dry as a snake's old skin. . . . With a hog's 

bristle on a hag's chin!" Yet, because "he was the Knight 

of Courtesy," he kissed his loathesome bride "to spare her 

pain." He then found that in his arms was not an ugly 

hag, but "a maiden flower." 

On the next day, the knights of King Arthur "Of 

gentle Sir Gawain they had no sport," and they all cried 

"Courtesy is the alchemy," and pledged that they would 

62 follow Gawain's example of courtesy. 

"An Orson of the Muse," first published in Poems and 

Lyrics of the Joy of Earth (1883), is a sonnet praising 

the great American poet, Walt ViHiitman. 

An Orson of the Muse 

[Walt Whitman] 

Her son, albeit the Muse's livery 
And measured courtly paces rouse his taunts. 
Naked and hairy in his savage haunts, 
To Nature only will he bend the knee; 
Spouting the founts of her distillery 
Like rough rock-sources; and his woes and wants 
Being Nature's, civil limitation daunts 
His utterance never; the nymphs blush, not he. 
Him, when he blows of Earth, and Man, and Fate, 
The Muse will hearken to with graver ear 
Than many of her train can waken: him 
Y/ould fain have taught what fruitful things and dear 
Must sink beneath the tidewaves, of their weight. 
If in no vessel built for sea they swim."3 

Orson, in the title of the poem, is evidently an allu

sion to the early French romance in which the legendary 
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twin sons of Bellisant and Alexander of Constantinople— 

Orson and Valentine—are abandoned in the woods when they 

are babies. Orson is taken and nursed by a bear, while 

Valentine is found and reared in the court of Pepin. Some 

years later, Valentine finds his brother, tames him, and 

trains him to be a knight. 

Nature's son, Y/hitman notwithstanding, is—like the 

legendary Orson living in the forest—"Naked and hairy in 

his savage haunts." But Whitman will "bend the knee" 

only to Nature, "Spouting the founts of her distillery / 

Like rough rock-sources." 

Because Whitman's "woes and wants" are Nature's, 

Meredith says that Whitman never is intimidated by soci

ety's conventions and restrictions when he writes. While 

the nymphs—maidens in Greek mythology—may "blush" at 

his poetry. Whitman himself is never embarrassed by his 

themes. 

The Muse, though loving Whitman because he sings "of 

Earth, and Man, and Fate," would gladly teach him to sing 

songs, not spout the founts of Nature's distillery, for 

65 the "fruitful things and dear"^ 

Must sink beneath the tidewaves, of their weight. 
If in no vessel built for the sea they swim.°° 

One of the examples of Meredith's adeptness at satiric 

comedy is "Manfred," a parody of Lord Byron's dramatic 
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poem of the same name and "here mocked for a piece of 

egoistic melancholy posed before the footlights"t̂ ''̂  

Manfred 

Projected from the billious Childe, 
This clatterjaw his foot could set 
On Alps, without a breast beguiled 
To glow in shedding rascal sweat. 
Somewhere about his grander teeth. 
He mouthed of thoughts that grilled beneath, 
And summoned Nature to her feud 
With bile and buskin Attitude. 

II 

Considerably was the world 
Of spinsterdom and clergy racked 
V/hile he his hinted horrors hurled. 
And she pictorially attacked. 
A duel hugeous. Tragic? Ho! 
The cities, not the mountains, blow 
Such bladders; in their shapes confessed 
An after-dinner's indigest.°° 

The "chatterjaw" Manfred, successor of "the billious 

Childe," goes up into the Alpine heights. Y/hile he is 

up there, Trevelyan says, Manfred soliloquizes "on his own 

superior inability to love either man or nature—but with 

one eye turned down at 'the world of spinsterdom and 

clergy,' whose shocked attention it is his object to con
ga 

centrate on himself. Consequently, then, when he mouthed 

thoughts "that grilled beneath" and "summoned Nature," 

Nature feuded with his peevish and tragic attitude. 

Meredith, then, seems to suggest that if Manfred 
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and Byron had really scaled the mountains and had shed 

"rascal sweat," both would have worked off bile and 

would have felt better physically when they had reached 

70 
the pinnacle.' This achievement, Meredith remarks, 

would have been better than "stirring up choler for their 

fellows. "'̂•̂  

Emphasizing his own joyful acceptance of benevolent 

Nature, Meredith ridicules the "bile and buskin Attitude" 

of Byron, saying in effect, that "Spiritual indigestion 

72 is bred in cities, not on motintains." 

"Hernani" is another illustration of Meredithian 

skill at satiric comedy. This sonnet satirizes Hugoan 

ultra-romanticism, especially the blowing of the horn. 

Victor Hugo's best tragedy, Hernani (1830) is the 

epitome of a melodramatic tragedy. Cast with characters 

who are all romantic types, its plot concerns the struggle 

of Hernani, "the gloomy beindit," against Don Ruy Gomez, 

the guardian of Hernani's sweetheart. Although he does 

not have the right, Hernani, nevertheless, wins his 

bride with the stipulation that he will kill himself when 

he hears Gomez blow his horn. Apropos to a romantic 

tragedy, Gomez blows the horn at an inconvenient time 

71 
for the couple. Meredith's poem is a jab at the senti
ment of this interruption: 
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Hernani 

Cistercians might crack their sides 
With laughter, and exemption get. 
At sight of heroes clasping brides. 
And hearing—0 the horn! the horn! 
The horn of their obstructive debt! 

But quit the stage, that note applies 
For sermons cosmopolitan, 
Hernani. Have we filched our prize. 
Forgetting . . . ? 0 the horn! the horn! 
The horn of the Old Gentleman!74 

The first stanza satirizes the sounding of the horn 

that squelches the hopes of Hernani. In fact, even Cis

tercians—an allusion to the members of an order of nuns 

and monks founded at Citeaux, France, in 1098—might 

crack their sides" laughing and get an exemption seeing 

heroes like Hernani "clasping brides" and hearing the 

sound of "The horn of their obstructive debt!" 

In the second stanza, Meredith points out the moral 

of the whole episode: it is "a serious one, but even so 

76 
not quite divorced from the Comic Muse." Meredith says, 

in effect, that we all need to listen for such a horn— 

"that note applies / For sermons cosmopolitan"—when we 

have falsely won our heart's desires: "Have we filched 

77 our prize, / Forgetting . . . the horn!" ' Thus, both 

"Hernani" and "Manfred" show Meredith's adeptness in writing 

satire. 

In Rudyard Kipling's Barrack-Room Ballads, a book of 

poems celebrating.the British soldier, and again in his 
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The Five Nations, Kipling immortalized Tommy Atkins, who 

is the typical representative of the private soldier in 

the British Army. Meredith's poem, ''Atkins" (1901), is 

an elaboration and continuation of Kipling's celebration 

of the young soldier: 

Yonder's the man with his life in his hand. 
Legs on the march for whatever the land. 
Or to the slaughter, or to the maiming. 
Getting the dole of a dog for pay. 

Laurels he clasps in the words 'duty done,' 
England his heart under every sun:— 
Exquisite htimour! that gives him a naming 
Base to the ear as an ass's bray.78 

Like all loyal soldiers of His majesty's army. Tommy Atkins 

fights and dies for his country and wins his "Laurels": 

79 the words 'duty done" are his tribute. 

The last verse that George Meredith composed was the 

noble, forty-six line blank verse poem, "Milton: December 8, 

1608: December 8, 1908," which, "in Miltonic idiom," 
ftn 

Lindsay says, "celebrates the poet-champion of Freedom." 

Professor Israel Gollancz, Secretary of the British Academy, 

wrote to Meredith, asking him to compose some "Lines" to 

ft"! 
be read at the Milton Tercentenary, December 9, 1908. 

Replying to Professor Gollancz in a letter dated October 26, 

1908, Meredith said. 

Your letter, conveying a high compliment in 
its proposal would have been answered by me at 
once had I been younger. As it is, I am in my eighty 
first year and not in good working condition. The 
task for one who writes poetic eulogy of the 
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illustrious poet is heavy. Of course he con
sents to be inferior to resounding lines that 
are past rivalry. But should his voice be 
heard at all? This is the question troubling 
me. I have written some lines. Those of 
Milton's shame them. However, I will have them 
set up in type and forwarded to you: Let there 
be no apology if they are dismissed. I would np 
much rather have the task placed in other hands. 

Visualizing man as "The Tree of Life," whose roots are 

firm in the earth and whose "stem" pierces the air and 

"skyward still aspires," Meredith believes that man will 

reach an "imperial station" when 

we see in him 
Who sang for us the Archangelical host, g-. 
Made morning, by old Darkness urged to the abyss. 

For three centuries the voice of John Milton has been heard, 

and, Meredith continues. 

Onward will roll while lives our English tongue; 
In the devout of music unsurpassed o. 
Since Piety won Heaven's ear on Israel's harp. 

Milton's "mind embraced" all of Earth: her face, her 

soul, "her charm," and "Her dread austerity"; furthermore, 

he was sympathetic to "the quavering fate / Of mortals 

85 with blind hope by passion swayed." ^ And, as a "Defender 

of the Commonwealth," he joined in the battle, and "choosing 

armoury of the Scholar," took his place beside his peers 

"to raise the voice for Freedom." Liberty was indeed 

fortunate to have a man of his caliber, for "Throughout 

the ages," there had not been any person "equal to this 
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man" because his "spirit breathed high Heaven, and drew 
Of-

thence / The ethereal sword to smite." 

In the third stanza, Meredith says that even if 

England were covered by the waters of the sea, 
her heart, her brain. 

The smile she wears, the faith she holds, her best, 
Y/ould live full-toned in the grand delivery 
Of his cathedral speech. . . . 87 

Singing like the divine, Milton's utterance is like the 

breakers of the Hellespont—the ancient name for the 

Dardanelles—hitting Ida, the mountain above Troy; his 

words are also as inspired as those of Homer, the Ionian 

poet, and he is "worthier" than Homer although Milton 

whose instrument 
Y/as by comparison the coarse reed-pipe; 
Whereof have come the marvellous harmonies, 
Vi/hich, with his lofty theme, of infinite range. 
Abash, entrance, exalt.88 

Echoing the words of Tennyson, Meredith says in the fourth 

stanza that "We need him now, / This latest Age in repeti

tion cries,"^ because in England Belial, one of the fallen 

angels in Milton's Paradise Lost, "is in our midst," and 

Mammon, the personification of riches as an evil god, is 

"more swoln to squeeze the slavish sweat / From hopeless 

toil": this statement, Lindsay says, is Meredith's call 

"against the wage-exploitation which stands in our age 

90 
for what feudal tyranny stood in Milton's age."^ The 

god of war, Moloch, is conceived of by Meredith as now 
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91 being an imperialist:-" "Aggrandized, monstrous in his 

grinning mask / Of hypocritical Peace." For the people 

of England, Moloch "Remains the great example." 

The concluding stanza of this tribute to Milton reads: 

Homage to him 
His debtor band, innumerable as waves 
Running all golden from an eastern sun. 
Joyfully render, in deep reverence 
Subscribe, and as they speak their Milton's name, 
Rays of his glory on their foreheads bear.92 

Indeed, nineteenth-century materialistic and worldly-

minded Englishmen needed John Milton: they needed his 

poetry, his piety, his voice for Freedom, and his waging 

91 war upon Belial, Mammon, and superficial Peace. ̂  

In "Aneurin's Harp" (1868), Meredith retells the sixth 

century story of Aneurin's "Gododdin," an allusion to the 

long epic poem which narrates the defeat of the Britons 

by the Saxons at the battle of Catraeth. Attempting to 

recapture Catraeth from the Saxons, all but one of the 

three hundred Britons are slain in the battle. Their 

defeat and death resulted from drunkenness, Aneurin records 

in his poem.^^ After retelling the ancient story in the 

first eleven stanzas, Meredith "then proceeds to point 

95 the moral in the light of subsequent history."-"^ 

Speaking to Aneurin, Meredith urges the old Welsh 

poet to "droop no longer"; the modern poet concedes that 

"That squat ocean-scum"—the Saxons—"had fine stoutness. 
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made us stronger, / Brought us much-required backbone." 

Yet, in time, the Saxons bowed to "the Norman nose," 

i.e. the Normans, who were 

Glorious men, with heads of eagles. 
Chopping arms, and cupboard lips; 
Warriors, hunters, keen as beagles. 
Mounted aye on horse or ships. 
Actiye, being hungry creatures; 
Silent, having nought to say: 
High they raised the lord of features, 
Saxon-worshipped to this day.9o 

Commenting on the worship of the Norman feudality, Trevel

yan says. 

Thus while the English worship of wealth as 
the means of pleasure is a vital principle, a 
reality whether good or bad, on the other hand 
our English worship of rank, our snobbish in
terest in Lords and Dukes and their wives, is 
the worship of an unreality. There is no real 
aristocracy in England; yet the worship of an 
aristocracy of empty titles, purchased for the 
most part, overshadows the whole of English life 
and prevents us from devoting attention and 
thought to realities. This English worship of 
the shadow of deceased Norman feudality is held 
up to ridicule by Mr. Meredith in Aneurin's 
Harp, where he complains of the shame which he 
feels as a Welshman to see his conqueror the 
Saxon 

humbly cringing 
In a shadowy nose's shade. 

The 'Norman nose' is the type of England's aris
tocracy—once a reality in the days of the Con
queror, now a title to gild wealth.^'^ 

While the Saxon still bows to his feudal background (and 

"This our Saxon brothers cherish"), the Celts, feeling no 

allegiance to the Conqueror, cringe in the shadows of the 

Normans. 

TEXAS TECH LIBRARY 
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Seeing the nation now, however, as united "to meet 

a common fate," Meredith says. 

Joined we are; a tide of races 
Rolled to meet a common fate.98 

Meredith then alludes to "Mammon" to warn England of the 

dangers of pride and wealth: 

England her distended middle QQ 
Thumps with pride as Mammon's wife.^ 

Inordinate desire for wealth and material possessions can 

be as fatal for modern Englishmen as mead was for the 

ancient Britons: 

0 my Bard! a yellow liquor. 
Like to that we drank of old— 
Gold is her metheglin beaker, -.^^ 
She destruction drinks in gold. 

Trevelyan says that, in the concluding part of the poem, 

Meredith issues "his warning to England of her danger, 

and his doctrine of imperial defence, based upon armaments, 

democratic laws, and, above all, on education": 

Warn her. Bard, that Power is pressing 
Hotly for his dues this hour; 
Tell her that no drunken blessing 
Stops the onward march of Power. 

XIX 

Has she ears to take forewarnings 
She will cleanse her of her stains. 
Feed and speed for braver mornings 
Valorously the growth of brains. 
Power, the hard man knit for action. 
Reads each nation on the brow. 
Cripple, fool, and petrifaction 
Fall to him—are falling now!1^2 



51 

Another of Meredith's sonnets in the 1883 volume is 

"The Point of Taste." 

The Point of Taste 

Unhappy poets of a sunken prime! 
You to reviewers are as ball to bat. 
They shadow you with Homer, knock you flat 
With Shakespeare: bludgeons brainingly sublime 
On you the excommunicates of Rhyme, 
Because you sing not in the living Fat. 
The wiry whizz of an intrusive gnat 
Is verse that shuns their self-producing time. 
Sound them their clocks, with loud alarum trump. 
Or watches ticking temporal at their fobs. 
You win their pleased attention. But, bright God 
0' the lyre, what bully-drawlers they applaud! 
Rather for us a tavern-catch, and bump ^^^ 

Chorus where Lumpkin with his Giles hobnobs. -̂  

Meredith observes that poets being reviewed by critics 

are the same as a ball is to a bat. Attacking these 

critics, Meredith remarks that they "shadow you with Homer," 

a reference to the Ionian author of the Iliad and the 

Odyssey, and "knock you flat / With Shakespeare," an allu

sion to the great English poet. 

Because poets may not conform to traditional rules 

of prosody, the critics 
bludgeons brainingly sublime 

On you the excommunicates of Rhyme, -|Q. 
Because you sing not in their living Fat. 

These critics also chide the poets because they do not 

105 "tick in time to pedantic watches": 

The wiry whizz of an intrusive gnat -JQ̂  
Is verse that shuns their self-producing time. 
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To avoid the reproval of the critics and to "win their 

pleased attention," the poets must 

Sound them their clocks, with loud alarum trump, 
• Or watches ticking temporal at their fobs.1^7 

While these reviewers "applaud" "what bully-drawlers," 

Meredith exclaims to Orpheus, the "bright God / 0' the 

lyre," 

Rather for us a tavern-catch, and bump -.̂ n 
Chorus where Lumpkin with his Giles hobnobs. 

From even a casual perusal of Meredith's verse, Y/ilson 

says that one is made aware of "his invincible fortitude 

109 and unfailing hopefulness." ^ Having looked at all the 

facets of life, having viewed the world as it actually is, 

and having explored all aspects of conduct, 

. . . yet in all and through all he has managed 
to retain his geniality, his trust in God, his 
faith in humanity, his hope for the future of 
the race. . . . However others may droop, he 
never grows discouraged, never lapses into morbid 
views, is never nervous or apprehensive.m 

One of the best expressions of this optimistic philosophy 

is his "The World's Advance," published in 1883: 

Judge mildly the tasked world; and discipline 
To brand it, for it bears a heavy pack. 
You have perchance observed the inebriate's track 
At night when he has quitted the inn-sign: 
He plays diversions on the homeward line. 
Still that way bent albeit his legs are slack: 
A hedge may take him, but he turns not back. 
Nor turns his burdened world, of curving spine. 
'Spiral,' the memorable Lady terms 
Our mind's ascent: our world's advance presents 
That figure on a flat; the way of worms. 
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Cherish the promise of its good intents. 
And warn it, not one instinct to efface 
Ere Reason ripens for the vacant place.112 

Taking "a lenient view of the slow and irregular 

pace of the world," ^ Meredith, in the opening two lines, 

pleads for people to have patience with a much-tasked, 

burdened world, for it carries "a heavy pack." He then 

compares the movement of the world to the inebriate's 

groping his way homeward from a tavern. Although he 

zigzags—"plays diversions"—staggers, and is often de

layed because he does not take the most direct route, he, 

nevertheless, "turns not back," but moves steadily in 

the right direction. 

"The memorable Lady"—Elizabeth Barrett Browning—has 

called "our mind's ascent" "Spiral" in her Aurora Leigh 

(IV.1150): 

Y/hat is art 
But life upon the larger scile, the higher 
When, graduating up in a spiral line 
Of still expanding and ascending gyres, 
It pushes towards the intense significance 
Of all things, hungry for the Infinite? -̂, . 
Art's life,—and were we live we suffer and toil. 

Meredith, on the other hand, likes the image of the tipsy 

man to illustrate that "just as spiritually the mind's 

ascent is in changing directions but always upwards 

('spiral'), so historically the progress of the world is 
n 5 

from side to side but always forwards (zig-zag)." -̂  This 
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"spiral ascent" may thus be "geometrically projected 'on 

a flat' to illustrate the world's advance," which is 

the way of worms. 
Cherish the promise of its good intents 
And warn it, not one instinct to efface-,,^ 
Ere Reason ripens for the vacant place. 

To summarize Meredith's philosophy in this poem, Hudson 

says that Meredith believed 

. . . in an intellectual and spiritual progress 
that would advance much as physical evolution has 
advanced. This advance will be slow, never in a 
straight line, but by devious paths. . . . The 
part played by the individual in this intellectual 
evolution is, of course, important. He must strive 
to understand nature and nature's evolutionary plan, 
to master and put to use his primitive instincts, 
and to leave behind him some work that furthers the 
progress of man.H'^ 

During the l880's, Meredith wrote a number of epitaphs 

for friends and relatives. When Meredith heard that the 

great English poet Robert Browning had died December 12, 

1889, at his son's residence in Venice, he wrote to 

W. T. Stead on December 13, I889, saying. 

Browning's death takes me with a chokeing [sic.]. 
I had hopes in his vitality. I cannot write of him 
at present—Love and reverence are in the way. There 
is the consolation that-he died with the honours of 
his country upon him.H" 

Included in that letter was the following sonnet, which 

was the author's eulogy for Robert Browning: 
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On Hearing the News Prom Venice 
[The Death of Robert Browning] 

Now dumb is he who waked the world to speak. 
And voiceless hangs the world beside his bier. 
Our words are sobs, our cry of praise a tear: 
Y/e are the smitten mortal, we the weak. 
We see a spirit on Earth's loftiest peak 
Shine, and wing hence the way he makes more clear: 
See a great Tree of Life that never sere 
Dropped leaf for aught that age or storms might wreak. 
Such ending is not Death: such living shows 
What wide illumination brightness sheds 
From one big heart, to conquer man's old foes: 
The coward, and the tyrant, and the force 
Of all those weedy monsters raising heads ^,Q 

When Song is murk from springs of turbid source. ^ 

People silently stand at the bier of the poet who 

"waked the world to speak." At the death of such a great 

mem, Meredith observes that people are mute, able only to 

speak with "sobs" and to praise him with "a tear." Mortals 

now can see a "spirit on Earth's loftiest peak / Shine," 

pointing the way Browning has made more clear for others. 

The poet's "ending is not Death," for the illuminating 

life he lived continues to shed brightness "from one big 

heart, to conquer man's old foes." 

Meredith was deeply concerned with defense and military 

preparedness, but he was not an inveterate warmonger; he 

hoped that war and conquest of nations could be avoided in 

the future.-^^^ His sonnet "To J. M." (1867) is addressed 

to John Morley, his close friend. The poem is Meredith's 

encouragement to Morley, who apparently was at that time 
121 engaged in some kind of pacification: 
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Let fate or Insufficiency provide 
Mean ends for men who what they are would be: 
Penned in their narrow day no change they see 
Save one which strikes the blow to brutes and pride. 
Our faith is ours and comes not on a tide: 
And whether Earth's great offspring, by decree. 
Must rot if they adjure rapacity. 
Not argument but effort shall decide. 
They number many heads in that hard flock: 
Trim swordsmen they push forth: yet try thy steel. 
Thou, fighting for poor humankind, wilt feel 
The strength of Roland in thy wrist to hew 
A chasm sheer into the barrier rock, -.pp 

And bring the army of the faithful through. 

Meredith urges Morley to fight against those "who 

what they are would be" and who agree to change only 

when it means striking "the blow to brutes and pride." 

Effort, argues Meredith, will determine the destiny of 

"Earth's great offspring" if they renounce greed. 

Pitted against "Trim swordsmen," Morley is encouraged 

to "try thy steel." Reminding Morley that he is "fighting 

for poor humankind," Meredith alludes to Roland: "Thou 

. . . wilt feel / The strength of Roland in thy wrist." 

Roland, the famous legendary paladin of medieval romance, 

is the epitome of loyalty and bravery. YiHien Roland's force 

of twenty thousand men are attacked by four hundred thousand 

Saracens at the pass of Roncesvalles, Roland dies fighting 

for Charlemagne. His valour and prowess made him one of 
121 

history's greatest heroes. Meredith exhorts Morley to 

demonstrate the same courage and bravery so that he may 

"bring the army of the faithful through." 
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Meredith turns to consider the movement of history 

in "Forest History," one of his last poems. In the 

twenty-nine quatrains, Meredith, Trevelyan says, "describes 

in order of their historical happening the phases of man's 

relation to the forest—its mystery and romance." The 

development of forest and moral relation culminates in 

the poem in William Shakespeare. 

Considering the relationships between man and the 

forest, Meredith traces them, Trevelyan observes, "in the 

125 order of their historical happening in England." ^ In 

Stanzas I-II, the poet returns to primeval times when man 

contended with the savage wilderness and confronted "Old 

Earth's original Dragon" until at last "Him [the Dragon] 
126 

a laborious thrust of roadway slew." 

As man's fear of the forest diminished, he began to 

"found the common brotherhood" (III-VI); after the meaning 

and importance of comradeship was acquired through struggle. 

Anon a mason's work amazed the sight, ^27 

And long-frocked men, called Brothers, there abode. 

Following the monks, whose words "were nails to scratch the 

head" (VII-VIII), nunneries were founded: "Uprose a fairer 

nest for weary feet" (IX-X). But then the barbarians from 

across the seas cajne, and "The lesser savage" exchanged 

"bogs and trees" for the sanctuary of the monasteries 

(XI-XII). Trevelyan, however, observes that "the memory 
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of these invasions and the scenes connected with them make 

history and tradition."^^^ 

Up to this time, "the trim homesteads bordered spaces 

green"; but with the advancement of man came the castle 

with its chivalric jousts (XIII-XVII). In turn, came 

Robin Hood, the hunters, and the fable of the "small 

people" who were "So thin that they might dwindle through 

a sieve" (XIII-XXV). 

The concluding stanzas of the poem are devoted to the 

significance of Shakespeare, who "resumes all this process 

129 of growth." ^ In this great Elizabethan, "the city over 

forest flowered, / The forest wreathed the city's drama-

mart ." 

Having praised Shakespeare for his urban awareness, 

Meredith now points to his being the embodiment of the 

life of nature: 

XXVIII 

Now deep in woods, with song no sermon's drone. 
He showed what charm the human concourse works: 
Amid the press of men, what virtue lurks ^^^ 
Where bubble sacred wells of wildness lone. -̂  

Perhaps Trevelyan's comment on Shakespeare's place in the 

movement and development of history provides the best 

reason for Meredith's allusion to the great dramatist: 

And so, as Shakespeare showed us, these two worlds 
of thought and feeling, the social and the soli
tary, may be woven together in otir lives. They 
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are 'our conquest,' we are told in the last 
verse of this difficult poem. The woods and 
the cities are in equal measure our inheri
tance, provided that we do not on the one hand, 
like some despairing prophets, lose respect for 
the advantages of civilisation, and retrogress-
ively overstep 

Due boundaries of realms from Nature won; 

nor, on the other hand, become sophisticated out 
of all depth of feeling and allow the decline of 
'the poet's awe in rapture,' which he first drew 
from the woodland, but may keep in the city.131 

Through literary allusions, in poetry no less than 

in novels and literary criticism, George Meredith expressed 

his views, for example, on other writers, on the national 

affairs of England, on his concept and philosophy of 

Nature, and on military preparedness. 

Of his early poems, his fine series on English poets 

evince, not only the influence of Romanticism, but also 

produce a running history of English poets from Chaucer 

down to the Romantic writers of the nineteenth-century. 

Included in this early sequence is Shakespeare, who is 

alluded to again in one of Meredith's sonnets because the 

great dramatist shared with Meredith an abiding love for 

Mother Earth. 

Meredith wrote two parodies which fall within the 

scope of this section on his use of literary allusions. 

"Hernani" provides a humorous lesson on the need for the 

Comic Muse, while "Manfred" preaches, in a rather light 
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vein, the virtues of rural life as opposed to the evils 

of urban life. 

Meredith was a staunch advocate of freedom and praised 

in his poetry those men whose efforts had advanced the 

cause of individual freedom. His last poem, "Milton," 

celebrated, for example the great poet-champion of free

dom. In such poems as "Atkins," "To J. M.," and "Aneurin's 

Harp," Meredith expressed his own patriotism and his con

viction that England should avoid war if it were possible; 

but he likewise advocated a strong military force to 

deter aggressors and to insure peace and freedom for his 

country. 

We must also note that Meredith, unlike his friend 

Thomas Hardy, embraced an optimistic view of the world 

and believed tenaciously in the slow but inevitable progress 

of civilization. "The World's Advance" is one of the best 

statements on his optimism and on the belief in man's 

spiritual and intellectual progress. 

Finally, Meredith used literary allusions to defend 

his own literary techniques and to acknowledge his indebt

edness to other writers. Throughout most of his life, 

Meredith received adverse, sometimes even vindictive, 

criticism of his literary style and technique. "The Point 

of Taste," for example, is a rebuttal of those critics who 
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chide the poet who does not adhere to the traditional 

rules of prosody. Inspired by Alexander Smith's poem 

on "Fame," Meredith here shows his indebtedness by dedi

cating his own poem on "Fame" to the young Scottish poet. 

Thus, each allusion functions as a vehicle for 

expressing Meredith's ideas and convictions, and each 

reference to an individual writer or to a specific work 

indicates that Meredith made judicious selections to 

illustrate the point he was trying to make. 
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•̂ Ŝamuel C. Chew, "The Nineteenth Century and After 
(1789-1939)," in A Literary History of England, ed. Albert 
C. Baugh (New Yorlc: Appieton-uentury-Crolts, ±948), p. 1159. 

•'•̂ David Daiches, A Critical History of English Litera
ture, 2 vols. (New York: Ronald Press, I960), 11:903. 

•̂ "̂The Poetry of Southey," Works, p. 15. 

62 



63 

''•̂ Chew, "The Nineteenth Century," p. 1149. 

Martin S. Day, History of English Literature 1660-
1837 (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1963), 
p. 356. 
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CHAPTER III 

MYTHOLOGICAL POEMS 

In Meredith's early volume, there are a number of 

poems that treat classical subjects. Unlike his later 

poems on mythological subjects which delineate his 

basic doctrines, these poems are essentially descriptive 

poems, primarily characterized by two elements: "the 

re-creation of an emotion not his own, and an experi

mental use of sensuous language." 

"The Rape of Aurora" (1851), Meredith's first attempt 

at writing a poem based on myth, is composed of four 

eleven-line stanzas. In language which is somewhat 

voluptuous, this lyric "does justice neither to the nar-
2 

rative nor the emotional elements of the subject." 

In his letter to John W. Parker, December 12, 1850, 

Meredith comments on the genesis of the poem: "You will 

see that in the rape fsic] of Aurora I have followed the 

idea of Ariosto and invented a little mythology—The union 

of the Sun and the Dawn."-^ The poem^ then, is essentially 

the author's bold and perhaps unique treatment of the 

union of the Sun and the Dawn as he conceives it. 

69 
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To emphasize the excitement concomitant with the 

raping of Aurora by Apollo and to create a superlative, 

Meredith compares this ravishing of Aurora to the raping 

of Flora by Zephyr. Not since the time Flora, the Roman 

goddess of flowers was "ravished by Zephyr," the west 

wind and son of Aeolus and Aurora, was such a commotion 

heard in the valley tmtil the morning when Aurora, the 

goddess of Dawn, following the morning star, Phosphor, and 

shutting out Phoebe, the moon goddess, "Was caught like a 

bird / To the breast" of the god of light, Apollo: 

Never, 0 never. 
Since dewy sweet Flora 

Was ravished by Zephyr, 
Was such a thing heard 

In the valleys so hollow! 
Till rosy Aurora, 

Uprising as ever. 
Bright Phosphor to follow. 

Pale Phoebe to sever. 
Was caught like a bird . 

To the breast of Apollo! 

Meredith further elaborates upon the rape of Aurora 

by continuing his comparison of her capture to that of a 

captured bird that "flutters" and "mutters" to no avail: 

"such a lover must win" when he discovers that Hesperus, 

the evening star, wishes for the coming of day: 

Wildly she flutters. 
And flushes all over 

With passionate mutters 
Of shame to the hush 

Of his amorous whispers: 
But 0 such a lover 
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Must win when he utters. 
Thro' rosy red lispers. 

The pains that discover 
The wishes that gush t-

From the torches of Hesperus. 

The third stanza of the poem is an imaginative de

scription of the coming of the first ray of light that 

appears as an amber glow in the east ("The Orient chamber"). 

The first beam of the sun "illumed / All her lustrous un

veiling" as she lies "sweetly wailing" while Apollo 

gradually subdues her paling loveliness: 

One finger just touching 
The Orient chamber, 

Unflooded the gushing 
Of light that illumed 

All her lustrous unveiling. 
On clouds of glow amber. 

Her limbs richly blushing, 
She lay sweetly wailing. 

In odours that gloomed 
On the God as he bloomed ^ 

O'er her loveliness paling. 

Beholding the glistening, the cry, and "The sigh and 

the kiss" is the Arcadian god of the fields and woods, 

"Great Pan," who lies hidden; but as he singles out the 

bride, "Nymph," he knows that love can do no harm and 

feels, therefore, a tingle of happiness at the union of 
the Dawn and the Sun: 

Great Pan in his covert 
Beheld the rare glistening. 

The cry of the love-hurt. 
The sigh and the kiss 

Of the latest close mingling: 
But love, thought he, listening. 
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Will not do a dove hurt, 
I know,—and a tingling. 

Latent with bliss, 
Prickt thro' him, I wis. 

For the Nymph he was singling. 

Of the four early poems on mythological subjects— 

"The Rape of Aurora," "Daphne," "Antigone," and "The 

Shipwreck of Idomeneus"—Bush says, "The vaguely Keatsian 

Daphne is the most attractive by virtue of its fresh and 

exuberant open-air pictures; it is also . . . the most 
o 

uneven." "Daphne," first published in Poems, I85I, is 

a long Ovidian idyll composed of a series of four-line 

stanzas which Messenger says "present individual pictures 

of nature but which overwhelm the main effect by their 

variety. Daphne's fright is lost sight of in the lengthy 
Q 

descriptions, so that the poem has little meaning." 

Always enamored of classical literature, Meredith 

maintained a keen interest in myths throughout his life; 

and in the first stanza of this poem, he indicates how 

the legend of Daphne enticed him to write the story of 

the pursuit of the young goddess by the sun god Apollo: 
Musing on the fate of Daphne, 
Many feelings urged my breast. 
For the God so keen desiring, -^^ 
And the Nymph so deep distrest. 

The poem continues with an initial description of the two 

Never "flashed thro' sylvan valley" visions so fair as 

Apollo "with early ardour glowing" and Daphne "with rosy 
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anguish rare," who was "still more sweet and lovely / For 

those terrors on her brows." Apollo, too, "in the speed 

of his pursuit" is lovely. 

Looking like some burnished eagle 
Hoovering o'er a fluttered bird.^^ 

In his pursuit of Daphne, the most famous of the girls who 

refused him, Apollo is seen by the river nymph ("silver 

Naiad") and is heard by the tree nymph ("wistful Dryad"). 

Desiring the young goddess, who on many mornings 

"Saw her bright reflection drown / In the flowing smooth

faced river," Apollo "woos her first in the form of the 

12 water of the Peneus," which "thro' the flaming mountain 

gorges" flows down from Pindus until it reaches "the 

mirrored maiden's feet." As she stands on the pebbles, 

"the chilly waters wooed" her. Like the dawn ("rosy-born 

Aurora"), 

the tall Peneian virgin -ĵ  
Stands beneath her bathing bower. 

But "Witless of the enamour'd presence" of Apollo, Daphne 

looks "in the glowing flood," 

And the god-impregnated water -j. 
Claspt her image ere she came. 

As the chaste Daphne stands in the bubbling stream, 

she begins to move her arms in the water and is thus at

tracted to the water god (Apollo) whose power is like 

that of Cytherea: 
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All love's rosy arts to mimic 
Cytherea's magic zone! 

Cytherea was the Greek goddess of love and beauty who 

"possessed a magic girdle which had the power of inspiring 

love and desire for those who wore it.""̂  

Suddenly, Apollo "stood in all his glory," and Daphne's 

"eyes were frozen on him / In a fascinated fear!" When the 

"dazzled light subsided," Apollo looked like a handsome 

youth, now formed to gain the maiden's attention. As he 

attempts to woo her, Dian, the goddess of chastity and of 

the moon, warns her: 

but one look she gave— 
Keen as Niobean arrow -,„ 
Thro' the maiden's heart it drave. 

In describing the look Dian gave to Daphne as being "Keen 

as Niobean arrow," Meredith is alluding to the myth of 

Niobe; because of her boasting, Apollo and Artemis killed 
1 f t 

all of Niobe's children with an arrow. 

Suddenly, Daphne's "nerves are strung to flight." In 

the lines following, Meredith employs several mythological 

allusions in describing the sounds of Apollo as Daphne 

begins to flee from the god: heard are the "Voice of the 

far-sighted Muses," and even the clefts "of startled 

Tempe" (the valley of the Peneus River, sacred to Apollo) 

tingle. As the god calls after her, Meredith describes 

the sound by alluding to Echo—"Runs the sad subservient 
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Echo"~who talked so much that she was cursed "with not 

being able to speak at all except to repeat what others 

said in her hearing." " 

The sounds are "so wildly sweet" that she pauses for 

a moment; but before Apollo is able to embrace her, she 

"turns to flight once more." Again, Apollo's "sound of 

lamentation" is heard as "she darts from his embrace." 

Then, 

Passion checks the god Apollo, pn 
And love bids him weep and stop. 

Daphne, nevertheless, "flies the chase afar," but "all 

nature is against her!" Even Pan, the god who often is 

seen in places of rustic beauty, impedes her flight: 

Pan, with all his sylvan troop. 
Thro' the vista'd woodland valleys pi 

Blocks her course with cry and whoop! 

Fighting her way through the forest and being "drenched 

in dewy foliage," Daphne finally "glimmers from the dawn," 

and is seen by a mountain nymph ("Oread"), a wood god who 

was a follower of Pan ("Faun"), and a stream nymph 

("Arethusa"). Continuing her flight. Daphne finds nothing 

that will hide her from her pursuer. In this section, 

which details her effort to escape from Apollo, Meredith 

then uses an allusion to lo, who was turned into a heifer 
by Zeus because he did not want Hera to discover her. 

When Hera inquired about the beast, Zeus, to avoid discovery. 
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said he had just created it and then gave it to her. In 

turn, Hera gave lo to the watchman Argus, who later was 

lulled to sleep by Hermes. Angered by lo's escape, Hera 

then sent a gadfly to sting lo; supposedly, lo then 

wandered in torment over the world. 

Meredith continues to recount the pursuit of the 

maiden by Apollo, sind again repeats his allusion to Tempe, 

saying that "all Tempe / Rings with his [Apollo's] 

melodious cry." As he comes nearer, she can feel "him / 

Breathing hot"; then his arms "have wound her," and "To 

the sky she shrieks and springs!" At that moment, the 

"chace of Tempe / Trembles with Olympian [grand or imposing] 

air." Unable to escape from him by fleeing. Daphne, ac

cording to the legend, was changed into a laurel tree: 

All the white ambrosial beauty 
Is a lustrous Laurel Tree!^3 

In the final stanzas of the poem, Meredith refers to 

Daphne, now a tree, as having "the green Dryad nature" 

above which "its anguish'd lover / Breathes pathetic 

sympathies." When the "floating Naiads / Seek to pierce 

the laurel maze," they see nothing but laurel. In the 

last stanza, Meredith pictures Daphne putting her hand 

"against her ear": 

And in vain the listening Dryad 
Shells her hand against her ear!— 
All is silence—save the echo 24 
Traveling in the distance drear. 
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Sophocles' Antigone (ca. 442-441 B. C.) is one of 

the three plays that are derived from the legend pertain

ing to the royal house of Thebes. According to the story, 

after Oedipus died, the resting place of his remains was 

kept secret by King Theseus; but his remains blessed for 

all time the Attic soil in which they rested. 

In the meantime, though, the strife between his two 

sons, Polynices and Eteocles, continued with unabated 

fury. Polynices, with seven champions that he had en

listed to serve with him, stormed the seven gates of 

Thebes. With the help of Eteocles, the strong city with

stood the assault of Polynices and his men; and in the 

last encounter the two brothers killed each other. Creon, 

once more the undisputed ruler of the city, resolved to 

make an example of the wicked attack of Polynices on the 

city and ordered that his body be left, unmourned and 

unburied, upon the plain where it lay. 

On the other hand, he decreed that the body of Eteocles, 

who had helped defend the city, should receive all the 

honorable rites of burial. Furthermore, to discourage any 

one from disobeying his order, he decreed that any indi

vidual defying this order would be sentenced to death. 

While the people of the city did nothing and said nothing, 

Antigone defied her uncle and attempted to bury her brother's 

body. 
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In Meredith's dramatic monologue, "Antigone," Polynices 

speaks to the sleeping Antigone from his grave, saying that 

if she knew the bliss and reverence that her sacrifice had 

enkindled, then 

Thou wouldst at once with holy ecstasy p̂ . 
Give thy warm limbs into the yearning earth. -̂  

"Sleep," he tells her, "for Elysium's dawning birth"— 

the place of the blessed dead in mythology—and "faith 

will fill thee with what is to be!" He also assures her 

that the Gods are watching over her and that her "dream 

will steer thee to perform their will" because they will 

instill in her their influence. 

In the prime of her life, Antigone has chosen to die 

rather than to obey her uncle's orders. Polynices says 

that this defiance 

will dower thee with Elysianpbreath, 
That fade into a never-fading clime. 

Antigone, he continues, is loved by the Gods, for they 

find dear "those that do like thee / A solemn duty!" 

Tyrannical kings are helpless when confronted by "the soul 

that dares / Defy them." In Antigone, Polynices says, 

"Our slaughtered House doth shine as one again." 

Hoping that her dream will ignite a desire for him 

and their brother, Polynices voices the hope that Antigone, 

"Forgetting not thy lover [Haemon] and his vow," shall 
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cross "the dark stream," attended. Just as all people 

are waiting for the coming of day, "So do thy kindred 

spirits wait for thee." When Antigone is awakened by 

the "fated sound," she will, trusting "in the supreme 

will," arise in her "maiden steadfastness," "Firm to 

obey and earnest to fulfil." Polynices reminds her that 

she will not forget this night when she, despite orders 

to the contrary, has come 

To where I lay upon the outcast land; 
Before the iron gates upon the plain; 
A wretched, graveless ghost, whose wailing chill 
Came to thy darkened door imploring thee: 
Yearning for burial like my brother slain;— 
And all was dared for love and piety!27 

The thought of this, he assures her, 

will nerve again thy virgin hand 
To serve its purpose and its destiny.2o 

Having heard her brother speak to her in the dream, "She 

woke, they led her forth, and all was still." 

The long narrative poem, "The Shipwreck of Idomeneus" 

(1851), is fashioned upon "the story of the Cretan father 

who, having pledged to Poseidon the sacrifice of whatever 

he first meets on arriving home, finds his own son and 

after slaying him pays the penalty of the Cretans' rage 

29 with his own life." 

The King of the Cretans, whose "cheeks / V/ere flushed 

with triumph" at the destruction of Troy, is returning 
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home with his men after an absence of "ten long, foreign 

years": 

Swept from his fleet upon that fatal night 
When great Poseidon's sudden-veering wrath 
Scattered the happy homeward-floating Greeks 
Like foam-flakes off the waves, . . . ̂ ^ 

the king prays to "the dark Sea-god," Poseidon: 

0 thou, if injured, injured not by me, 
Poseidon! whom sea-deities obey -̂, 
And mortals worship, hear me! ^ . . . 

Recounting the times when he and Poseidon have been 

allies, Idomeneus, still trusting in Poseidon, is unable 

to understand why he is now the victim of Poseidon's 

wrath: 

0 God of waters! 'tis a dreadful thing 
To suffer for an evil unrevealed; 
Dreadful it is to hear the perishing cry 
Of those we love; the silence that succeeds 
How dreadful! Still my trust is fixed on thee 
For those that still remain and for myself.32 

Trusting in Poseidon to give him and his men help, the 

King of the Cretans, yearning for his home and loved ones, 

makes a vow: 

1 vow to sacrifice the first whom Zeus 
Shall prompt to hail us from the white seashore 
And welcome our return to royal Crete, 
An offering, Poseidon, unto thee!33 

Poseidon, "Not unappeased" at the "warrior's vow," gazes 

awhile "As doubtful of his purpose." The storm, "Conscious 

of that divine debate," then subsides, waiting for the 

"sudden signal." 
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But the waves grow restless; then, "like to fiery 

steeds, / Fresh from the Thracian or Thessalian plains," 

they begin to "ramp and rear," and "fearfully they grew!" 

With "Threatened Titanic fury to the God," the waves 

wait for a signal from the Sea-god. Y/hen no signal comes, 

the restless waves 
Began to lose all sense of servitude. 
And worked with rebel passions, bursting, now 
To right, and now to left, but evermore 
Subdued with influence, and controlled with dread 
Of that inviolate Authority.34 

Then, as he is musing on the fate of the men and their 

king, "the impetuous God / Seized on the pausing reins," 

and 

the Cretan king 
And all his crew were 'ware of under-tides. 
That for the groaning vessel made a path. 
On which the impending and precipitous waves-.p-
Fell not, nor suck'd to their abysmal gorge.-̂ -̂  

Once calm has been restored to the sea, "one by one the 

chiefs sought rest," and they continue on their homeward 

voyage. Above his warriors as they sleep peacefully, "The 

lofty figure of the king is seen," and "The tears fall 

from his eyes, and he stirs not." 

The concluding stanza of the poem opens with a prayer 

to the Muse: 

And 0, bright Muse! forget not thou to fold 
In thy prophetic sympathy the thought 
Of him whose destiny has heard its doom: -.̂  
The Sacrifice thro' whom the ship is saved.^ 
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When Idomeneus reaches Crete, the first person he meets 

is his own son. Faithful to his vow to Poseidon, the king 

sacrifices the young man. Out of anger, the Cretans force 

him into exile: 

The mother's tears, the nation's stormful grief. 
The people's indignation and revenge! 
Vain the last childlike pleading voice for life. 
The quick resolve, the young heroic brow. 
So like, so like, and vainly beautiful! 

Another one of Meredith's early poems is "the strong 

and severe 'Cassandra,'"-' which consists of nineteen 

five-line stanzas. Not published in Poems, I851, this 

more mature poem first appeared in Modern Love and Poeme 

of the English Roadside, with Poems and Ballads, 1862.-^" 

D. G. Rossetti was so fascinated by this poem that at one 

time he indicated to Meredith that he wanted to illustrate 

it with a drawing; indications are, however, that he never 

40 actually got around to drawing it. Meredith himself 

liked the poem, too, and called it his favorite. 

Cassandra, the daughter of Priam of Troy, rejects 

the love of Apollo, the sun-god, who bestows upon her the 

power of prophecy never to be believed. Even though she 

foretells the coming of the Greeks to Troy ("Ilion"), 

her people fail to believe her warning of doom coming 

upon the city. 

As the poem opens, the city of Troy has already been 

destroyed by the .Greeks ("Argives") after the "Ten Years' 
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41 Tale" of seige; and Cassandra is returning to Argos 

with her captor, Agamemnon: 

Captive on a foreign shore. 
Far from Ilion's hoary waves, 
Agamemnon's bridal slave 
Speaks Futurity no more: .p 
Death is busy with her grave. 

Haunted by the memories of the slaughter of her 

brethren and the burning of Troy, Cassandra recalls her 

unheeded prophecy of the "coming of the Greek." Now, 

as she sails to a foreign land, she visualizes the dead 

warriors "that glimmer as ghosts that have passed the 

41 stream of ocean to Hades," and she knows that they no 

longer call her prophecies lies: 

Once to many a pealing shriek, 
Lo, from Ilion's topmost tower, 
Ilion's fierce prophetic flower 
Cried the coming of the Greek! 
Black in Hades sits the hour. 

Chieftains, brethren of her joy. 
Shades, the white light in their eyes 
Slanting to her lips, arise, 
Crowding quick the plains of Troy: 
Now they tell her not she lies. 

0 the bliss upon the plains, 
Y/here the joining heroes clashed 
Shield and spear, and, unabashed. 
Challenged with hot chariot-reins/^ 
(jods!—they glimmer ocean-washed. 

Brought as a captive of Agamemnon in one of his ships, 

Cassandra ("his Asian tempest-star") and Agamemnon reach 



84 

his home in Argos, where he is greeted by his wife Cly-

temnestra, "the purple Queen," who comes to welcome him 

to the palace. Cassandra now "views her Pate": 

See toward the conqueror's car 
Step the purple Queen whose hate 
Wraps red-armed her royal mate 
With his Asian tempest-star: 
Now Cassandra views her Fate. 

King of men! the blinded host 
Shout:—she lifts her brooding chin: 
Glad among the joyous din 
Smiles the grand majestic ghost: 
Clytemnestra leads him in.^5 

While the Furies and the Pates "Tear and mix" in the 

background and Agamemnon is being led into the palace, 

Cassandra, "in a last struggle and spasm of prophecy," 

foresees "that Clytemnestra is about to commit the 'deed 

that shames the sky'—the murder of her husband Agamemnon": 

Is the prophetess with rods 
Beaten, that she writhes in air? 
With the Gods who never spare, 
Y/restling with the unsparing Gods, 
Lone, her body struggles there. 

Like the snaky torch-flame white. 
Levelled as aloft it twists, 
She, her soaring arms, and wrists 
Drooping, struggles with the light, 
Helios, bright above all the mists! 

Thrice the Sun-god's name she calls; 
Shrieks the deed that shames the sky; 
Like a fountain leaping high, 
Palling as a fountain falls: .„ 
Lo, the blazing wheels go by! ' 
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Her prophecy again rejected, Cassandra knows that she, 

too, will share the fate of Agamemnon: 

Captive on a foreign shore. 
Far from Ilion's hoary wave, 
Agamemnon's bridal slave 
Speaks Futurity no more: .Q 
Death is busy with her grave. 

"The Day of the Daughter of Hades" is one of 

"Meredith's best and most characteristic works";^^ in 

some respects, the poem may be called his masterpiece. 

Of this poem, Meredith said in a letter, dated January 3, 

1905, to Richard H. P. Curie that "The Daughter of Hades 

has intensive enjoyment of her one day of light in life, 

50 and might read us a lesson. That was in my mind." The 

entire poem does illustrate one of its author's primary 

themes. Norman Kelvin says, 

Meredith's view is that complaints about life's 
brevity are useless; that man should rather take 
joy in the processes whicjh make up the sum of 
his existence. . . . Skiageneia, the daughter of 
Persephone and Hades, is permitted to spend one 
day in the light, and during that day finds love 
and takes delight in nature's processes. She 
does not waste her time lamenting the brevity of 
her twenty-four hours in the light.^1 

G. M. Trevelyan also reiterates this idea when he says 

that 

The central thought of the poem is the strange 
link between Life and Death in spite of their op
position. Just because Skiageneia is born from 
the Darkness as well as from the spirit of Spring, 
she can understand the secrets of Earth and Pan 
(VII) better than the human children of Earth. 
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She has an infinite thirst for life, blessing 
the fruitfulness of man and shunning their 
wanton destructiveness as in war (VII); but she 
knows she must return to the Darkness, and when 
she goes it is not without joy in her heart as 
well as sorrow. She has made the most of her 
•day upon Earth,' instead of uselessly repining 
because it was so brief.52 

Although based on the age-old myth of Pluto and Per

sephone, the story of Callistes and Skiageneia is Mere

dith's own "marvelous tale." Meredith begins the poem 

by suggesting that if one understands earth, then the 

"marvelous tale / of Callistes" will come to him "more 

humanly": 

He who has looked upon Earth 
Deeper than flower and fruit. 
Losing some hue of his mirth. 
As the tree striking rock at the root. 
Unto him shall the marvelous tale 
Of Callistes more humanly come 
With the touch on his breast than a hail 

Prom the markets that hum.53 

The setting of the poem is the flowering valley of 

Enna in Sicily, where Pluto (Hades), the god of death, had 

earlier appeared in a chariot to whirl away to his kingdom 

of Darkness the Maid of Enna—Persephone, the daughter of 

Demeter, the earth-goddess. Demeter, enraged at the 

ravishing of Persephone and "Ringing cries to the God," 

"Curled the land with the blight of her curse," causing 

54 the sylvan valley to wither. 

At the time of the events in the poem, it is spring 

again, 
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when wintertide. 
In the higher rock-hollows updrawn. 
Leaves meadows to bud.55 

Early on a spring morning, before the coming of the dawn, 

the young Callistes "goes out to wait for the sun to rise 

over the hills that surround the sacred valley and its 

lake."^^ 

By coincidence, as Callistes waits for the sunrise, 

a rock is ripped open; and out of it, "like the dragon-

tongue / Of a fire beaten flat by the gale," bursts a 

chariot carrying Persephone who has driven up from the 

57 kingdom of Darkness to Earth to visit her mother, Demeter.^' 

"Such was the myth into which the Greeks translated the 

58 yearly springing of the corn." To this chance meeting 

of "the Twain"—Persephone and Demeter—Callistes is 

witness: 

His eyeballs up to the sight: 
The embrace of the Tv/ain, of whom 
To men are their day, their night. 
Mellow fruits and the shearing tomb: 
Our Lady of the Sheaves 
And the Lily of Hades, the Sweet 

Of Enna. . . . 59 

Overcome at first by the sight of the two standing 

by the chariot wheel embracing, the youth soon comes out 

of his swoon and sees, standing close to him, a young 

maiden who has "slipped from the car," and is preparing 

to spend her annual day in light on earth: 
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Nor started at his advance: 
She looked, as when infinite thirst 
Pants pausing to bless the springs. 
Refreshed, unsated.^^ 

Trembling with awe and not asking 

The whence of her, whither, and why 
Her presence there, and her name. 
Her parentage: under which sky g. 
Her birth, and how hither she came, 

he does not realize immediately that the young girl is 

the shadow-born child of Persephone and Pluto. 

In the remaining sections (Stanzas VI-XII) of the 

poem, Meredith describes the way in which Skiageneia 

spends her one day of the year on earth, having for her 

companion the young singer Callistes. As the couple 

roam about the fields in the valley, she rejoices in the 

light, the life, and the loveliness of earth. 

To Helio, the sun-god, she sings her first song: 

Breathing, she sent 
Her voice to the God of the Muse, 
And along the vale it went. 
Strange to hear: not thin, not shrill: 
Sweet, but no young maid's throat."*̂  

But her song is answered by a roar which sounds like the 

voice of the "Hundred-headed" Titan bound "By the roots 

of great Aetna": her father Pluto is calling her. Dis

regarding his summons, she continues to spend her limited 

time, imbibing the beauty and light of earth. Stanza VI 

concludes with these words: 
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What links 
Were these which had made him here friend? 
He eyed her, as one who drins. 

And would drink to the end.^3 

While Stanza VII is devoted to describing Skiageneia's 

delight in nature, one allusion in this section should be 

noted. In referring to Pan, Meredith presents him from 

the viewpoint of Skiageneia, which, according to Patricia 

Merivale, is "a useful device for combining 'human' feel

ings about the god with a non-human objectivity of in-

64. 
terpretation." When she asks Callistes to tell her of 

The frolic, the Goatfoot God, 
For stories of indolent noon ĝ. 
In the pineforests' odorous nod, -̂  

he answers by saying of Pan that 

he can 
Be waspish, irascible, rude. 
He is oftener friendly to man. 
And ever to beasts and their brood.°° 

Merivale contends that "on the whole. Pan is the benevolent 

guardian of man and sheep; and for this Skiageneia, v/ith 

her inborn understanding for the world of 'beak and claw' 

. . . did love him well. 
She said, and his pipes of the reed. 
His twitched life puffing to tell 
In music his tears and his need, g„ 
Against the sharp catch of his hurt . . . 

and that Meredith's "remarkable ellipsis conveys the in

terpretation . . . that through Pan's suffering art is 

created": 
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Not as shepherds of Pan did she speak. 
Nor spake as the schools, to divert. 
But fondly, perceiving him weak 
Before Gods, and to shepherds a fear, 
A holiness, horn and heel. 
All this she had learnt in her ear n̂ 
From Callistes, and taught him to feel. 

Celebrating the joy of all things on earth. 

Of the glory of Light she sang, 
She sang of the rapture of Breath. 
Not ever, says he who heard, 
Heard Earth in her boundaries broad. 
From bosom of singer or bird 
A sweetness thus rich of the God 

Whose harmonies always are sane.^9 

Skiageneia thereby discloses her whereabouts to Pluto, 

who comes up from his kingdom of Darkness to carry the 

wanderer back. Suddenly, it becomes dark, and the shud

dering youth and maiden "Joined hands and descended" dov̂ n 

the mountain. V/hen they reach the bank of the lake, the 

"dark driver sees them from the further bank and tears 
70 his way to them furiously through the waters": 

Lo, a chariot, cleaving the storm. 
Clove the fountaining lake with a plough. 
And the Lord of the steeds was in form 
He, the God of implacable brow. 
Darkness: he: he in person: he raged 
Through the waves like a boar of the wilds 
From the hunters and hounds disengaged, 
And a name shouted hoarsely: his child's. 
Horror melted in anguish to hear. 
Lo, the wave hissed apart for the path 
Of the terrible Charioteer, 
With the foam and torn features of wrath. 
Hurled aloft on each arm in a sheet; 
And the steeds clove it, rushing at land 
Like the teeth of the famished at meat. 

Then he swept out his hand.'î l 
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"Now she was gone," and Callistes was alone. 

And she left him therewith, to rejoice. 
Repine, yearn, and know not his aim. 
The life of their day in her voice. 

Left her life in her name.72 

Callistes loves Skiageneia, and for the rest of his life 

he speaks about her: 

For men to be profited much 
By her day upon earth did he sing: 
Of her voice, and her steps, and her touch 
On the blossoms of tender Spring. 

But that soul loving earth and the sun 
From her home of the shadows he held 
For his beacon where beam there is none: 
And to join her, or have her brought back. 
In his frenzy the singer would call. 
Till he followed'where never was track. 

On the path trod of all.73 

In the volume. Poems and Lyrics of the Joy of Earth, 

Meredith uses myth as a subject for two poems which are 

related in theme: both "Phoebus with Admetus" and "Melampus" 

illustrate "the wise happiness and health which come with 
74 

full-hearted acceptance and understanding of nature." In 

each of these poems, the main character is "able to help 

75 instill the love of earth into men"'-̂  in his own way. 

"Phoebus with Admetus," a "Song of Days," although 

76 
"not admittedly a metrical exercise," has "a trace of 

77 the artificiality of practised craftsmanship." Trevelyan 

says, "In it there is civil war between the lyrical 
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aspirations of the piece on the one hand, and its oc-

casional uncouthness of phrase and audacity of metaphor 
78 

on the other." This predominantly descriptive poem 

has, however, richness of detail and melodiousness of 

rhythm which give it vibrancy and rank it among Meredith's 

better poems. 

Added to the eight-line stanza is a four-line refrain 

identical in each of the eight stanzas: 

God! of whom music 
And son and blood are pure. 
The day is never darkened r̂q 
That had thee here obscure. 

This refrain is "given some distinction by the slight 

paradox of the last two lines; the 'obscurity' prevents 

the darkening of the day, which in turn is related to the 
ftn 

function of Apollo as the light-giving Sun-god." 

This poem is derived from the legend of Phoebus 

Apollo—lord of the sun, of archery, of medicine, and of 

m u s i c — w h o "was exiled by his father Zeus for having 

slain the Cyclops, and condemned to serve a term on earth, 

fti 
tending the flocks of king Admetus of Thessaly." 

The narrative relates the tale of the shepherds and 

herdsmen who have known this divine sojourner; and it 

enumerates the benefits they have received from his having 

spent a year with them, teaching them the arts and the 

crafts. Bush says. 



93 

In its simpler way Apollo's year of service 
was for the household what Skiageneia's day 
on earth was for Callistes, a renewal of 
"The union of our earth and skies"—to borrow 
a phrase from The South-Wester."2 

Y/hen by Zeus relenting the mandate was revoked. 
Sentencing to exile the bright Sun-God, 
Mindful were the ploughmen of who the steer had yoked, 
Y/ho: and what a track showed the upturned sod! 
Mindful were the shepherds as now the noon severe 
Bent a burning eyebrow to brown evetide. 
How the rustic flute drew the silver to the sphere. 
Sister of his own, till her rays fell wide.8J 

In the opening stanza, Meredith recounts how the 

"ploughmen" and the "shepherds" remember the visit of the 

god when Zeus has revoked the decree "Sentencing to exile 

the bright Sun-God." The ploughmen are not forgetful "of 

who the steer had yoked"; and the shepherds recall "how he 

played on his flute at evening, till the moon silvered 

and shone." "Sister," in line 8, is an allusion to the 

85 moon, sister sphere to Phoebus. 

Chirping none the scarlet cicalas crouched in ranks: 
Slack the thistle-head piled its down-silk grey: 
Scarce the stony lizard sucked hollows in his flanks: 
Thick on spots of umbrage our drowsed flocks lay. 
Sudden bowed the chestnuts beneath a wind unheard. 
Lengthened ran the grasses, the sky grew slate: 
Then amid a swift flight of winged seed white as curd. 

Clear of limb a Youth smote the master's gate.8° 

The arrival of Phoebus at the farm is detailed in the 

second stanza. The cicalas are silent; the thistle-head 

is drooping; the lizard is secluded from the heat of the 

day; and the flocks are sleeping. Suddenly, as the sky 
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becomes gray and the chestnut trees bend to "a wind un

heard," the young god descends, striking open "the 

master's gate": 

Water, first of singers, o'er rocky mount and mead. 
First of earthly singers, the sun-loved rill. 
Sang of him, and flooded the ripples on the reed, 
Seeking whom to waken and what ear fill. 

Water, sweetest soother to kiss a wound and cool. 
Sweetest and divinest, the sky-born brook, 

Chuckled, with a whimper, and made a mirror-pool 

Roimd the guest we welcomed, the strange hand shook. 

The water, "first of singers" and "Sweetest and di

vinest," bids welcome to Phoebus Apollo by singing and by 

making "a mirror pool" around the guest that the farmers 

("we") receive and greet ("the strange hand shook"). 

Many swarms of wild bees descended on our fields: 
Stately stood the wheatstalk with head bent high: 

Big of heart we laboured at storing mighty yields. 
Wool and corn, and clusters to make men cry! 
Hand-like rushed the vintage; we strung the bellied 

skins 
Plump, and at the sealing the Youth's voice rose: 
Maidens clung in circle, on little fists their chins; 
Gentle beasties through pushed a cold long nose.88 

The presence of Apollo results in a radical change to 

the farm. Seeing the abundance of food, of honey, of wine, 

the farm people are thankful ("Big of heart") for the 

presence that has brought prosperity to their land: 
Foot to fire in snowtime we trimmed the slender shaft: 
Often down the pit spied the lean wolf's teeth 
Grin against his will, trapped by masterstrokes of 

craft; 
Helpless in his froth-wrath as green logs seethe! 
Safe the tender lambs tugged the teats, and winter 

sped 
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Y/hirled before the crocus, the year's new gold. 
Hung the hooky beak up aloft the arrow head 
Reddened through his feathers for our dear fold. . . . 

Tales we drank of giants at war with Gods above: 
Rocks were they to look on, and earth climbed air! 
Tales of search for simples, and those who wought 

of love 
Ease became the creature was all too fair. 
Pleasant ran our thinking that while our work was 

good. 
Sure as fruits for sweet would the praise come fast. 

He that wrestled stoutest and tamed the billow-brood 
Danced in rings with girls, like a sail-flapped 

m a s t . . . . 

Lo, the herb of healing, when once the herb is known. 
Shines in shady woods bright as new-sprung flame. 

Ere the string was tightened we heard the mellow tone. 
After he had taught how the sweet sounds came. 
Stretched about his feet, labour done, 'twas as you 

see 
Red pomegranates tumble and burst hard rind. 
So began contention to give delight and be QQ 

Excellent in things aimed to make life kind. 

The three stanzas (V-VII) relate the knowledge and 

skills that Apollo imparted to the people during his 

year's visit with them. Having learned from him the skill 

of hunting, they are no longer prey to "the lean wolfe's 

teeth," for the wolf is "helpless in his froth-wrath"; 

the "tender lambs," sucking their mother's teats, are 

safe from the eagle whose feathers are "reddened" from 

the fatal wound of the hunter's arrow. 

But Apollo has not only taught them the practical, 
everyday skills needed to survive, but tutored them in 

90 
the more refined arts of life.-̂  He has charmed them 
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with his tales "of giants at war with the Gods above," 

and his stories 

of search for simples, and those who sought of love 
Ease because the creature was all too fair.91 

Moreover, "He that wrestled stoutest" has delighted them 

as he has "Danced in rings with girls." 

The eighth and final stanza, which presents the 

shepherds' call "on animate and inanimate nature, the beats 

of the farm and the branches in woodland and rocky stream, 

92 to remember the god v/ho had been their fellow,"-̂  is the 

climactic section: it conveys the meaning and significance 

of the events. In it, according to Messenger, Meredith is 

saying that 

"we" now are equal with the animals which had 
known the god from the beginning and feel now 
our union with earth. This is expressed through 
the means of addressing the animals directly, 
although all that is said is "Listen, the god 
has been among us men, too." The whole mass of 
detail which clothes the poem is now shown as 
evidence of the new pride and joy with which the 
farmers view the familiar things around them.̂ -' 

You with shelly horns, rams! and promontory goats. 
You whose browsing beards dip in coldest dew! 
Bulls, that walk the pastures in kingly-flashing 

coats! 
Laurel, ivy, vine, wreathed for feasts not few! 
You that build the shade-roof, and you that court 

the rays. 
You that leap besprinkling the rock stream-rent: 
He has been our fellow, the morning of our days: 
Us he chose for housemates, and this way went.94 

The theme of "Melampus" (1883) is the same as that of 

"Phoebus and Admetus," although 
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. . . it ["Melampus"] starts from the union 
between man and the animal world. . . . For 
Melampus, who knows well "what the mystical 
woods disclose," the whole life of man and 
the creatures and the things of earth is one. 
Nature and Apollo taught him sanity and wis
dom, and he saw the harmony between nature 
and song. But he was no hermit. He dwelt 
as an Apollo among men, healing them, reclaim
ing them from aberrations with his "juice of 
the woods."95 

And, like "The Day of the Daughter of Hades," "Melampus" 

also expresses another cardinal idea of Meredith: "that 

man should take joy in the fundamental fact of natural 

process." 

The narrative of the poem, moving through fifteen 

eight-line stanzas, is drawn from the ancient legend of 

Melampus, the physician-naturalist, who, as Henderson 

says, "becomes in Meredith's hands a type of those who, 

by love and observation of Earth's younger children, 

spring a deep source of wisdom applicable to the most 

97 far-reaching problems of the life of man." In the 

classical myth, Melampus becomes a prophet, endowed with 

the ability to understand the language of birds because 

he has saved the lives of two young snakes after "their 

dam and their sire" have been killed by Melampus's servants. 

In gratitude for his kindness, the two snakes come to 

Melampus one night and lick his ears. Frightened, he 

awakens to discover that he can understand the language 
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of all of nature's creatures.^ 

In the poem's first stsinza, Meredith characterizes 

"the good Melampus" as one who has more than a "simple 

love of things," for 

loving them all, QQ 
Among them walked, as a scholar who reads a book.^^ 

For Melampus, as for Meredith, the forests are friendly 

and inviting and "were a home and gave him the key / Of 

knov/ledge, thirst for their treasures in herbs and 

flowers." Prom the woods, therefore, he seeks "The 

secrets held by the creatures nearer than we / To earth," 

and in the woods he determines to discover "the link of 

their life with ours." 

He yearns to find 

where alike we are, unlike where, and the veined. 
Division, veined parallel, of a blood that flows 
In them, in us, from the source by man unattained -^^^ 
Save marks he well what the mystical woods disclose. 

Melampus believes that this knowledge may be a benefit to 

mankind as 

They know the juice for the honey, juice for the silk. 
And need they medical antidotes find them straight .l̂ -*-

In the fourth stanza, Meredith recognizes that the 

creatures of the woods are wise "Of earth and sun," and 

they nourish their broods. 
Weave, build, hive, burrow and battle, take joy and 

pain 
Like swimmers varying billows: never in woods 
Runs white insanity fleeing itself: all sane 
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The woods revolve: as the tree its shadowing limns 
To some resemblance in motion, the rooted life 
Restrains disorder: you hear the primitive hymns -,̂ p 
Of earth in woods issue wild of the web of strife. 

Telling in stanza V how the young snakes come by 

night and lick Melampus's ear, Meredith continues in the 

next stanza by observing that when men, like Melampus, are 

in communion with nature and understand its language. 

No fears have I of a man who goes with his head 
To earth, chance looking aloft at us, kind of hand: 
I feel to him as to earth of whom we are fed; -.-.̂  
I pipe him much for his good could he understand. ^ 

Melampus, stunned by his unnatural ability, at first 

believes that he is dreaming; but, convinced by what "he 

sensibly felt and heard," he now realizes that the creatures 

and flora of earth are real and that they hold secrets and 

wisdom for those who are attentive to them. This new 

awareness and power make him feel that "draughts he had 

drunk of clear Hippocrene"—a spring on Mount Helicon which 

is the home of the Muses—and that he "sat with a gift of 

the Gods awake." 

Given the power to understand the language of the 

birds, Melampus—studying the lumped or antlered mosses 

and observing the hedgehogs "curl at the touch their 

snouts in a ball," and the "spiders" "cast their webb 

between bramble and thorny hook"—sees that there is an 

intimate interpenetration of earth and man. To illustrate 

this union between man and earth, Meredith relies upon an 

105 image: 
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Divinely thrilled was the man, exultingly full. 
As quick well-waters that come of the heart of 

earth. 
Ere yet they dart in a brook, are one bubble-pool 
To light and sotmd, wedding both at the leap of 

birth. 
The soul of light vivid shone, a stream within 

stream; 
The soul of sound from a musical shell outflew; 

Where others hear but a hum and see but a beam, -.̂ ^ 
The tongue and eye of the fountain of life he knew.^^ 

The Sim-god Apollo, "lending to darkness colour and 

form," to Melampus "many lessons and counsels gave." Mere

dith now utilizes a musical image "to express the emotion 

involved in the perception of this unity": ' 

Showed Wisdom lord of the human intricate swarm. 
And whence prophetic it looks on the hives that rave; 
And now acquired, of the zeal of love to acquire. 
And where it stands, in the centre of life a sphere; 
And Measure, mood of the lyre, the rapturous lyre, -,QQ 
He said was Wisdom, and struck him the notes to hear. 

The music of the lyre, Phoebus says, is Wisdom, and 

the harmony of the music is sweet to hear. Thus Melampus, 

"all senses joined"—as the "Pierides" (an allusion to 

the Nine Muses comprising Apollo's chorus) are one—becomes 

aware that the Muses belong to him: "the Nine, his own." 

Then, 

In stately order, evolved of sound into sight, 
From sight to sound intershifting, the man descried 
The growths of earth, his adored, like day out of night 
Ascend in song, seeing nature and song allied. 
And there vitality, there, there solely in song. 
Resides, where earth and her uses to men, their needs. 
Their forceful cravings, the theme are: there is it 

strong. 
The Master said: and the studious eye that reads 
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(Yea, even as earth to the crown of Gods on the 
mount) 

In links divine with the lyrical tongue is 
bound. . . ,109 

Melampus, thus being filled with "that love which adds 

wisdom and insight to simple affection," ^^ and learning 

"from nature a harmony of healing as profound as the 

harmony of song," is now able to serve and to heal men 

and to play on them "as his master, Phoebus, on strings / 

Melodious." 

Perhaps the best comment on this poem is the observa

tion of Norman Kelvin: "The clear implication of this 

poem . . . is that man should learn from the creatures 

of the woods and should try to live his life as they live 

theirs. He should obliterate distinctions between the 

112 
processes of his life and the processes of theirs." 

In May, 1887, Ballads and Poems of Tragic Life was pub

lished by Macmillan & Company, but the volume "was not 

widely or warmly received." ^ Meredith himself seemed 

to be cognizant of the shortcomings of the poems: on 

July 6, 1887, he wrote a letter to G. W. Foote, who had 

114 recently reviewed the new book of poetry, saying: 

I know what it is to find myself standing 
in the public ways with a printer's blotch upon 
me. Your remarks on the verses have given me 
pleasure. They seem to have violently offended 
very many.115 
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Among the short poems appearing in this volume was 

"The Two Masks," which is the first poem in the collec

tion: 

Melpomene among her livid people. 
Ere stroke of lyre, upon Thaleia looks, 
V/arned by old contests that one museful ripple 
Along those lips of rose with tendril hooks 
Forebodes disturbance in the springs of pathos. 
Perchance may change of masks midway demand 
Albeit the man rise mountainous as Athos, 
The woman wild as Cape Leucadia stand. 

II 

For this the Comic Muse exacts of creatures 
Appealing to the fount of tears: that they 
Strive never to outleap our human features. 
And do Right Reason's ordinance obey. 
In peril of the hum to laughter nighest. 
But prove they under stress of action's fire 
Nobleness, to that test of Reason highest, -.-.̂  
She bows: she waves them for the loftier lyre. 

The Tragic Muse Melpomene, looking at the Comic Muse 

Thaleia, has learned from past "contests" that a smile 

("one museful ripple") on the lips of Thaleia may be an 

omen of "disturbance in the springs of pathos" and that 

a change of masks may be forthcoming although the man 

may rise as high as Mount Athos in Greece, or the woman 

may be standing "wild as Cape Leucadia" in the Ionian Sea 

Thaleia, Meredith continues in the second stanza, 

demands that mankind follow "Right Reason" and meet the 

requirements of nobleness. If mankind does these things. 
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Thaleia gives them to Melpomena. Failing in these demands, 

however, mankind is chastened by the Comic Muse. '̂  

The mythical figure Bellerophon, son of King Glaucus, 

has a great love for horses; but his greatest ambition is 

to ride the winged horse Pegasus, son of Poseidon and 

Medusa. After Medusa is killed, Pegasus flies to Mount 

n ft 
Olympus, where Athena catches and tames him. 

Believing that he will never be able to master the 

great horse, Bellerophon seeks advice from an old wise man 

who directs him to spend a night in Athena's temple. Sleep

ing, he dreams that Athena has given him a golden bridle; 

awaking, he finds this bridle at his side. When he leaves 

the temple, Bellerophon sees Pegasus grazing, bridles him, 

and is henceforth seen riding the famed horse across the 

sky. Later, Bellerophon supposedly attempts to fly the 

fabled horse to heaven. The angered Zeus sends a gadfly 

to sting the horse. Its rider is thrown off and falls to 

earth. Maimed as a result of the fall, Bellerophon spends 

the last years of his life wandering alone on earth because 

no one dares to be friendly to one whom the gods have 

119 spurned. 

Meredith's poem, "Bellerophon" (1887), depicts these 

latter years of the youth's life when he is 

Maimed, beggared, grey; seeking alms; with nod 
Of palsy doing task of thanks for bread.-'-'=̂ '̂  
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As Bellerophon goes about telling his story in "Weak words" 

which "slip the nervous tongue / Deformed," the people 

give him "fruit and crust" and "With patient inattention 

hear him prate." The "old wanderer," the "crazy beggar," 

ever "grateful for a meal," talks always about himself. 

For his captive audience, "he is an ancient wheel / 

Spinning a knotted thread the live-long day." 

He cannot, nor do they, the tale connect; 
For never singer in the land had been 

Who him for them did not reject: -.p-, 

Spurned of the hoof that sprang the Hippocrene. 

Meredith here alludes to Hippocrene, the well on Mount 

Olympus, made by Pegasus's stamping his hoof; from it the 
122 inspirations for poetry supposedly flow. Commenting on 

Meredith's use of this allusion, Trevelyan says, "The old 

beggar does not seem a fit theme for poetry—he is 'spurned 

of the hoof that sprang the Hippocrene'—for no one guesses 

12 1 that he was in fact the rider of Pegasus." ^ Although 

Bellerophon tries desperately to convince the people that 

he is the one of whom "Their sires have told" and that 

he was the "martial prince / Bestriding" the marvelous 

horse, his eloquent words can not persuade the people that 

this outcast was once the great youth who could mount the 

winged horse, "and sit / Flying, and up Olympus midway 

speed." 

Lo, this is he in whom the surgent springs 
Of recollections richer than our skies 
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To feed the flow of tuneful strings, -, p, 
Show but a pool of scum for shooting flies. ^ 

Although the poem does not illustrate any philo

sophical tenet of its author, or exhibit any moral, 

J. M. S. Tompkins conjectures that 

the poem seems to grow out of Meredith's re
flections on the gradual decay of his health 
and on his lack of success as a poet, which 
he always esteemed his essential function. . . . 
During the sixth decade of his life, which 
closed a year after the publication of Ballads 
and Poems of Tragic Life, Meredith was not yet 
wholly crippled by the locomotor ataxy which is 
now ascribed to the continuous nervous over
strain of his life; but it had made itself felt, 
and the great joyous walks, and the throwing of 
the beetle as a specific against melancholy, 
were things of the past.125' 

In Ballads and Poems of Tragic Life is the massive 

poetical exercise "Phaethon," which Meredith subtitled 

"Attempted in the Galliambic Measure." The poem, written 

in 1867 while Meredith was temporarily editing The Fort

nightly Review, was "a long experiment in galliambic meter." 

The poet also included in the volume an astute note on this 

measure. To Augustus Jessopp, October 23, 1868, Meredith 

wrote. 

To my mind they [galliambics] are near on the 
mark, but as the public is not near it I might 
as well have missed. Two or three lines want 
a correcting touch.l^' 

Although the poem is a rather spirited narrative, its 

dominant interest lies in its metrics. 

126 
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In the classical myth, Phoebus Apollo's son Phaethon 

has been ridiculed by a friend who says that Phaethon's 

father is not Apollo (Helios). Stunned by this, the 

youth goes to his mother Clymene and inquires about his 

parentage. When he does not believe her answer, she 

suggests that he go to the sun-god himself and ask him. 

Meredith begins the story at the time of Phaethon's ar

rival at his father's magnificent palace in the east. 

After remarking on Apollo's great love of the earth 

in lines 7-8, 

Never pearl from ocean-hollows by the diver ex
ult ingly. 

In his breathlessness, above thrust, is as earth to 
Helios,129 

Meredith records the reaction of Phaethon's entrance: 

"Who usurps his [Apollo's] place there, rashest? Aphro

dite's loved one it is." To prove that he is Phaethon's 

father, Helios (Apollo), swearing by the Styx (a river 

of Hades), promises that he will grant the boy any wish: 

To his son the ̂ flaming Sun-God, to the tender 
youth, Phaethon, 

Rule of day this day surrenders as a thing hereditary, 
Having sworn by Styx tremendous, for the proof of 

his parentage. 
He would grant his son's petition, whatsoever the 

sign thereof.130 

Phaethon's request is "that men see me how I blaze": he 

wants to drive the chariot of the sun for one day. Apollo, 

not inclined to grant such a request, asks Phaethon to 
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"put a prayer for another thing." The youth, however, is 

adamant and cries, "By the oath! the oath! thine oath!" 

Although Apollo foresees the cataclysmic disaster that 

will result from such a request, he can not revoke the 

promise he has made: 

All the end foreseeing, Phoebus to his oath ir
revocable 

Bowed obedient, deploring the insanity pitiless.^ 

The "flame-outsnorting horses" are yoked by Phaethon's 

"sister-ancillaries," and, "as of aureate Helicon" (the 

mountain sacred to the Muses), the ripples flow down the 

flanks of the horses. When his sister Phaethontiades has 

finished yoking the horses, the youth "On the slope of 

the car his forefoot assured." 

Apollo now instructs his son on the manipulation of 

the reins, but "vain were the words" to the ears of 

Phaethon, who, mounting the chariot, cries 

'Not to any of you was this gift granted ever in 
annals of men; 

'I alone what only Gods can, I alone am governing 

day!'132 

The untrained youth, unfortunately, is unable to handle the 

horses. Once he is soaring in the sky, the horses sense 

that a novice is holding the reins. VYhen the horses become 

uncontrollable, Phae'̂ thon is panic-stricken ("Panic seized 

him") and cries out 
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'Had I petitioned for a cup of chill 
aconite, 

'My descent to awful Hades had been soft, for now 
must I go 

'With the curse by father Zeus cast on ambition im
moderate. -̂-> 3 

Repenting that he has made such a request, the youth sees 

his predicament and appeals to his father and to Aphrodite 

("Cypris") for help. 

Out of control, the chariot of the sun comes danger

ously close to the earth where men, aware of their im

pending destruction by fire, pray to Zeus to save them. 

From Mount Olympus, Zeus sees "the bright car" running 

wildly and 

To the bold he launched, 'Strike dead, thou,' uttered 
Zeus, very terrible; 

'Perish folly, else 'tis man's fate'; and the bolt 
flew unerringly. 

Then the kindler stooped; from the torch-car down 
the measureless altitudes 

Leaned his rayless head, relinguished rein and 
footing, raised not a cry.134 

In the concluding four lines of the poem, Trevelyan 

says that Meredith refers "to the tradition that he 

[Phaethon] fell into the Po, and was changed into a cycla-

115 men, and that his sisters were changed into poplars." ̂ ^ 

Lither, noisy in the breezes now his sisters shiver
ing weep. 

By the river flowing smooth out to the vexed sea of 
Adria, 

Where he fell, and where they suffered sudden change 
to the tremulous 

Ever-wailful trees bemoaning him, a bruised purple 
cyclamen.13° 
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"The Appeasement of Demeter" was first published in 

Macmillan's Magazine in September, 1887,''"̂ '̂  before it 

appeared in Ballads and Poems of Tragic Life with Meredith's 

other poems on mythological subjects. Although the myth 

of Demeter was a favorite of Meredith's,"^^ Adolphus A. 

Jack says, "In itself the poem is, in subject, affectedly 

119 
actionless." -̂  The poem, however, does merit considera
tion because as Douglas Bush observes. 

In nineteenth-century poetry, dominated by 
the romantic tradition, myth and the comic spirit 
are rarely found together. Meredith is "primitive" 
enough to be able to unite them.140 

It is, in fact, "laughter that reconciles the bereaved god

dess to life and Earth," as Trevelyan points out. 

Although Meredith uses the original myth of Demeter 

as a springboard for the poem, the mythology is essentially 

142 his own. Angered because her daughter Persephone has 

been snatched from her and taken below to Hades, "Demeter 

devastated our good land." The once-fecund land is now 

effete, and "The hand of man was a defeated hand." Mere

dith describes, in the first eleven stanzas of the poem, 

"the dejection, gloom, and death" -̂  that result from 

Demeter's curse upon the land. Under the goddess's curse. 

Necessity, the primal goad to growth. 
Stood shrunken; Youth and Age appeared as one; 
Like Winter Summer; good as labour sloth; 
Now was there answer wherefore beamed the sun. 
Or why men drew the breath to carry pain.1^4 
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Grass, bees, trees—all feel the sting of the ourse: 

Lean grassblades losing green on their bent flags. 
Sang chilly to themselves; lone honey-bees 
Pursued the flowers that were not with dry bags; 
Sole sound aloud the snap of sapless trees. 
More sharp than slingstones on hard breastplates 

hurled.145 

This blighted condition of the world, nevertheless, has 

no effect upon Demeter because "Her sweet had vanished." 

The "wrathful Queen" comes down into the valley "That 

ere the ravished hour for richness heaved." To lambe, 

Demeter's maid-servant who stands beside her mistress, 

"It looked as if the Deluge had withdrawn," and "She could 

for this waste home have piped the wail." 

Through the eyes of lambe, Meredith then describes 

the drought in the land: 

A riven wheatfield cracking for the wet. 
And seed like infant's teeth, that never swelled, 
Apeep up flinty ridges, milkless round.-"-̂ ^ 

Even though lambe tries in vain to kindle compassion in 

Demeter by beckoning to the valley people 

So pinched and wizened; with their aged grin. 
For lack of warmth to smile, on mouths of woe, 
Y/hite as in chalk outlining little 0 

Dumb, from a falling chin; -j_̂ ,. 
Young, old, alike half-bent to make the hoop, 

nothing moves the determined goddess to remove the curse 

from the fruit, the animals, and the people. As a last 

resort, lambe "from her Mistress tripped," and "above the 

moan of prayer," calls upon the "wrecks of horse and mare." 
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As Demeter gazes upon these broken-down creatures, "in 

dim remorse," she lays her hand upon them. The little 

life that remains in the half-dead horses prompts them 

to respond to this gesture: they become amorous: 

Neighing within, at either's flank they licked; 
Played on a moment's force -,̂ o 

At courtship, withering to the crazy nod. 

And, as lambe is glancing at "her Mistress," 

rays 
From the Great Mother came: -j_̂n 

Her lips were opened wide; the curse was rent. 

The playfulness of the two horses has made the goddess 

laugh, and 

her face. 
The dreadful darkness, shook to mounted sun. 
And peal on peal across the hills held chase. 
She laughed herself to water; laughed to fire; 
Laughed the torrential laugh of dam and sire 

Pull of the marrowy race. -̂ Q̂ 
Her laughter, Gods! was flesh on skeleton. 

The laughter of Demeter has broken the blighty spell, and 

"the genial life of the sick earth is revived." Meredith 

.̂ , -4. • 151 ends the poem with its praise: 

0 Laughter! beauty plumped and love had birth. 
Laughter! 0 thou reviver of sick Earth! 

Good for the spirit, good -̂ 2̂ 
For body, thou! to both art wine and bread! 

Another of Meredith's mythological poems, "The Cageing 

of Ares," was written in 1899 and, as the subtitle indi

cates, was dedicated to the council at The Hague. The poem 

153 
is based upon the legend, derived from Homer's Iliad, 
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that "tells how the Titans—Ephialtes and Otos—imprisoned 

Ares, god of war, and gave peace to their mother earth, 

Gaea, for thirteen months."^^ 

Mother Gaea, "big of heart," laughs as she sees "her 

boy Giants" (Ephialtes and Otos) coming home, "Ephialtes 

high / On shoulders of his brother Otos"; she hardly 

guesses, though, that they have done something "To set 

Olympians buzzing in debate." As the two youths approach, 

"Otos aped the prisoner's wrists and knees." When they 

finally are in Gaea's lap, "shaken to speech," they tell 

"the hot story" of their capture of Ares. 

Though "Still by the reckoning infants among men," 

they have "done the deed to strike the Titan [Ares] host" 

down. Combining their "strength and craft," the two 

giant boys have 

snared. 
Enmeshed, bound fast with thongs, discreetly caged 
The blood-shedder, the terrible Lord of War; 
Destroyer, ravager, superb in plumes; 
The barren furrower of anointed fields; 
The scarlet heel in towns, foul smoke to sky. 
Her hated enemy, too long her scourge: 
Great Ares.155 

In spite of the great strength of the god, they have "gagged 

his trumpet mouth" and "Hugged him to ready helplessness." 

According to the account. Ares, watching the "giant 

cubs" at play nearby, decides that the two, "trained to 

arms," would make him "Good servitors." But as he is 
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watching the boys at play and contemplating how he will 

train them, suddenly, "as one / The lusty twain were on 

him and they had him." Because he is the cause of "famine, 

pestilence and waste," Mother Gaea loathes him." Thus, 

for her, they have captured the god of war. 

For "thirteen songful months," Ares remains in "a 

vessel of bronze," and the world during this time knows 

no war; and Mother Gaea has never had "such sweet face." 

During the absence of Ares, earth is happy: 

Then did good Gaea's children gratefully 
Lift hymns to Gods they judged, but praised for 

peace. 
Delightful Peace, that answers Reason's call 
Harmoniously and images her Law.156 

But peace is terminated by Hermes, son of Zeus, who shatters 

"earth's delirious holiday" by persuading the smith god 

157 Hephaestus to set Ares free. The world again reverts 

to the misery, the death, and the devastation of war. 

In 1901, there appeared A Reading of Life, the last 

volume of verse, and "the most complete mythological expo-

158 sition of Meredith's fundamental creed." Among the 

twenty-five poems in this work are four which are related 

in theme: "The Vital Choice," "With the Huntress," "With 

the Persuader," and "The Test of Manhood." These poems, 

according to Messenger, 

deal with the choice a young man must make between 
a life of purity and selfless endeavor and a life 
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of sensual pleasure. This ancient conflict is 
symbolized by the Huntress—Artemis—and the 
Persuader—Aphrodite.159 

The opening poem in the group is the short, intro

ductory "The Vital Choice" which presents, as Trevelyan 

indicates, "the problem afterwards worked out more fully 

in 'The Test of Manhood.'""^^^ 

Or shall we run with Artemis 
Or yield the breast to Aphrodite? 
Both are mighty; 
Both give bliss; 
Each can torture if derided; 
Each claims worship undivided. 
In her wake would have us wallow. 

II 

Youth must offer on bent knees 
Homage unto one or other; 
Earth, the mother. 
This decrees; 
And unto the pallid Scyther 
Either points us shun we either 

Shun or too devoutly follow.1^1 

Youth, Meredith contends, is confronted with "the 

Vital Choice": he must choose either "to run with Artemis," 

the goddess of chastity and hunting, or to "yield the 

breast to Aphrodite," the goddess of love. Both offer 

happiness and might; likewise, each, if derided, can torture, 

and each pleas for youth to follow her. 

Unable to be loyal to both goddesses, youth. Mother 

Earth decrees, must determine to which he will give his 



115 

obeisance. If youth shuns or "too devoutly" follows one 

goddess, the other points to Death ("Scyther"). Youth, 

thus, is caught between two opposing and alluring forces, 

each claiming "worship undivided." 

In "Y/ith the Huntress," Artemis (Diana)—goddess of 

chastity, of hunting, and of the moon—is the Huntress; 

and Trevelyan posits the idea that she is "the symbol of 

our development of body, brain and spirit in purity, in 

strife with the elements—the strenuous and the open-air 

pleasures.1°2 

In the seventy-four lines of the poem, Meredith 

depicts a vivid picture of Artemis by bidding the reader 

to "See the chase, the rout, the flight / In deep forest." 

Half-way "between eve and dawn," one may see, the poet 

says, the "wavy sparkle beck / Sign of the Virgin Lady's 

lead." As the chase is about to begin, "Peals the horn 

exulting, peals / Plaintive." Artemis is ready to pursue 

the prey "In and out of woody glen," "Under cliffs," 

"Over torrents, over fen." 

As she "skims" through the forest, one catches sight 

of "her white-lightning limbs / Cleaving loads of leafy 

bloom." Even as she calls, the mountains return her call, 

and "the emerald vale / Folds" her. Following the great 

huntress is her "retinue," which is "lean," and some of 
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it, "rearward." Through the dense and lush forest 

"steams" the great chase; then. 

Upon a flash the lighted mound 
Leaps she, bow to shoulders, shaft 
Strung to barb with archer's craft. 
Legs like plaited lyre-chords, feet 
Songs to see, past pitch of sweet.1^3 

Her "servitors," free from bondage, are the "Pride of 

flesh," while 

Valour clothes her open breast; 
Sweet beyond the thrill of sex: 
Hallowed by the sex confessed.1^4 

To be on a chase with Artemis is like 

never lyrist sang. 
Draught of Bacchus never sprang ^^c 
Blood the bliss of Gods to share. -̂  

After "her dart . . . / Tells of her victorious 

aim," there is "praise and chatter," "cheer" and "laughter" 

as the fallen deer is found, and his "noble crest" is 

measured. The concluding lines provide the crux of the 

poem: 

Maid and man, and man and maid. 
Who each other would devour 
Elsewhere, by the chase betrayer. 
There are comrades, led by her, 
Maid-preserver, man-maker.1^6 

A longer poem than "With the Huntress," "V/ith the 

Persuader" treats the other choice that youth has: love 

and sensuality as his goddess. A kind "of idealistic 

manual for lovers," the poem is Meredith's presentation 
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of Aphrodite's argument for youth to follow her rather 

than Artemis. In doing this, Meredith's approach is to 

present a number of the facets of love."̂ ^̂  

Meredith begins the poem by asking two rhetorical 

questions which lead into his introduction of Aphrodite: 

Who murmurs hither, hither: who 
Y/here nought is audible so fills the ear? 
Where nought is visible can make appear 
A veil with eyes that waves through. 
Like twilight's pledge of blessed night to come. 
Or day most golden?1^9 

The answer to the Questions is that it is Aphrodite, who 

"breathes," "moves," "flees," and is then "lost"; yet, 

her presence, Meredith adds, has left a "thrilled desire" 

to "clasp and strike a slackened lyre." 

In his explanation of the origin of Aphrodite in the 

second stanza, Meredith utilizes the ancient Greek legend, 

given by Hesiod, that Aphrodite, according to Norton and 

Rushton, "rose from the foam of the sea where the bits of 

Uranus' genitals fell when he was castrated by Cronus, 

170 

for Aphrodite means *foam born.'" From the sea, accord

ing to the old belief. Aphrodite then came inland in a 

sea shell: 

Landward did the wonder flit. 
Or heart's desire of her, all earth in it. 
V/e saw the heavens fling down their rose; 
On rapturous waves we saw her glide; 
The pearly sea-shell half enclose; -̂ ^̂  
The shoal of sea-nymphs flush the tide. 
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Once ashore, Meredith says, we, "afire to kiss her feet," 

find only tracks along the shore. But Aphrodite is 

ultimately "given to pardoned sight"; because "the veil 

is rent," human eyes may now see the "sovereign loveli

ness of celestial white." Aphrodite "can use / Her natural 

snares to make her will supreme," and, as "the bud of 

fresh virginity," she is waiting for the "wooer." Although 

she is "unaware she wakens thirst," she is able to give 

"The direst blow on human heart." Desiring to "bless," 

Aphrodite's "rich harvest" are young couples. She can 

use her charm on those whom she loves, but she can also 

show great scorn: "The men as chief of criminals she 

disdains." 

When Aphrodite hears the sound of the rites of Artemis 

being performed or sees the devotees of Artemis, then "She 

darkens to malignity of scorn," and wages war against 
172 

these devotees of Artemis because they despise love. 

The couples Aphrodite looks upon with favor "sigh," 

"wed," and "play the music made for two." Able "to soothe 

intemperate distress," she dislikes men who whimper be

cause she believes that noble and happy courage is the 

hallmark of true love. '-̂  It is natural for the man to 

be the wooer; nevertheless, if "babe reluctances" make him 

shy, or if something else prevents him from accepting his 
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role, then the persuasion rims "In woman's veins." Now, 

Meredith injects an allusion to suggest that the pursuing 

woman has great or enormous ("Titan") help when she must 

become the pursuer: 

Her choice of him, should kind occasion nod. 
Aspiring blends the Titan with the God.l'^ 

Aphrodite "yields the kiss" both to "dwarf and mortal"; 

if "Love's daintier brute" (man) will not become the 

hunter until he himself is snared, then Aphrodite admits 

175 that she knows how to tempt him to chase her. '̂  For 

this, the Goddess "gained repute / For meditated guile"; 

yet, "less upon her guile / Doth she rely for her iimnortal 

smile." 

In Aphrodite's great garden there may be found "Many 

a fair Aphrosyne" (a follower of the goddess) who, "Like 

flower-bell to honey-bee," is able to bewilder man "in 

heart and head." 

In the concluding stanzas, Meredith remarks that man 

has his choice of two kinds of women: the simple or the 

complex. '̂  Man, furthermore, must sometimes disregard 

reason and logic in choosing a woman, allowing his pas

sion to influence him because passion is essential for 

a lover.•̂ '̂ '̂  Most of all, the man must believe that "He 

wins the fairest ever welled / From Nature's founts." 
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"The Test of Manhood" is the last of the poems, in

cluded in the 1901 volume A Reading of Life. Meredith 

wrote on the choice that a young man must make in life: 

he can choose to follow a life of purity and selflessness, 

symbolized by Artemis in "With the Hunter"; he can, on 

the other hand, follow love and pursue sensual pleasure, 

symbolized by Aphrodite in "With the Persuader." In 

this final poem, Meredith advocates that a young man 

not give himself completely to either of these goddesses, 

but "give each goddess her due." ' Youth, Meredith 

advises, should follow a course of moderation, trying to 

179 conciliate the opposing claims of each goddess. ^ 

As Trevelyan points out, Meredith develops this idea 

of the need of balance in youth's life by using a rather 
1 ftn 

sketchy historical approach. The poet begins the poem 

by comparing man's emergence out of the barbaric state 

to that of an army: 

An army issues out of wilderness, -j^o-. 

With battle plucking round its ragged flanks; 

it moved "onward" in "ordered ranks," building temples "of 

shapely stones"; these temples presumably refer to the 
1 ft2 

great Greek temples. As the army advanced, it gave 

birth "to man's new day" and "gave our earth a dress of 

flesh on bone." 
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This new day in mankind's life "was Reverence," out 

of which "sprang / Ethereal Beauty." Meredith then formu

lates two questions: 

Came Reverence from the Himtress on her heights? 
From the Persuader came it, in those vales 
Y/hereunto she melodiously invites, .n^ 
Her troops of eager servitors regales? ^ 

As both those "great Powers of Nature" (Artemis and Aphro

dite) speed "on the earth," neither points "for us the 

way of flame," Meredith adds. The poet then cautions 

youth to give each goddess her dues: 

His task to hold them both in breast, and yield 
Their dues to each, and of their war be field.1°^ 

Continuing, Meredith reminds man that each goddess beckons, 

but that youth must 

Constrain to make him serviceable man; 
Offending neither, nor the natural claim -.0̂ . 

Each pressed, denying, for his true man's name. 

Keeping the balance between the two goddesses will not be 

easy; it will be "anguish" for youth "To hold them fast 

conjoined within him still," and, at times, he will waver 
as 

Pleasure witched him her sweet cup to drain; 
Repentance offered ecstasy in pain.l^^ 

Even when man did take a step forward, he "met frowns," 

and when he took a step "backward, he met smiles." Refer

ring to man's "lame advance," Meredith says that it is 

"Flung as the die of Bacchanalian Chance," an obvious 
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commentary on man's hesitant progress, impeded by the 

fancy of fate. 

As Meredith continues his somewhat loosely historical 

account of man's progress, he suggests that after man 

was finally able to achieve some kind of balance between 

the two kinds of philosophies represented by the two god

desses, he was then pulled into the religious asceticism 

1 ft7 

of the Middle Ages. ' But once man was able to distinguish 

between superstition and true religion that does not appeal 

to man's selfish and materialistic desires, then man was 

"on the way to realizing his potentialities, to reconciling 

the ancient warfare between Artemis and Aphrodite, and so 

truly recognizing through his reason 'the Great Unseen, 
Iftft 

nowise the Dark Unknown'—God." 

Meredith again issues a warning for man to keep this 

balance between Aphrodite and Artemis if he does not want 

to return to a less civilized state: 

Back to the primal brute shall he retrace 
His path, doth he permit to force her chains 
A soft Persuader coursing through his veins. 
An icy Huntress stringing to the chase; 
What one the flesh disdains: 
What one so gives it grace.^^^ 

Man, therefore, must not relinquish control either to the 

"icy Artemis, who disdains the flesh, or the soft Aphrodite, 

who lends it grace." 
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"The Teaching of the Nude" (1892), a two-stanza 

poem "concerned with purity and wantonness,"•̂ •̂'" narrates 

the story of a forest god ("Satyr") who "spied a Goddess" 

as she is taking a bath. The nudity of the goddess drives 

the Satyr almost crazy; when he returns to the woods and 

wishes to tell "his fellows" what he has seen, 

he could but heave a breast 
Too full, and point to mouth, with failing leers: 
Vainly he danced for speech, he giggled tears. 
Made as if torn in two, as if tight pressed. 
As if cast prone.192 

Then, in the second stanza, Meredith recounts how 

the "hieaway unchecked" returns to the dell after he has 

been running in the forest. Though now "of tempered mood," 

the Satyr still is troubled by the two feelings struggling 

within: 

In him, to hale him high or hurl aheap, -Ĵ Q̂  
Goddess and Goatfoot hourly wrestled sore. 

As the goddess stands for purity, so Pan (the "Goatfoot")— 

the lustful god of the woods—stands for wantonness. 

Nevertheless, "Hourly the immortal" prevails more until 

"one hot noon" the Satyr spies the shepherd Melibocus 

peeping through the thickets 

to where his full-blown dame. 
In circle by the lusty friskers gripped. 
Laughed the showered rose-leaves while her limbs were 

stripped.194 

When the shepherd's wife—no goddess of purity—beckons 

to the Satyr, he-comes. Stimulated by seeing the half-
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clothed woman displaying her nudity to other Satyrs, the 

Satyr "kicks up the rose leaves to indicate the feelings 
195 aroused in him": ^^ 

Then twirled she mounds of ripeness, wreath of arms. 
His hoof kicked up the clothing for such charms.1^^ 

"The Ode to the Comic Spirit" (1892), "Meredith's 

four-hundred-line assault on one's bemused intelligence,""''̂ '̂  

is "the final development of the theory that he had an

nounced in the lecture on comedy and in the first chapter 

198 
of The Egoist." ^ Unfortunately, the poet's ideas on the 

Comic Spirit are expressed rather abstrusely and often 

awkwardly in the poem, Trevelyan, in fact, ventures to 

say that the "Ode" "would perhaps be of more value, if 

most of what it says in obscure diction were not already 

said with admirable clearness in the prose of his Essay 

199 on Comedy." •'-' 

A "mythological extravaganza," the "Ode to the Comic 

Spirit" is based on the legend of Momus; Meredith, however, 

has taken certain liberties with the ancient account, 

adapting it to his own purposes. Momus, the son of Night, 

was known for his railing and carping. As the "licensed 

grumbler" among the gods, he said that the horns of a bull 

should have been placed on the shoulders, where they would 

have been of much greater force. He also blamed Zeus 

for not creating man with a window in his breast so that 
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man's inner thoughts could be known.̂ •̂'" Finally, the gods, 

tired of the jester and his critical jabs, hurled him off 

Mount Olympus. In his treatment of him, Meredith "uses 

Momus as a symbol of the healthy criticism that is needed 

202 
to keep both gods and men sane." 

According to Meredith's philosophy, man, having 

progressed from the animal level, still has the tendency 

201 to revert to "ancestral impulses," i.e., selfish desires. 

Man may try to disguise or ignore them, but Nature is 

aware of them and oftentimes reminds him of his penchant 

for these reversions; the Comic Spirit thus acts as "cor-

204 rective and as a stimulus to evolutionary growth." 

Meredith depicts the Comic Spirit as the 

Sword of Common Sense!— 
Our surest gift: the sacred chain 
Of man to man: firm earth for trust2Qc 

In structures vowed to permanence:— 

In the first segment of the "Ode," as he surveys the past 

of man, Meredith conceives of the Comic Spirit as 
the unwritten Law 

We read upon that building's architrave 
In the mind's firmament, by men unpraised 
With sweat of blood when they had quitted cave 
For fellowship, and rearward looked amazed. 
Where the prime motive gapes a lurid jaw.^05 

The Comic Spirit, furthermore, is "armed to warn, / 

Restrain, lest we backslide," and it is through the Comic 

Spirit that man sees the "pits of the disrupter." Meredith 
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alludes to Echo in this same section as he describes 

"the ethical progress as a hunt where the horn of 

laughter is heard, as a 'fine unaccented scom'":^^''^ 

Nor ever morning of the clang 
Young Echo sped on hill from horn 
In forest blown' when scent was keen 

Than thy fine unaccented scorn p̂ n 
At sight of man's old secret brute. 

Thus, the laughter is compared to Echo, cursed to repeat 

what others said and to fade away tmtil only her echoing 

was heard. ^ 

In the next portion, Meredith again reiterates that 

the "wild animal" still lurks in man, and the poet, Norton 

and Rushton say, "stalks him in various shapes: in per

sonal and collective tyranny ('niggard Age'—'ceremonial 

state'), all 'Creative of their various ape,' all striv-

210 ing to sate their unsparing appetite." In the segment 

concerning the "wild animal" in the shape of "ceremonial 

state," Meredith says that "Fate," the god of destiny, 

is used "to stamp and hallow printed fact": 

Or see we ceremonial state. 
Robing the gilded beast, exact 
Abjection, while the crackskull name of Fate 
Is used to stamp and hallow printed fact.'^H 

Once Meredith discovers this game, he calls upon the Comic 

Spirit to "Call up thy hounds of laughter to their run." 
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With the third stanza, Meredith begins telling the 

legendary story of Momus, whose "Satiric comments" finally 

incensed "Those Nectar Gods." But "Better for them had 

they with Reason fenced / Or smiled corrected": when the 

"sovereign sire" kicked Momus from Olympus, the home of 

the gods, the mount itself suffered more than Momus. 

Without the criticism of Momus, the gods soon degenerated 

212 and, like Momus, fell to earth. Then, Roppen comments. 

The poet here expands the ancient legend. He 
narrates that the gods, ruined and brought to 
earth after their ill-advised expulsion of 
Momus, have to earn their living by becoming 
minstrels on the sand at a wateringplace. The 
'cripple' who leads them is Momus, lamed by his 
old fall from Olympus.213 

Meredith describes these fallen gods; but when he tells 

his listeners the names of the gods, now decrepit, the 

audience is overwhelmed by the contrast between the gods' 

names and their appearances; their reaction is so strange 

that Meredith says that it seems as though they are under 

the influence of drink ("Bacchus"): -^^ 

And lightly he will hint to one that heeds 
Names in pained designation of them, names 
Ensphered on blue skies and on black, which twirl 
Our hearing madly from our seeing dazed 
Add Bacchus into both.21-> 

The description of the fallen gods being led about by 

Momus, who was "pitched from his University career" leads 

Meredith to say that even the gods were human and "deathless 
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too" and that even before their fall, "they did the deeds 

of flesh." Saying that no more of that "black story" 

should be told, Meredith submits that the gods had "our 

throbber," i.e., human heart, "which required even in them 

correction by the Comic Spirit." 

In the closing lines of this section, Meredith expands 

upon the necessity of both gods and men having human 

hearts: 

Our uncorrected human heart will swell 
To notions monstrous, doings mad 
As billows on a foam-lashed beach; 
Borne on the tides of alternating heats. 
Will drug the brain, will doom the soul as well; 
Call the closed mouth of that harsh final Power 
To speak in judgement: Nemesis, the fell: 
Of those bright Gods assembled, offspring sour; 
The last surviving on the upper seats; p-.̂  
As with men Reason when their hearts rebel. 

Referring to the harsh judgement resulting in the fall of 

the gods, Meredith cites Nemesis, whose anger "punishes 

mortals who are arrogant because they have been lucky, 
p-i Q 

especially holders of great place and scomers of love." 

The remainder of the poem is essentially a restatement 

of the poet's ideas treated in his Essay on Comedy. Douglas 

Bush summarizes these ideas succinctly in his discussion 

of "The Ode to the Comic Spirit": 
The great corrective of the heart and the senses 
is the comic spirit, the sword which cuts away 
fatty or cancerous growths of egoism in man and 
the race. It assigns a rightful value to the 
claims of blood, brain, and spirit, making the 
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individual an harmonious, disciplined whole, 
and, uniting men in true solidarity, it checks 
the retrograde instincts of the brute and 
points the way onward and upward.219 

Meredith, therefore, emphasized in his poetry and in his 

prose the function and importance of the Comic Spirit; 

in the concluding lines of the "Ode," he calls it the 

"Keeper of the Muse's Key." 

Absorbed in ancient myths, George Meredith was a 

poet who recognized in these myths apt vehicles—stories, 

analogies, images, symbols—for poetry reflective of life 

during the era of change in which he lived. During his 

early years as a poet, Meredith's mythological poems 

did not advocate any philosophical or doctrinal stance, 

but merely displayed his interest in the use of language 

and his desire to express poetically emotional situations. 

In some instances, the original myths were moulded 

to suit Meredith's own taste. His first mythological poem, 

"The Rape of Aurora," serves as a good example of his 

inventiveness in modifying an ancient legend. In these ' 

early poems, one is also aware of the influence of other • 

writers. The influence of John Keats, thus, is recognizable 

in "Daphne"; in other poems, there is reflected the influ

ence of the New Poets, or the "Spasmodic" writers. 

Though appearing in 1851, "Antigone" is more than an 

exercise illustrating its author's interest in myths: it 
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reveals his antipathy to tyranny and his love of freedom. 

On the other hand, "The Day of the Daughter of Hades" 

indicates the poet's intense love of life and of the joy 

of Nature. "Phoebus with Admetus" and "Melampus" are 

poems which illustrate Meredith's belief that health and 

happiness come to man when he accepts Nature. 

The later mythological poems reflect either his 

personal feelings or exemplify his doctrines. The story 

of Bellerophon, for example, probably was chosen as a 

subject for the poem of the same name because Meredith, 

like Bellerophon, was in the declining years of life and 

felt that he had not attained success as a writer. Laughter 

is a necessary ingredient of life, according to Meredith, 

who aptly demonstrates this concept in "The Appeasement 

of Demeter." 

The last volume of verse contained four poems, all 

of which elaborate upon the poet's belief that in life 

there must be a balance between pleasure—symbolized by 

Aphrodite—and purity and selflessness—symbolized by 

Art emi s. 

By reading these mythological poems in chronological 

order, one is able, in a sense, to see Meredith's develop

ment as a poet and as a thinker. YYhile the early poems 

serve no didactic purpose, the later ones do, in fact, 

function as serious works, intended to carry a message. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MYTHOLOGICAL ALLUSIONS IN OTHER SELECTED POEMS 

Many of George Meredith's early poems are based on 

mythological subjects and are almost entirely narrative 

pieces, written because the poet was intrigued by these 

ancient legends of mankind. In some instances, the poet 

even modified the original so that his version is somewhat 

different in content. Any didactic elements are incidental 

to the story itself. 

Meredith, however, employed many mythological allu

sions in other poems, the purposes of which were varied. 

The following chapter is a discussion of many of these 

poems in which mythological allusions assume an integral 

part of the meaning intended. 

Addressed to an unidentified mountain that Meredith 

had seen, "Swathed Round in Mist" expresses the poet's 

awe and wonder of this mountain "crown'd with cloud" and 

"hid from peak to base." The "white ethereal" mist that 

shrouds the mountain makes the mystery of its size even 

more sublime to the poet. Neither "eye or thought" can 

calculate its loftiness, nor can any other "giant crest" 

141 
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contend with this mountain for "Supremacy of air and 

sky" or for "fabled height." 

To emphasize further the majesty of the mountain, 

Meredith compares it to three well-known mountains: 

Nor crocus-couching Ida, warm 
With Juno's latest nuptial lure; 
Nor Tenedos whose dreamy eye 
Still looks upon beleaguered Troy; 
Nor yet Olympus crown'd with gods 
Can boast a-,majesty like thine, 
0 Mountain! 

The allusions in this passage are to Ida, a mountain near 

Troy, the snow-covered peak of which is, Meredith notes, 

warmed by Juno, goddess of marriage; to Tenedos, behind 

which the Greeks anchored their ship after building the 
2 

wooden horse; and to Olympus, on the summit of which the 

gods lived. 

The mountain lures Meredith because he sees it as an 

image of the awful power 
With which the secret of all things. 
That stoops from heaven to garment earth. 
Can speak to any human soul. 
When once the earthly limits lose 
Their pointed heights and sharpened lines. 
And measureless immensity -̂  
Is palpable to sense and sight.-̂  

One of the greatest sonnets of the nineteenth century 

is Meredith's "Lucifer in Starlight," which has the hall

mark of his genius, and whose title, "with its suggestion 

of a great black bulk against the powdered glitter of 
5 

stars, creates a powerful and enduring image." 
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On a starred night Prince Lucifer uprose. 
Tired of his dark dominion swung the fiend 
Above the rolling ball in cloud part screened. 
Where sinners hugged their spectre of repose. 
Poor prey to his hot fit of pride were those. 
And now upon his western wing he leaned. 
Now his huge bulk o'er Afric's sands careened. 
Now the black planet shadowed Artie snows. 
Soaring through wider zones that pricked his scars 
With memory of the old revolt from Awe, 
He reached the middle height, and at the stars. 
Which are the brain of heaven, he looked, and sank. 
Around the ancient track marched, rank on rank. 
The army of unalterable law.^ 

An understanding of this poem is enhanced if one is 

familiar with the Lucifer myth. It is claimed that Satan, 

before God drove him from heaven because of his pride which 

would not submit to divine control over him, was called 
7 

Lucifer. J. B. Priestley makes this comment: 

But the subject not only carries with it the bare 
facts of the myth, but also associations derived 
from a treatment such as that in Milton's epic. 
Paradise Lost, which involves the rebellion of the 
angels, and the temptation of Man as a revenge 
against God. From the myth and its different 
treatments the reader knows that Lucifer may be 
taken as the incarnation of pride, and therefore 
as the principle of anarchy and disorder, in con- n 
flict with the principle of order in the universe. 

Meredith's poem, though "depending on the body of in

formation and associations which the reader brings to the 

poem,"" is the poet's unique interpretation of the myth 

and the vehicle by which he expresses his own philosophy, 

as we shall see after analyzing the poem. 
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Lucifer, "tired of his dark dominion," rises up 

"On a starred night." As he makes his way upward from 

hell, Meredith pictures him as large as a "black planet" 

so that as he flies near the "rolling ball" of the earth, 

he casts a shadow upon it: "one may notice that in giv

ing this picture Meredith casts the mythical figure of 

the Fiend into the universe as we now conceive it, 

describing the earth revolving in its orbit, and does 

not use the fixed central earth of the Ptolemaic con

ception." Y/hile below, on earth, "sinners hugged their 

spectre of repose" and are "Poor prey to his hot fit of 

pride," Lucifer continues: 

now upon his western wing he leaned. 
Now his huge bulk o'er Afric's sands careened. 
Now the black planet shadowed Artie snows. 

Still Lucifer proceeds even when "he encounters the 

divine force that once hurled him down." According to 

G. M. Trevelyan, "The scars formerly received by Lucifer 

during 'the old revolt from Awe' were those of his battle 

with the angels and his fall through the regions of air 

with his rebel hosts.""^^ Undaunted, Lucifer goes on until 

"He reached the middle height," where he sees the stars, 

"Which are the brain of heaven." Only then when he sees 

them does he sink to his proper place. Brooks and Warren 

note that 
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Apparently, the recognition of this fact [that 
the stars are "the brain of heaven"] is what 
conquers the impulse of the Fiend. The order 
of the stars demonstrates the reasonable nature 
of the universe, against which it is useless to 
rebel. One need not call on an exhibition of 
the divine powers . . . to conquer the impulse 
of anarchy and rebellion. . . . The perception 
of the stars . . . not only may comfort man 
. . . , but may at the same time rebuke his 
pride, as it rebukes Lucifer, and may teach man 
humility.-'•-̂  

Going beyond the theme embraced by Cleanth Brooks, Robert 

Penn Warren and others—that "the conflict [is] between 

passion (or will or pride) and irrevocable fact (or the 

order that the existence of facts implies)"— is the 

idea advanced by Norman Kelvin that this poem "is the best 

of Meredith's poems to have been inspired by his faith in 

15 immutable natural law." -̂  Kelvin contends that 

the law he bowed down to was the simple abstrac
tion, "law." If he could not believe in the 
dogmas and doctrines of Christianity, he could 
not stop believing that the universe is governed 
by law.16 

Kelvin continues. 

In a world in which the very fact of change— 
decay, mutability of forms, disappearance of 
loved ones—is to be accepted without grief or 
protest, something . . . has to hold still if 
man's faith is to be justified. That something 
is law. . . . 1'̂  

Meredith's faith in man and in his ability to determine 

his own destiny made Meredith a staunch advocate of demo

cracy sind liberty; this belief prompted him to express 

his views on political issues in his poetry. 
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"Lines to a Friend Visiting America," written in 

1867, was addressed to the editor of The Fortnightly 

Review, John Morley, who visited the United States in 

November, 1867. During Morley's absence, Meredith was 

the acting editor of the publication and printed in it 

this poem of farewell to his friend;^ but, according to 

Cunliffe, the poem was also Meredith's "gallant effort 

to convince the United States that the official voice of 

England during the Civil War was not the real voice of 

20 the nation." 

Bidding farewell to Morley, "one of my dearest, whom 

I trust," Meredith reminds him that "Much that we hope 

for hangs with you." To improve the strained relations 

between England and the United States and "Our lost kins-

fellowship to revive," England, Meredith says, is sending 

its "worthiest" representative "To that great people who 

may bless / Or curse mankind." 

The action of the British upper classes and the press 

during the American Civil War necessitated that, after 

the conflict, the English who "would not be wooed, must 

court." During the war, the upper classes, "the blunderers," 

and the press—"that inveterate machine"—had supported the 

Confederacy. The working classes, on the other hand, had 

sided with the Union,̂ •'' Having the power and the money. 
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however, the aristocracy had been able to flaunt their 

position much more vocally than the lower classes. 

Americans, as a result, only heard the views of the 

minority of Englishmen. Meredith tells the people of 

the United States that the newspapers did not express 

the feelings of most Englishmen. 

In his condemnation of the aristocracy, Meredith 

alludes to "mammon" twice to describe them. First, he 

says that the newspapers "trumpet" the views of those who 

listen to the god of wealth and material possessions: 

XVIII 

It is not England that they hear. 
But mighty Mammon's pipers, trained 
To trumpet out his moods, and stir 22 

His sluggish soul: her voice is chained. 

Second, Meredith condemns the aristocrats who "From City 

riches mainly rise" and who bow to the great god Mammon: 

XXXVIII 
But these, of all the liveried crew 
Obeisant in Mammon's walk. 
Most deferent ply the facial screw. 
The spinal bend, submissive talk. ̂  

After voicing hope that the aristocrats "the land 

would heal / In acts magnanimous" but knowing that "where 

they are driven they go," Meredith concludes by pleading 

to Morley to 

bring back a braver dawn 24 
To England, and to me my friend. 
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The November 5, 1886, issue of The Pall Mall Magazine 

contained the sonnet "To Cardinal Manning,"^^ which was a 

tribute to Cardinal Henry Edward Manning, English Roman 

Catholic cardinal who had a zealous interest in housing 

for the poor, in education, and in temperance and benevo-
26 

lent causes. Manning's life of service elicited 

Meredith's praise in this sonnet: 

I, Y/AKEFUL for the skylark voice in men. 
Or straining for the angel of the light. 
Rebuked am I by hungry ear and the sight. 
When I behold one lamp that through our fen 
Goes hourly where most noisome; hear again 
A tongue that loathsomeness will not affright 
From speaking to the soul of us forthright 
YYhat things are craven senses keep from ken. 
This is the doing of the Christ; the way 
He went on earth; the service above guile 
To prop a tyrant creed: it sings, it shines; 
Cries to the Mammonites: Allay, allay 
Such misery as by these present signs p^ 
Brings vengeance down; nor them who rouse revile. 

Meredith, heretofore being "wakeful for the skylark 

voice in men," or ever straining to see "the angel of 

the light," is reproved when he sees the eagerness of the 

people to hear ("the hungry ear") Cardinal Manning and 

his willingness to minister to the people in the boggy, 

"most noisome" land. Meredith also feels rebuked as he 

hears the minister "speaking to the souls of us" the truths 

that "our craven senses" keep us from knowing. Furthermore, 

Meredith disputes the accusation that Manning's love for 

and work among the poverty-stricken people was "a crafty 
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design to make Roman Catholicism popular":^^ "the service 

above guile / To prop a tyrant creed." Manning's service, 

rather, is "the doing of the Christ," and it cries to those 

who make riches their God ("the Mammonites") to mitigate 

the misery and not to revile those who seek to stir indig

nation over the sordid conditions of the poor. 

Most of Meredith's sonnets "illustrate his philosophy 

and ethics, or his practical wisdom in the affairs of men 
29 

or of nations." ^ In "Progress," Meredith says, in effect, 

that "the two nations, that just avoided war, said it was 

Progress—and it was Progress that they obtained":^ 

In Progress you have little faith, say you: 
Men will maintain dear interests, wreak base hates. 
By force, and gentle women choose their mates 
Most amorously from the gilden fighting crew: 
The human heart Bellona's mad halloo 
V/ill ever fire to dicing with the Fates. 
'Now at this time,' says History, 'those two States 
'Stood ready their past wrestling to renew. 
'They sharpened arms and showed them, like the brutes 
•Whose haunches quiver. But a yellow blight 
'Fell on their waxing harvests. They deferred 
'The bloody settlement of their disputes 
'Till God should bless them better.' They did right. 

And naming Progress, both shall have the word.31 

People often seem reluctant to believe that Progress 

is attainable as long as men are concerned with "maintain

ing their dear interests" and are prone to allow their 

hate to guide their actions, and as long as women are 

amorously attracted to men who are "from the gilded fighting 

crew." Even the human heart, Meredith laments, responds 
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most readily to the call of the goddess of war ("Bellona's 

mad halloo") and is ever willing to gamble with the god

desses of man's destiny: "The human heart . . . / Will 

ever fire to dicing with the Fates." 

There is, Meredith notes, one instance when Progress 

has been possible. Ready to fight one another, two 

nations defer—"Until God should bless them better"— 

their war when "a yellow blight" causes their harvests 

to be poor. Meredith says that "They did right," and both 

shall know Progress: "And naming Progress, both shall 

have the word." 

One of several poems in which Meredith treats the 

subject of national defense is "To Colonel Charles," 

published in The Pall Mall Magazine, February 16, 1887.^^ 

Colonel Charles C. Brackenbury, a correspondent, was a 

friend of Meredith's. Writing to George Stevenson on 

January 15, 1888, Meredith says: 

I have been at Parkhurst, on the heights of 
Leith Hill, with Col. Lewin, a retired Indian 
Officer, to meet my old friend. Col. Charles 
Brackenbury, with whom I discussed the defence
less condition of the country, and how we exist 
on sufferance—as previously proclaimed in some 
published lines of mine to him. And so we may 
talk, and nothing but a shock to shatter it will 
make the country wakeful and forethoughtful.33 

"A plea for steady, systematic armament, instead of laxity 

varied by fits of panic"-̂  is the theme of this twelve-

stanza work. 
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Addressing Colonel Charles, a "commandant" with "An 

English heart" and "a soldier's eye," Meredith says that 

when Brackenbury looks across "where Grisnez winks at 

Dungeness," he recognizes the need for preparedness "To 

bid the Island's foemen halt." At the beginning of each 

new year, too, when no one knows if war will come, then 

An English heart, a soldier's eye, -.^ 
For the old country first will care. 

Cognizant of England's military weakness and inability 

to face strong enemy forces, Meredith then asks. 

And how stands she, artillerist. 
Among the vapours waxing dense. 
With cannon charged?36 

But England is a country that "screws a gouty fist" and 

"counts to clutch her pence." At times the nation, 

"couchant chewer of the cud," is aroused momentarily out 

of her lethargy "when reads her sprite / The streaks 

predicting streams of blood." To some people, the signs 

"may mean something"; to others they "may mean nothing." 

The co\mtry, however, is divided—"Cleft like the 

fated house in twain"—on the question of military pre

paredness. As "The cow that sees a passing train," Meredith 

remarks, so "she spies Russian, German, French." And 

England's military muscle is "less of steel than paste." 

Musing on Homer's well-known phrase from The Odyssey 

(XIX.13)^'^ that says "iron draws men after it," Meredith 
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warns that great wealth 

may seem the tree 
Which bears the fruit Indemnity, 
And draw as fast as battle's fit, 

X 

If feeble be the hand on guard.^ 

Should nations—"Still the mad forces"—think that England's 

"emblem Pard" is merely a "Wagger of tail for all save 

war" and "A money-bag with head and tail," then it may be 

too late even for valour to save England. 

In the concluding lines, Meredith recalls that since 

Brackenbury had been at Koniggratz in 1866 when the crack 

19 Prussian army defeated the ill-prepared Austrian army,-̂ -̂  

then Brackenbury knows that bravery alone is not adequate 

defense for a nation: 

X 

If feeble be the hand on guard, 
Alas, alas! And nations are 
Still the mad forces, though the scarred. 
Should they once deem our emblem Pard 

Wagger of tail for all save war;— 

XI 

Mechanically screwed to flail 
His flanks by Presses conjuring fear;— 
A money-bag with head and tail;— 
Too late may valour then avail! 
As you beheld, my cannonier, 

XII 
VYhen with the staff of Benedek, 
On the Plateau of Kbniggratz, 
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You saw below that wedgeing speck; 
Foresaw proud Austria rammed to wreck.^ 
Where Chulm drove deep in smoky jets. 

Four years after "To Colonel Charles" was published, 

Meredith wrote another poem which stressed the need for 

military preparedness in the face of ominous world con

ditions. "England Before the Storm" appeared in the 

Athenaeum, December 5, I89I. That the poet had little 

hope that his verse could rally support for his cry for 

military strength is evident in Meredith's letter to 

Frederick Greenwood on December 9, I89I: 

But the notion of stirring Englishmen with 
verse is comic. Foemen in the guts might do it. 
Or Brighton bombarded, or supplies of fresh meat 
failing. We have an inefficient navy. Y/e have 
no army fit to encounter 20,000 European troops. 
And Invasion is an acknowledged possibility.^2 

Fearing "The day that is the night of days," Meredith 

warns England that she is "Asleep upon her ancient deeds" 

and that she "hugs the vision" that superabundance breeds. 

While England knows what can befall those lacking fore

sight, yet she "smiles content / As cradle rocked from 

breast." 

England, "impious to the Lord of Hosts," brags about 

the courage and bravery of her sons, but fails to reckon 

43 
that courage and numbers may not be enough with "brain": 

Mindless that now on land and main^^ 
His heeded prayer is active brain. 
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Meredith cautions Englishmen that "No more great heart 

may guard the home" except "eyed and armed and skilled." 

If England disregards the need for military preparedness, 

then she "flings like dice" her sons who must "face the 

odds" and meet courageously the goddesses of destiny 

("brave the Fates"). If she continues to boast and to 

remain satisfied, then her sons "stand to be her sacrifice." 

Meredith was intensely, sometimes militantly patri

otic. During most of his lifetime, he advocated a strong 

army and navy. As early as 1878, he wrote to William 

Hardman, saying, 

Meanwhile press for an army. Ultimately it will 
come to a conscription, and the sooner the better. 
The volunteering system gives us a scum of men no 
match for countries that bring their best into the 
field, and in overpowering hosts.45 

Thirty years later, he had not altered his position. Writ

ing to Alfred Deakin, May 17, 1908, Meredith concurred 

with the Australian Prime Minister's plan for military 

service: "Your scheme for compulsory service pleases me 

greatly. Here there seems to be no such chance, though 

the people know of danger."^ Again, the next year, in a 

letter to H. M. Hyndman on January 5, Meredith reiterates 

his position: 

I was pleased to see you and Blatchford in union 
for a national army. A poem of mine, 'The Call,' 
in the Oxford and Cambridge Review raised the same 
cry. One may fear that a landing of foreign 
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artillery on our shores alone will rouse the 
mercantile class.^' 

"The Call" is a warning to England to awaken to the 

danger of the German menace and to prepare to meet the 
AR 

German forces. Meredith had anticipated the Great War 

that was to break out in the next decade and, shortly 

before his death, issued this call to preparedness. 

While most of England's leaders discounted the rumor 

that Germany ("Exercitus") was building a great military 

machine and would attack England ("Salsipotent"), Meredith 

was assured that Germany was planning for war: 

They say Exercitus designs 
To match the famed Salsipotent 

VThere on her sceptre she reclines; 

Awake. . . .49 

England, "whose record is of dangers faced," should 

not be deluded into believing and trusting in "human good

ness." Rather, she should be prepared "to meet what blast / 

May blow from temporal heavens overcast" and to be "Alert, 

and braced the whole land's length," 

Meredith continues his argument by asking how much 

weakness is "prized" or "esteemed" and by pointing out 

that history proves that the goddesses of man's destiny 

("Pates") sometimes deny the claim "to live justiciary": 
Has ever weakness won esteem? 
Or counts it as a prized ally? 

They who have read in History deem 
It ranks among the slavish fry, ^Q 

Whose clain:i to live justiciary Fates deny. 
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The poet doubts that England can really be called a 

nation until she can confront the foe and, by her strength, 

make him prefer to have her as a friend rather than as 

his enemy. 

Concluding his plea for a strong England, Meredith 

says that strength is superior to weakness because it 

removes the fear and the dread concomitant with weakness. 

It is incumbent upon the nation, then, that she not be 

"with a foreign drug defiled." Meredith ends the poem 

by recalling England's great place in the history of the 

world: 

The grandeur of her deeds recall; 
Look on her face so kindly fair: 
This Britain! and were she to fall, 
Mankind would breathe a harsher air, c. 

The nations miss a light of leading rare. 

One of the sonnets in the 1883 collection of verse 

is "Grace and Love," which describes the relationship 

between a man (the "Love") and a woman (the "Grace"): 

Two flower-enfolding crystal vases she 
I love fills daily, mindful but of one: 
And close behind pale morn she, like the sun 
Priming our world with light, pours, sweet to see. 
Clear water in the cup, and into me 
The image of herself: and that being done. 
Choice of what blooms round her fair garden run 
In climbers or in creepers or the tree 
She ranges with unerring fingers fine, 
To harmony so vivid that through sight 
I hear, I have her heavenliness to fold 
Beyond the senses, where such love as mine. 
Such grace as hers, should the strange Fates withhold 
Their starry more from her and me, unite.-' 
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The man, the speaker in the poem, says that each day 

the woman he loves fills "Two flower-enfolding" vases, 

but that she is aware of filling only one of them: "the 

literal vase in which the lady arranges the flowers."^^ 

But he adds that the woman, "like the sun / Priming our 

world with light," also pours the "image of herself" 

into the other vase—"the cup of the lover's soul"—even 

though she may not be mindful of it.^^ Although the woman 

does not reciprocate his love, the man concludes that 

"Such grace as hers" and "such love as mine," nevertheless, 

inevitably "unite" even if the three goddesses of destiny 

("the strange Fates") withhold the "starry more" from both 

of them.^^ 

Numbering seven, Meredith's "Pastorals" are nature-

scapes of south England. George M. Trevelyan says that 

The love of nature and the close observation 
of her moods . . . lends a character to the boyish 
Poems of 1851 and divide some of them from the com
monplace effusions of imaginative youth. Memorable 
among Juvenilia are the Pastorals.^^ 

These early descriptive pieces illustrate none of Meredith's 

philosophy, but do suggest the potential creative ability 

of the young poet. Two of these "Pastorals" contain mytho

logical allusions: II and IV. 

"Pastoral II" records Meredith's reaction to some 

furrowed fields he has seen. To others, he observes, 

these are "but a- sweep of land": to the young nature-minded 
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poet, however, they are 
a mystery;— 

An influence strange and swift as dreams; 
A whispering of old romance; t-7 
A temple naked to the clouds. 

In these fields, "the work of husbandry is done," and in 

them "daily bread is daily earned." As the ploughman 

moves "up the height," in Meredith's eyes, he "Becomes a 

glowing shape," and reminds him of the "young Triptolemus," 

"the legendary hero who was taught the arts of agriculture 

58 by Ceres (Demeter)":''̂  

'Twere young Triptolemus, plough in hand, 
VYhile Ceres in her amber scarf 
With gentle love directs him how en 

To wed the willing earth and hope for fruits! 

In "The furrows running up," Meredith visualizes that 

Ceres still walks, "wailing for her child," Proserpine, 

who "was carried off by Pluto, god of the underworld." 

Like the other "Pastorals," "Pastoral IV" hints of 

Meredith's early effort to state his love and philosophy 

of earth.^^ Seeing a tree "whose wintry twigs / Drink in 

the sun with fibrous joy" and whose roots are "quickened 

with the draught of life," Meredith, too, is invigorated 

as he awakens "unto the dawn" and leaves his "griefs to 

drowse." 

Rising to meet the new day and feasting on the fresh 

morning air: 
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Each draught a future bud of Spring; 
Each glance of blue a birth of green.̂ "̂  

Meredith will not mimic "yonder oak / That dallies with 

dead leaves ev'n while the primrose peeps"; instead, he 

shall be 

full of these warm-whispering beams. 
Like Memnon in his mother's eye,— 
Aurora! when the statue stone ^^ 
Moaned soft to her pathetic touch. -̂  

The allusion in this simile is to the goddess of dawn 

(Aurora) and to her son, Memnon, king of Ethiopia, who 

was killed in the Trojan War by Achilles. According to 

the legend, Norton and Rushton say that 

Eos [Aurora] in great sorrow carried his [Memnon's] 
body back to Ethiopia, and the tears that she still 
weeps for him appear to men as dewdrops. Her grief 
is recalled perpetually at Thebes, in Egypt, where 
a statue of Memnon was erected: when dawn came and 
the sun's rays first touched the statue, it made a 
sound like the twanging of a harp string.°4 

Thus claiming the "founts of the day" as the parent 

of his soul, Meredith concludes the poem by affirming that 

he shall 

ever in the recurring light. 
True to the primal joy of dawn. 
Forget its barren griefs; and aye 
Like aspens in the faintest breeze ĉ 

Turn all its silver sides and tremble into song. 

William Ewart Gladstone was elected Prime Minister of 

England for the fourth time in 1892. The following year 

he introduced his Second Home Rule Bill for Ireland. 
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Ireland's demand to be recognized as an independent nation 

as well as a widespread absence of enthusiasm for giving 

home rule to the Irish doomed the bill.^^ In support of 

Gladstone's effort to give Ireland home rule, Meredith 

wrote "The Labourer" (1893). 

Meredith's respect and admiration for Gladstone is 

epitomized by the poet's allusion to Heracles, the Greek 

hero and prototype of great physical strength. Admired 

for his physical prowess and for his moral integrity, 

Heracles was also respected for his patience, his decisive-
67 

ness, and his devotion to duty. ' Speaking of Gladstone 

as a type of Heracles, Meredith says. 

For a Heracles in his fighting ire there is never 
the glory that follows 

When ashen he lies and the poets arise to sing of 
the work he has done.68 

Although many may not recognize Gladstone's statesmanship 

and leadership qualities as he strives to achieve his goal, 

his crown, nevertheless, is the crown of the god of light— 

Apollo: 

But to vision alive under shallows of sight, lo, the 
Labourer's crown is Apollo's, 

VlHiile stands he yet in his grime and sweat—to 
wrestle for fruits of the Sun.°9 

Meredith observes that it is not the "fair yellow-

70 flowering ladies," i.e., the Primrose Dames, that will 

"wither" the cheer of Gladstone; rather, Meredith continues. 
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the "faltering friend" and the "inanimate land" will drag 

Gladstone's soul down to their hell ("Hades") and cast 

him so far from "a beam of star" that he will hear "the 

deep bay of the Dog": "Dog is an obvious allusion to 

Cerberus, the guardian of Hades.'̂ -̂  

Gladstone, working for home rule ("monster-task") 

for Ireland, 

would bend tough oak, he would stiffen the reed, 
point Reason to swallow the passions. 

Bid Britons awake two steps to take where one is 
a trouble extreme!72 

Meredith concludes by promising that if England will fol

low Gladstone's admonition to give Ireland home rule, 

then 

her [England's] sons over seas in a rally of 
praise may behold thrice vitalised Britain, 

Ashine with the light of the doing of right: at 
the gates of the Future in trust.73 

Greek history is the source of "Periander," the hero 

of which is the tyrant of Corinth (625?585 B.C.). Reflect-

ing "an early stage of social organization," the poem, 

75 Messenger says, treats "the problem of succession"^ by 

describing the relationship between Periander and his son 

Lycophron. Aside from some additions and omissions of 

details, Meredith follows the story of Periander found in 

76 
the Histories of Herodotus. 

Meredith arouses immediate interest with the announce

ment in the first stanza that the tyrant Periander of 
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Corinth has killed his wife, though "How died Melissa 

none dares shape in words." The unreconciled and griev

ing son, Lycophron, moreover, "because his brows wore 

black of her," is a fugitive who "Runs barking for his 

bread." 

Periander, "the whip and curb / Of Corinth," is 

"superb / In magnanimity," but "in rule severe," But 

while Corinth is subservient to Periander's every mood 

and acknowledges his wisdom in all things without hesi

tancy, Lycophron—"That rebel with his mother in his 

brows"—contests his father's authority. 

But as Periander grows older, the question is who will 

succeed him. 

For which of his male issue promised grip „„ 
To stride yon people, with the curb and whip? 

Lycophron, because he was so much like his father, seemed 

destined to succeed his father. 

Realizing that "The thirsty onward waves for him no 

sign" and wanting the glory of his line to continue, 

Periander seeks out the belligerent Lycophron who "was 

tossing pebbles in the sea." Breaking his own edict that 

none should speak to his son, Periander confronts Lycophron, 

whose "only answer is to remind his father that he has now 
7ft 

incurred the penalty he himself imposed." Angered by 

this rebellious affront, Periander exiles Lycophron "to 
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the Island," and Lycophron "passed from sight, from the 

hushed mouths of all." 

Years pass and, as Periander thinks of the "work not 

done," he is unable to forget his son 

Till Tyranny paternity became, JQ 
And him he hated loved he for the cause.^ 

Periander, thereupon, regards his son "from the shadow 

cleared, / That haunted his rebellious brows" and sends 

his daughter to the Island to bring "the young Periander" 

back to Corinth. Once the reconciliation has been made, 

Periander dispatches a fleet of ships to bring the youth 

home. 

As Periander watches the sea in eager anticipation 

of his son's arrival, Meredith employs mythological allu

sions to show how Periander's love for his son and his 

desire to have his son succeed him move the tyrant to 

pardon and forgiveness, though not without a struggle 

comparable to that of Apollo's piercing the Titan: 

In watch upon the offing, worn with haste 
To see his youth revived, and, close embraced. 
Pardon who had subdued him, who had gained 
Surely the stoutest battle between two 
Since Titan pierced by young Apollo stained 
Earth's breast, the prince looked forth, himself 

looked through.80 

Y/aiting for Lycophron, Periander questions himself 

and examines his "great ideas gone to smoke": 
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Errors aforetime unperceived were bared. 
To be by his young masterful repaired:^. 
Renewed his great ideas gone to smoke. 

The ruler's happiness is short-lived; the ships bring Ly

cophron' s dead body home. Because the islanders became 

alarmed at seeing the number of ships approaching their 

island, they killed the youth. As the poem concludes, 

the sorrowful father reverts to his old tyrannical ways 

and vows vengeance on the people. 

"The Sleeping City" (I85I), originally entitled 
ft2 

"Midnight," is composed of three divisions; each section 
ft "̂  

describes a city. In the first section of the poem 

(stanzas 1-14), Meredith retells the old story from folk

lore of the Eastern princess who walks through a once-

vibrant city that has been turned into stone. The second 

division of the poem (stanzas 15-26) describes a modem 

city which is also asleep: 

Like such a one I pace along 
This City with its sleeping throng; 
Like her with dread and awe, that turns 
To rapture, and sublimely yearns.^4 

The concluding section (stanzas 27-29) is Meredith's 

"Picture in Eternity" which he conjectures will also be "A 

marbled City planted there": 

Now while dumb nature owns its links. 
And from one common fountain drinks, 
Methinks in all around I see 
This picture in Eternity;— 
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A marbled City planted there 
With all its pageants and despair; 
A people hush, a Death not dead. 
But stricken with Medusa's head;— 

And in the Gorgon's glance for aye 
The lifeless immortality 
Reveals in sculptured calmnesSoall 
Its latest life beyond recall.85 

With "its pageants and despair," the city is in

habited by a people "hushed," because they have been 

afflicted by the head of Medusa; this is an allusion to 

one of the three Gorgons. With hair and girdles of snakes, 

they were terrifying creatures whose faces were so hideous 

that a glimpse of them would turn beast or man into stone. 

They had brazen claws, wings of gold, large teeth, and red 

tongues that hung from their mouths. Perseus killed Medusa, 

the only mortal one of the three. Her head was thus at-

tributed with supernatural powers. 

Meredith thus concludes that in the never-ceasing 

glance of Medusa, "The lifeless immortality" discloses "Its 

latest life beyond recall." 

During the summer of 1861, Meredith and his son 

Arthur went to the Continent, where they met W. C. Bona

parte Wyse, who then accompanied the poet and his son 

across the Alps. ' At Innsbruck, Stevenson says, "they 
ftft 

shouldered their knapsacks and walked to Landeck," 

where Meredith first saw the Rosanna River. In a letter 

to his friend Frederick A. Maxse, July, 1861, the poet 

writes. 
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The Rosanna, by the way, put me in mind of you— 
nay, sang of you with a mountain voice, somehow, 
I don't know how. Perhaps because it is both 
hearty and gallant, subtle, and sea-green. You 
never saw so lovely a brawling torrent. Clear, 
ice-cold, foaming. You shall have the verses it 
inspired.o9 

Written in a surrealistic manner and dedicated to Captain 
90 

Maxse,^ "By the Rosanna" came out in the fall of 1861. 

Later editions of the poem, however, omitted all but the 

first twenty lines of this rather long poem.̂ "̂  

The first twenty lines of the poem provide a vivid 

description of the Rosanna as "the torrent river sings 

aloud." Watching the Alpine river, Meredith sees it 

"dash down the dark ravine" and tumble "the rocks in 

boisterous play." In the concluding part of this first 

section, Meredith then turns from mere description to an 

observation: the "roaring voice" of the turbulent river 

reminds the poet of the "voice of the world of bubble 

and brain," i.e., London. 

While the poet seeks "the mountain and the beast," 

instead, he finds "London rushing down a hill." Likewise, 

the sound of the river "thundering in my ears around," 

he explains, recalls the "men with brain who follow the 

bubble" and the multitudes "who hurry and eddy, / And still 

press on." Ironically, Meredith finds the busy and noisy 

world he seeks escape from here where he "sought it least." 
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Aside from the final descriptive stanza, the rest 

of the poem is addressed to Captain Frederick Maxse, to 

whom Meredith offers his convictions about the necessity 

of uniting the city and the country; the poet expresses 

this belief in the poem by the humorous "marriage of the 

spirit of the Alpine rainbow to the London cabman."^ 

Two mythological allusions are used in the poem; both 

of these are to the Nymph, a nature spirit. Nymphs, ac

cording to legend, "have the form of lovely girls and 

live in the world with human beings but are more closely 

91 kin to the gods, whose children or wives they often are." 

Believing, as Trevelyan notes, that "it is contact 

and sympathy with the moods of nature that man best finds 

inspiration and strength for his own so different busi

ness, "^^ Meredith exhorts his friend not to confine the 

Nymph to the world of nature only: 

For you are one who raise the Nymph 
YYherever Nature sits alone.95 

Instead of seeing her as a "dim shape, tender and fresh," 

who "dances and gleams," and "can't be caught," Meredith 

makes a startling proposal to his friend: 

What say you, if, in this retreat. 
While she poises tiptoe on yon granite slab, man, 
I introduce her, shy and sweet, Q^ 
To a short-neck'd, many-caped, London cabman? 
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At this suggestion, his friend gasps, but Meredith visual

izes a positive result: 

It would do him a world of good, poor devil! 
And Science makes equal on this level."? 

"Your Nymph," the poet continues, "is on trial. Will she 

own / Her parentage Humanity?" Because she lacks "the 

soul"; therefore, "She must get her that soul by wedding 

the cabman!" Then, she will be complete. The cabman, also, 

needs her to be complete: 

And a different presence his would be! 
I see him lifting his double chin 

On his three-fold comforter, sniffing and smirking. 
And showing us all that the man within go 

Has had his ideas of her secretly lurking.^ 

Trevelyan best summarizes Meredith's ideal by saying that 

"the spirit of Nature at her loneliest and most 'poetic'— 

'the Nymph'—must be united to the spirit of everyday 

humanity at its commonest, until we can feel that the same 
99 essence stirs both."^^ 

One of the last and more important poems added to 

Modern Love and Poems of the English Roadside (1862) was 

the "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in Autumn," which is an 

elaboration of the theme treated embryonically in the 

earlier "South-West Wind in the Woodland" (I85I). Un

doubtedly, Evans says, "Meredith must have revalued the 

experience" he wrote about in the earlier poem, for 

"he returned to the scene, of 'the wind-swept world' 
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and added elements of his own philosophical thought."•̂ •̂'• 

Reminiscent of this earlier poem on that wind he 

loved passionately, the "Ode" opens with a description of 

the earth seen through the eyes of "Fair Mother Earth," 

who gazes "her fill on Autumn's sunset skies" prior to 

the arrival of the wind. Because harvest time is one of 

the most colorful times of the year, Meredith is able to 

capture the beauty of the sky at the close of day by 

comparing it to "A lustrous heavenly orchard." 

The silence is then broken by the "glorious South-

West" as it "holloa'd" "Along the gloom-horizon," falling 

upon the forest, "screaming thro' the lighted tov/n," then 

"scudding seaward" to fall "on big ships," and finally, 

"with outpuffed cheeks," plunging "abroad upon the vale 

that under lay." 

Night falls "on the foliage," but Meredith—the "I" 

and observer of the poem—loves night and knows "the 

Dryad voices well." The poet then visualizes the Dryads— 

mythological tree numphs—"as their leaves took flight, / 

Like souls to wander after death." In the lines following, 

he continues to exult in the picturesqueness of the varied 

kinds of trees that he compares. Messenger observes, 

. . . in various ways to human beings, and finally 
cries out, after some Christian imagery, for "a 
night of Pagan glee." The implication is that the 
trappings of religion are not necessary; the gift 
of nature is in itself sufficient for man.-̂ ô  
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In the next three stanzas, Meredith alludes to nymphs 

twice and to satyr and faun once each: 

The crimson-footed nymph is panting up the glade. 

Round her forehead, breasts, and thighs: starts a 
Satyr, and they speed: 

The nymphs of the woodland are gathering there. 
They huddle the leaves, and trample, and toss; 
They swing in the branches, they roll in the moss. 

They blow the seed on the air. 

The pipe of the Faun comes on their track. 

The allusions to the nymphs and to the satyr and the fatm— 

wood gods—illustrate and re-enforce Meredith's idea that 

these wood creatures are in complete union with nature. 

In the same way, man should feel a part of and a union 

with nature; for she is beneficent and kind. This part 

then ends with the poet expressing his own feeling of love 

for the nature spirits: "Bless them, mother of kindness!" 

The last allusion in the poem comes in one of the most 

important stanzas of the work: 

Great Mother Nature! teach me, like thee. 
To kiss the season and shun regrets. 
And am I more than the mother who bore. 
Mock me not with thy harmony! 

Teach me to blot regrets. 
Great Mother! me inspire 
With faith that forward sets 
But feeds the living fire. 
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Faith that never frets 
For vagueness in the form. 
In life, 0 keep me warm! 
For, what is human grief. 
And what do men desire? 

Teach me to feel myself the tree. 
And not the withered leaf. 

Fixed am I and await the dark to-be. 
And 0, green bounteous Earth! 

Bacchante Mother! stern to those 
Who live not in thy heart of mirth; 
Death shall I shrink from, loving thee? 
Into the breast that gives the rose. 

Shall I with shuddering fall?104 

This invocation reveals the vital place Mother Nature 

has in the poet's life. While others find their faith in 

religion, Meredith's faith is in Mother Earth. Commenting 

on this part, Roppen says: 

To live close to Earth; to be happy in her and 
share in her harmony; to have faith in the near 
solid thing as well as in the future; to be alive 
with Earth's warm, pulsating life and crave for 
no more—this is the grace for which he is praying. 
And, offering himself up to his Bacchante Mother, 
the poet-priest sheds his individuality and turns 
away from the "regrets," "griefs," desires and 
fear of death which sadden and distort a self-
seeking human life. These vain, personal cravings 
lose their power when the mind is participating 
in the beauty and joy of Earth and in her great, 
generous acts which bring all life forth. If she 
reclaims her child, it has yet added to the glory ^^^ 
of everlasting being, and to the progress of life. 

"Hard Weather," appearing in the 1888 volume, is both 

descriptive and didactic. Like several of Meredith's 

other poems on weather, this one also opens with the 

description of a storm. But on this particular day, the 

wind does not smile; instead, it "has teeth" and "claws" 
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and "All the wind's wolves through the woods are loose." 

As the wind, which "seems a scythe," buffets the 

land, Meredith employs several mythological allusions to 

describe its effect upon the land and the people: 

Is the land ship? we are rolled, we drive 
Tritonly, cleaving hiss and hum.1^6 

In this instance, the poet's use of the adverb "Tritonly" 

aptly conveys the driving force of the wind. Triton, a 

sea god and son of Poseidon, carried a conch-shell with 

which he was able "to calm the ocean or rouse it into 

storm. "•̂ '̂̂  

The last two lines of this stanza which describe 

the wind contain two allusions: 

Lo, as if swift the Furies flew, -^QQ 
The Fates at heel at a cry to horse! 

Apparently,. Meredith is attempting here to join the images 

of doom and terrible violence by selecting "Furies," de

noting the avenging deities of classical mythology, and 

"Fates," referring to the goddesses of destiny. 

In the remaining parts of the poem, Meredith points 

to the lesson that one may receive from this aspect of 

Nature. VYhile those who do not understand Nature may 

misunderstand and misinterpret the hardships and cruel

ties of life, Meredith contends that those who do under

stand her will see that she is trying to prepare man for 
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those times when life is not easy.-*"̂ ^ Even though life 

may be "hard weather," struggle is better than peace 

because, Meredith says, "The sharpened life commands 

its course." Thus, as Roppen admonishes, "only by 

plunging into it [the storm] is it possible to brace 

oneself and grow fit. We must bravely face this stormy 

scene of existence." 

One of the six poems written between 1867 and 1876 

was the long, dramatic ballad, "The Nuptials of Attila" 

(1879), which Trevelyan says, illuminates "the Dark Ages 

with the true touch of historical imagination." The 

poem, however, is more than an exercise of Meredith's 

poetic skill in treating historical material. Lindsay 

notes that it "expresses his gathering fears of imperial 

112 power (German or English)." 

Meredith's treatment of Attila is limited, as the 

title suggests, to a brief episode in the Hun's life. 

Camped with his army of barbarians near the River Danube, 

Attila has become weary of war and its destructiveness. 

In this moment of regret and despair because the great 

days have passed, he turns his thoughts toward love; and 

the silent, captive princess Ildico becomes his bride. 

While the young bride loathes and fears him, his men become 

restless because he has chosen love rather than battle. 
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Following the great wedding feast, the Conqueror and 

his bride prepare to go to the bridal chamber. Suddenly, 

One, with winecups overstrung, -.-. 
Cried him farewell in Rome's tongue. -̂  

Startled, Attila utters a one-word answer: "Rome." The 

soldiers react joyfully, shouting to him to turn his 

attention again to the conquest of Rome, the capital of 

civilization. But Attila makes no sound as he passes 

among his troops and enters the bridal-chamber. When the 

men come to the door the next day and get no response from 

him, they enter the chamber and find Attila dead, his new 

bride insane. Not knowing if she has killed him, or if 

he has died of natural causes, the men bury their leader. 

But, "None of earth shall know his grave," for "They that 

dig with Death depart." 

In the last stanza, which shows, Trevelyan says, 

how the "army of foolish giants breaks up in bewilderment, 
AAA 

wrath, and mutual suspicion," Meredith describes the 

dissolution of the great horde by referring to them as 

"Titans": the children of Uranus and Gaea, the titans, 
115 who were known for their size, strength, and lawlessness. 

Dissolution battles fast: 
Big the senseless Titans loom. 
Through a mist of common doom ^^^ 
Striving which shall die the last. 

A Reading £f Earth (1888) contains "The South-Wester," 
" 117 

which is structured as "a series of sky pictures." The 
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poet's intention is to describe the many cloud varia-

n ft 

tions from dawn to night. ° Although the language is 

sometimes puzzling and confusing, Meredith, nevertheless, 

is capable—through the use of a four-stress line—of 

representing "the swift energy of a day brought alive by 
119 the southwest wind." -^ 

After beginning the poem with an evocation much like 

that of one of the Romantic poets, Meredith, Messenger 

suggests, then uses "the images of gods and goddesses 
120 in picturing the activity of the clouds." As the 

dawn announces this "Day of the cloud in fleets," the poet 

visualizes the clouds: 

All dusky round thy cradled light. 
Those brine-born issues, now in bloom 
Transfigured, wreathed as raven's plume 
And briony-leaf to watch thee lie.!̂ -*-

As he proceeds in this first stanza to describe the morn

ing of this cloud-filled day, he relies upon a mythological 

allusion to Nereid—one of the nymphs of the Mediterranean 

122 
Sea:"̂ "̂ ^ 

Beauteous was she seen 
Beneath her midway West of South; 
And sister was her quivered green 
To sapphire of the Nereid eyes 
On sea when sun is breeze.•'-'̂ ^ 

The next two stanzas continue with the description of 

the movement of the clouds during the day as they change, 

assuming many different appearances as they are touched by 

the gentle wind. Not until the fourth stanza does Meredith 
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bring the reader to the time of day which seems the best 

of all: 

Only at gathered even knew we 
The marvels of the day: for then 
Mount upon mountain out of sea 
Arose, and to our spacious ken 
Trebled sublime Olympus round 
In towering amphitheatre.124 

Thus, like three mythological Mount Olympuses, the clouds 

are stacked, taking on the appearance of a great amphi

theatre. This mountain upon mountain rising out of the 

sea informs us "that we had viewed / The union of our 

earth and skies / Renewed." What the watchers have seen 

today is not "less alive renewed" than when the bards of 

old "Conceived pure beauty given to eyes." "Man's poetic 

brain" has allowed him to see the "Muses," those goddesses 

125 
empowered to inspire and encourage the arts, "and their 

train" in the clouds; this poetic ability in man also has 

given him "a glimpse of Python," the great serpent who 
126 

watched over the Delphic oracle, "slain," 

People may think "Of me and of my theme" whatever 

they want and sometimes, Meredith says in "My Theme" (1882), 

he can even feel the hurt of Forttme's "bolt"; but he vows 

that he has "never stood at Fortune's beck." Portuna, 

the goddess of chance or destiny in Roman mythology, can 

127 
not shake his philosophy; but he adds that 

Were she and her light crew to run atilt -̂ 28 
At my poor.holding little would be spilt. 
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Although little would be gained by Fortune's blow on him, 

nevertheless, she does strike people like him or others 

who are her loyal followers because "she strikes at ran

dom." The last three lines of this sonnet explain what 

his "theme" is: 

I say but that this love of Earth reveals 
A soul beside our own to quicken, quell, -, pQ 

Irradiate, and through ruinous floods uplift. ^ 

One of the nature poems of the I85I volume is the 

superb "South-West Wind in the Woodlands," which antici

pates Meredith's later, more famous "Ode to the Spirit of 

Earth in Autumn" (1862). As a nature poet, Meredith was 

unusually conscious of the wind and its invigorating ef

fects; -̂  this poem, Ellis says, is his "first expression 

of his lifelong love of the South-West Wind."-̂ -̂ -̂  

In 1851 Meredith's philosophy of Nature was still 

developing; thus, while this poem concludes by noting the 

benefits of man's union with nature, the poem's chief 

merit is its keen description of the South-Y/est wind and 

its effects upon the woodland. The effectiveness of the 

poem is enhanced because "the eye of a naturalist and the 

voice of a poet""^^^ are used to picture the hush in the 

woods before the coming of the storm and then to describe 

the rise and rush of the South-West wind as it comes 

driving over the earth 
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And loosens all his roaring robes 
Behind him, over heath and moor.l^^ 

In the first part of the poem, which describes the 

calm of the woods as each tree's "foliaged strings" await 

"the master's touch / To sweep them into storms of joy" 

and "the birds / Brood dumb in their foreboding nests," 

Meredith relies upon a mythological allusion to Aeolus, 

keeper of the winds, to capture the peaceful calm that 

pervades the woods before the onslaught of the storm: 

"Aeolian silence charms the woods." 

Given charge of the winds by Zeus, Aeolus, according 

to the legend, kept the winds confined in a cave on his 

Aeolian island or, at times, released them at the request 

of a deity. Later, Aeolus gave Odysseus all of the winds 

except the gentle West wind, -^ which was named Zephyr. 

Connoting peacefulness and gentleness, Aeolian likewise 

serves as an orchestration for the other musical images 

that Meredith employs throughout the remainder of the 

poem. 

As "The storm-cock warns the dusking hills," suddenly 

"The great South-West drives o'er the earth," hurries 

"over fern and broom," revolves "like an eagle's wing," 

"chides the wet bewildered mast," and then "Y/ith sudden 

fury" dashes down "Full-force on the awaiting woods." 

The Zephyr, nevertheless, is not unexpected, Trevelyan 



179 

notes, "because the aspens, more sensitive than the other 

trees, have felt early premonitions of his coming":"̂ ^̂  

Long waited there, for aspens frail 
That tinkle with a silver bell. 
To warn the Zephyr of their love. 
When danger is at hand, and wake 
The neighbouring boughs, surrendering all 
Their prophet harmony of leaves. 
Had caught his earliest windward thought. 
And told it trembling.136 

Written thirty years after "Modern Love" is the son

net, "The Promise in Disturbance," which functions as a 

kind of introduction to "Modern Love": 
How low when angels fall their black descent. 
Our primal thunder tells: known is the pain 
Of music, that nigh throning wisdom went. 
And one false note cast wailful to the insane. 
Now seems the language heard of Love as rain 
To make a mire where fruitfulness was meant. 
The golden harp gives out a jangled strain. 
Too like revolt from heaven's Omnipotent. 
But listen in the thought: so may there come 
Conception of a newly-added chord, 
Commanding space beyond where ear has home. 
In labour of the trouble at its fount, 
Leads Life to an intelligible Lord -̂ -̂̂„ 
The rebel discords up the sacred moimt. 

The tragedy of love was the theme of "Modem Love"; in 

"The Promise in Disturbance," Meredith embraces a more 

optimistic attitude toward love. Evidently, the inter

vening years between the composition of the two poems 

had mellowed somewhat his bitter resentment of his first 

marriage's failure, and he was able to look at the tragedy 

most objectively. 
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The love between the husband and the wife was once 

as harmonious as music; then a "false note" was sounded, 

and "the language heard of love" became as a rain that 

turned a potentially fruitful land into a mire. When the 

"golden harp gives out a jangled strain," Meredith says 

that it was as discordant as Lucifer's revolt "from 

heaven's Omnipotent"; ^ this reference as well as "the 

primal thunder" in line 2 are allusions to Lucifer's 

rebellion against God and his subsequent expulsion from 

Heaven. 

If one listens, Meredith adds, then he may hear the 

"Conception of a newly-added chord." Out of the trouble, 

therefore, "The rebel discords" can lead one "up the 

119 sacred mount" where he will find "an intelligible Lord." 

From this sonnet emerges the lesson that Meredith must 

have learned from his youthful experience: trouble often 

can make a person a wiser and a more mature individual. 

Modern Love, Meredith's second voltime of verse, was 

first published in 1862 and dedicated to Captain Frederick 

A. Maxse. Although the work received a hostile reception. 

Messenger says, "because its subject was an unhappy mar

riage, ""̂ ^̂  the poem has since been acclaimed as Meredith's 

poetic masterpiece. Perhaps this poem, Harriet Monroe 

conjectures, "will outrank any of his novels as an artistic 

achievement."-̂ "̂ "̂  Messenger observes that 
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In no other poem is his originality more marked, 
his inspiration more constant, his technique 
more assured. It is possibly the least Victorian 
poem of Its age. In it Meredith's struggle with 
the tone and temper of his time is subordinated 
to his struggle with his own nature.142 

There seems also to be little doubt that in the poem 

Meredith writes a new kind of love poetry which. Jack 

remarks, is "not about love in its fruition but in its 

decay, the detail of the irritant tedium of its absence 

and not the passion of its rupture.""^^^ The poem opens 

with the husband and wife in bed, but the husband realizes 

that his wife is sobbing. Yet, both are "moveless," 

looking back upon their dead past, i.e., their failure 

in marriage. The husband and wife resume their daily 

work, but the man yearns for vengeance because of his 

wife's infidelity; yet he tries to pretend to be magnani

mous toward her. 

The husband then begins to think about his wife's 

lover, but decides that his wife's paramour is a "nothing." 

The husband, nevertheless, becomes jealous when he sees 

the way his wife looks at her lover. Although the husband 

attempts to find a substitute for his lost pleasure, the 

death of his love for his wife has ruined all for him. 

V/hen the wife apparently tries to renew the relation

ship, he resists because she has been unfaithful to him. 

The wife, still capable of love, thereby directs her love 
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toward the other man. Refraining from calling his wife 

a whore, the husband chooses to remain silent. 

The husband again is struck by his wife's beauty, 

but he concludes that her beauty only arouses his base 

desires. At this point, the man realizes that his wife 

is also suffering from feelings of guilt. Thereafter, 

he asks his wife to express any love she may have for 

him; there is no response from her. Still ambivalent 

toward her, he feels that he is guilty, but wonders if he 

must carry the burden of their dead marriage for the rest 

of his life. Unlike his wife, the husband has rejected 

sentimental, romantic love. The woman, nevertheless, has 

destroyed all for him. 

Wounded by his marriage failure, the husband now 

begins to flirt with another woman, thus arousing his 

wife's jealousy. Their marital difficulties, however, 

do not prevent them from carrying on their normal enter

taining, for they have been able to conceal their dead 

love quite effectively. 

Then, a friend of the husband's, who is soon to be 

married, asks them about the happiness of their marriage. 

Though both avoid giving an answer, the stress of the 

situation, nevertheless, causes the wife to faint. This 

episode thereby provides the couple with the opportunity 
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to discuss their problems, but neither one is willing 

to speak first about the strained relationship. 

At a Christmas party, when the couple is forced to 

share the same room, the husband sleeps on the floor. 

Thinking perhaps that his wife is not guilty of adultery, 

but of loving another man, the husband concludes that 

her loving another man is even worse than her committing 

adultery. 

Seeking some kind of relief from the situation, the 

husband thus turns to another woman ("My Lady"), though 

he feels such an affair is evil; yet, he wishes other men 

to envy him. But the affair fails to accomplish what he 

thought it would because it lacks "spiritual splendour." 

He changes his mind again, deciding that his mistress 

is intelligent as well as beautiful; and the mistress 

partially fulfills his needs although he still loves his 

wife. Finally, the husband introduces his mistress to 

his wife. 

At a dinner party, some guests are walking in the 

garden, and both the husband's wife and his mistress are 

close to him. Again, he wonders whether his love for his 

wife is still alive, but he decides to ask his mistress 

if he can love her in a more noble way. Although she 

agrees to his request, the happiness of the moment is 



184 

shattered when he sees his wife and her lover approaching. 

This incident, however, makes him question again what love 

he may still have for his wife. Since they must continue 

to live together, the pair try again to make the marriage 

work. The attempt fails. Later, missing his wife, the 

husband discovers her and her lover in the same forest 

where he had first kissed his wife; instead of reacting 

in anger, he only voices his faith in her. 

In time, the couple discuss their marital problems; 

but when he admits to his affair with the other woman, 

his wife offers him his freedom and then disappears. After 

he finds her at the sea, they talk briefly. 

In Sonnet VII the husband, still ambivalent about 

his wife, is overcome by her beauty and attractiveness 

as she comes from "her dressing room." But, he says, 

"much I fear" because he knows 

How deftly that oil'd barber lays his bloom! -ĵ , . 
That long-shank'd dapper Cupid with frisk'd curls. 

Cupid, the god of love who is able with his bow and arrow 

to cause humans and gods to fall in love involuntarily, 

has played the part of the hairdresser; her hair, there-

145 fore, causes him to be sexually drawn to her. 

In Sonnet VIII the husband, in a state of disillusion

ment, is thinking about the struggle that the wife also is 

experiencing because of her infidelity. Refusing to accept 
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the blame himself, he says, "My breast will open for thee 

at a signal!" He then adds. 

But, no: we are two reed-pipes, coarsely stopp'd: 
The God once fill'd them with his mellow breath; 
And they were music till he flung them down. 
Used! used!l4b ^ ' 

In this reference, Meredith has pictured Pan, the god of 

the shepherds and skilled on the pipes, as "the discord-

loving clown," and his "pipes—the lovers themselves—upon 

whom he once played are now 'coarsely stopped.'"^' 

Sonnet XVIII depicts the husband recalling the "rustic 

revels" of his youth as he witnesses some "country merry

making." He then remembers a "country lass" of his youth 

whom he characterizes as an "Amphion-oak": 

An early goddess was a country lass: -. .n 
A charmed Amphion-oak she tripped the grass. 

The mythological Amphion was able to charm the trees with 

his lyre; thus the allusion suggests that the young lass's 

149 movement was like that of an oak tree moving. 

That the husband's mistress, though lovely, is "not, 

I opine, / Her sex's antidote." His agony and conflict 

are expressed in the last two lines of Sonnet XXXII: 

'Twould calm me could I clasp 
Shrieking Bacchantes with their souls of wine!1^0 

Perhaps, he is thinking, if he could only "clasp" the 

"Bacchantes," female followers of Bacchus (god of wine and 

revelry) whose rites included shrieking, then he would find 

relief for his tortured mind. 



186 

In Sonnet XXXIII, the husband is talking with the 

lady about Raphael's painting which he has seen in the 

Louvre in Paris. The painting pictures the "angel pierce / 

Prone Lucifer, descending," but the husband contends that 

the angel appears "Too serene" and that 

when men the Fiend do fight. 
They conquer not upon such easy terms.1^2 

Commenting on this allusion, J. H. Smith says. 

In the painting Lucifer is portrayed as a winged 
dragon with horns, and there are other demons in 
the background. St. Michael's foot is on the 
dragon's neck, but the angel's face reveals very 
little expression. The husband's point is that 
Lucifer is not to be conquered so easily.-'-•̂ •̂  

Though nothing remains for the couple, they still 

must live together without love. In Sonnet XLII, the 

wife starts to bed; but before the husband follows her, 

he thinks. 

But I was taken by that air of cold 
And statuesque sedateness, when she said, 
"I'm going;" lit the taper, bow'd her head, ^^^ 
And went, as with the stride of Pallas bold. 

Meredith alludes to Pallas, Greek goddess of wisdom, to 

describe the noble way the wife looks as she leaves the 

room. Before following his wife, he thinks, "Y/ithin those 

secret walls what do I see?" No longer does he visualize 

her as Pallas, but "Hebe shamed!" Hebe, once the cupbearer 

of the gods, was deprived of that function after Zeus 

155 accused her of immodesty. 
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Finally, Sonnet XLIX tells the story of the death 

of the wife, who is unable to resolve the conflict in her 

life. The only way out is suicide; before she dies, she 

calls her husband to her bed: 

About the middle of the night her call 
Was heard, and he came wondering to the bed. 
"Now kiss me, dear! it may be, now!" she said. 
Lethe had pass'd those lips, and he knew all.15° 

By alluding to Lethe, the river of forgetfulness in Hades, 

Meredith seems to suggest that the wife, nearing death, 

is willing to forget all their marital difficulties and 

to remember only their once viable love. 

"London by Lamplight" (published in 1851) is the 

story of a ballad-monger, "a singer in the street," who 

sings a ribald song to "those sad slaves of obscene jokes." 

These whores and outcasts were once, Meredith says, "the 

human form divine," but now they are "Circe-wise changed 

into swine!" 

The allusion is to Circe, a daughter of Helius and 

Perse, who lived on the island of Aeaea. Coming there in 

her father's chariot from Colchis, she was endowed with 

the power to transform both men and women into beasts when 

157 she was displeased or was provoked. 

Once innocent and in harmony with nature, Meredith's 

natural innocents have been changed into broken and piti

ful riffraff of the streets and hellish darkness ("stygian") 



188 

"reigns within" them. "Unnatural, evil, unchecked, and 

ultimately destructive, ""̂ ^̂  is the artificial life of the 

city which Meredith is indicting. The only antidote 

for the evil of the city is a return to the country: 

Could I but give them one clear day 
Of this delicious loving May, 
Release their souls from anguish dark. 
And stand them underneath the lark;— 

I think that Nature would have power 
To graft again her blighted flower 
Upon the broken stem, renew -,CQ 
Some portion of its early hue. ^ 

Appearing in 1883 is the delightful sonnet entitled 

"Appreciation," which celebrates the quickening effect of 

love upon men and women: 

Earth was not Earth before her sons appeared. 
Nor Beauty Beauty ere young Love was born: 
And thou when I lay hidden wast as morn 
At city-windows, touching eyelids bleared; 
To none by her fresh wingedness endeared; 
Unwelcome unto revellers outworn. 
I the last echoes of Diana's horn 
In woodland heard, and saw thee come, and cheered. 
No longer wast thou then mere light, fair soul! 
And more than simple duty moved thy feet. 
New colours rose in thee, from fear, from shame. 
From hope, effused: though not less pure a scroll 
May men read on the heart I taught to beat; -^^^ 
That change in thee, if not thyself, I claim. 

The young man in the poem contends that as Earth was 

not Earth before man, the highest of creation, appeared, 

so there was no Beauty until "young love was born." As 

the youth, hidden, watches the young woman, she appears 

like the early rays of the sun as they strike the window 
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and then fall upon the sleepy eyelids of tired revellers 

who hate the bright light of day. 

In the forest, the young man continues, as he has 

heard the last echoes of the horn of the goddess of 

hunting (Diana), he has rejoiced when his beloved has 

appeared. The young man concludes that, if he can not 

claim the young woman herself, then he can at least 

claim the transformation in her which has been brought 

about by fear, and shame, and hope. Both have been af

fected by love. 

"Camelus Saltat"—the title of which means "the camel 

161 
dances"— is Meredith's opinion on the critic who has 

decided to become an author. A camel was not intended to 
162 

dance; a critic was not intended to become an author: 

What say you, critic, now you have become 
An author and maternal?—in this trap 
(To quote you) of poor hollow folk who rap 
On instriiments as like as drum to drum. 
You snarled tut-tut for welcome to tum-tum, 
So like the nose fly-teased in its noon' nap. 
You scratched an insect-slaughtering thunder clap 
Y/ith that between the fingers and the thumb. 
It seemeth made to quit the Olympian couch. 
Which bade our public gobble or reject. 
0 spectacle of Peter, shrewdly pecked. 
Piper, by his own pepper from his pouch! 
What of the sneer, the jeer, the voice austere, ^^^ 
You dealt?—the voice austere, the jeer, the sneer. 

This critic, who formerly slaughtered the "small flies 

of literature""'"̂ ^ with his inept judgment, has determined 

to become an author. Meredith, however, deems this critic 
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quite mad for making such a decision. From his place of 

authority ("Olympian couch") as a critic, he was once 

able to influence the public to "gobble or reject." Now, 

unfortunately, he finds himself in the position of being 

judged: "What say you, critic, now you have become / An 

author and maternal?" The public, whose tastes he had 

ruined by his own bad criticism, turns upon his book, 

criticizing and ridiculing it by the criteria he had 

followed :-̂ ^̂  

0 spectacle of Peter, shrewdly pecked, -.̂ ^ 
Piper, by his own pepper from his pouch! 

The "sneer, the jeer, the voice austere" that he once 

uttered are now turned against him. 

In poems not devoted primarily to myths, George Mere

dith revealed keen awareness of the timeless and universal 

applicability of mythology. Its legends, its characters, 

its analogies and evocative imagery, and its implications 

are indeed timeless. Well aware of this fact, George 

Meredith honed into sharp focus many a poem by utilizing 

this heritage. 

A casual perusal of Meredith's poetry indicates that 

his interests were cosmopolitan and contemporary. As a 

poet who wanted to speak to the issues of the day, he 

inevitably used poetry to express his ideas, opinions, and 

philosophy. 
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An outspoken believer in democracy and liberty, 

Meredith dared to admonish his countrymen to improve 

the strained relations that existed between England and 

the United States. In "Lines to a Friend Visiting 

America," he calls upon his good friend John Morley to 

explain to Americans that not all Englishmen concurred 

with the press and aristocracy's support of the Confederacy 

during the Civil War. 

More than once Meredith spoke out for a strong mili

tary force and cautioned England not to be lulled into 

believing that past bravery and victory would deter any 

nation from attacking England. Both "To Colonel Charles" 

and "England Before the Storm" insist that England should 

strengthen her defensive forces. He specifically warns 
« 

of the German menace in "The Call" and in "The Nuptials 

of Attila." 

There are, furthermore, a number of poems that not 

only describe a phenomenon of Nature but also illustrate 

some tenet of his philosophy. "Hard Weather," for 

example, is an admirable description of a storm, but it 

also reminds man that he can learn from Nature that strug

gle is better than ease because struggle makes one fit 

for living. Among the many poems emphasizing the benefits 

man receives by being in union with Nature, one of the 
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best is the "Ode to the Spirit of Earth in Autumn." On 

the other hand, "London by Lamplight" shows what happens 

when one loses contact with Nature and is corrupted by 

city life. The broken and pitiful riffraff of the city 

are not entirely forgotten as long as there are men like 

Cardinal Henry Edward Manning, whose interest in the poor 

and in benevolent causes prompted Meredith to pay tribute 

to him in the poem "To Cardinal Manning." 

In all of these poems concerning varied topics and 

ideas, Meredith has, in each instance, been able to employ 

appropriate and forceful mythological allusions to enrich 

and to strengthen his theme. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

George Meredith's career as a poet spanned a period 

of six decades. During most of that time, he received 

only scant recognition from the public. While there was 

a small number of friends and writers who recognized his 

genius and applauded his determination to break away from 

traditional poetic forms and patterns, the majority of 

people viewed his poetry as puzzling and incomprehensible. 

Hurt and sometimes even angered by the reception his 

volumes of poetry received, Meredith, nevertheless, con

tinued to write on those themes and subjects which he 

deemed important and refused to modify his style and 

technique to pander the public. Gradually, his contempor

aries began to discern that Meredith was a man who was 

ahead of his time; his ideas as well as his prosody, it 

seemed, belonged more to the twentieth century than to the 

nineteenth century. Only with the publication of his last 

volume of poetry did there come the honor and respect that 

Meredith had coveted for more than fifty years. 

Today, however, there is a growing awareness of the 

modernity of Meredith's ideas and philosophy. With the 
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discovery of the substance of his poetry, a new interest 

in his style and poetic technique has emerged. At last, 

critics have come to realize that his style and content 

are integrally related and that this fusion of thought 

fiuid form did not result from happenstance. Meredith was 

a deliberate and painstaking writer; he often labored to 

find the precise image or to choose the appropriate 

symbol for a passage. His imaginative mind, writing 

skill, and tremendous knowledge of classical and modem 

literature produced verse that has been provocative and 

enjoyable to many a Meredithian student. Part of the 

challenge in studying Meredith's poetry, in fact, is the 

mental and imaginative demand that it requires for com

plete understanding and satisfaction. 

There are many approaches to a study of his poetry. 

The purpose of this study, however, has been to consider 

the ways in which Meredith used literary and mythological 

allusions as a poetic device to achieve compression, to 

evoke emotions, and to create images that express his 

themes. 

Undoubtedly, Meredith was aware that he could accom

plish several objectives by using an allusion. Interested 

in the concentration of his thoughts, he realized that an 

allusion could say much more than a phrase or passage of 
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explanation or description. The allusion, furthermore, 

is capable of evoking an emotional response because it has 

a far-reaching connotative quality. Finally, by using an 

allusion, he could conjure up images that would either 

state or illustrate his theme. As Meredith matured as a 

poet, he relied more heavily upon the allusion to achieve 

these ends. The allusion in his early poems, therefore, 

is less important than it is in his later works when his 

purpose, essentially, was didactic rather than descriptive. 

It is the allusion, in fact, that often carries the thrust 

of the point in his philosophical and thematic poems. 

In Meredith's early years as a poet, he used allusions 

primarily as a means of description in the narration of 

myths and as vehicles for arousing the reader's emotions 

at critical points in the poem. "The Rape of Aurora" 

serves as a good illustration because it was Meredith's 

first attempt at writing a poem that utilized his knowledge 

of mythology. The interest of the poem, however, is 

heightened because he personifies Aurora and Apollo as 

he describes the union of the Sun and the Dawn as he en

visioned it. Personification is again used to arouse 

interest in the narrative poem "Daphne," which is a retell

ing of the legend of the pursuit of the beautiful young 

maiden by Apollo, the Sun god. The enjoyment of the work 
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is increased considerably by Meredith's ability to choose 

appropriate allusions in his depiction of Daphne's flight 

from Apollo. Even the Arcadian god Pan blocks her way 

as she seeks refuge from the amorous god. 

Meredith's treatment of the myths did not always 

consist of his retelling the story; "Antigone," the 

shortest of his mythological poems, is a dramatic mono

logue couched in the form of a dream vision. The poet 

captures the peace and serenity of Polynices as the youth

ful warrior speaks from the grave to his faithful sister, 

Antigone. In this short poem, Meredith has not only 

captured an emotional moment in the lives of the devoted 

pair, but also indirectly expressed his approval of 

Polynices' attempt to overthrow a tyrannical government. 

"The Day of the Daughter of Hades" merits comment 

because it is one of the poet's greatest achievements in 

handling myths and, at the same time, it expresses one of 

Meredith's favorite themes. Taking the well-known story 

of Pluto and Persephone, Meredith restructured the story 

so that it became his own personal tale. By emphasizing 

the joy that came to Skiageneia during the one day that 

she spent on earth, Meredith underscores the idea of the 

brevity of life and the vibrant joy of life on earth, 

"Phoebus With Admetus" and "Melampus" treat related 

themes, both of which Meredith accented in numerous 
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instances. In these two poems, the poet illustrates by 

the stories the benefits obtained by man when he attains 

union with Nature. As a great Nature poet, Meredith 

yearns for mankind to learn the secrets of Earth and to 

share in them. 

"The Ode to the Comic Spirit" is the culmination of 

Meredith's famous "Essay on Comedy." While the poem 

lacks the precision and clarity of the "Essay," it is, 

however, a delightful account of what happens when man 

is not kept in line by the Comic Spirit. Based on the 

story of Momus, "The Ode" reminds man he has the tendency 

to revert to his animal level, but he is usually thwarted 

by Nature. It is the Comic Spirit, moreover, that serves 

as a healthy corrective and as a sword of "Common Sense" 

for man. 

The last four mythological poems are linked by a com

mon theme: the choice a young man must make between fol

lowing Aphrodite (goddess of love) and Artemis (goddess 

of chastity). "The Vital Choice" introduces the series 

and announces that both goddesses are strong, and both 

desire allegiance from youth. "With the Huntress" and 

"With the Persuader" present, respectively, the arguments 

of each of the goddesses. The dilemma is resolved by 

Meredith in "The Test of Manhood" by his admonition to 

youth to follow neither goddess but to give each her due. 
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Balance and moderation is the advice Meredith offers 

to the youth who is undecided about which kind of life 

he wants. 

Throughout his life, Meredith maintained an avid 

interest in contemporary events and in prominent figures. 

Speaking to a variety of issues, he frequently resorted 

to mythology to reinforce an argument, to illustrate an 

idea, or to describe one of Nature's wonders. 

"Swathed Round in Mist" was written after Meredith 

had seen a magnificent mountain. Unable to think of a 

more suitable way of describing its majesty, he compares 

it to three famous mythological mountains; Ida, Tenedos, 

and Olympus. Like the fabled Olympus, the mountain rep

resented power and greatness. 

Perhaps his most popular sonnet is the exquisite 

"Lucifer in Starlight," in which the poet uses the pitiful 

figure of the fallen angel to remind man that the universe 

is reasonable and against its laws man stands helpless 

and humbled. 

Because he believed in the expression of his own ideas 

and opinions, he never won the plaudits of the public. 

More than once he dared to explore controversial subjects 

in his poetry. "Lines to a Friend Visiting America" 

provides an example of Meredith's willingness to confront 
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the "press" by calling them "blunderers" and to antagonize 

the aristocracy by referring to them as people who give 

allegiance to the mythical god Mammon. His sympathy, he 

remarks, was with the Union because it stood for freedom 

and democracy. 

It was this inbred belief in freedom and democracy 

that led him to write several poems, imploring his country

men to maintain a strong military force and to remain 

vigilant. While "To Colonel Charles" and "England Before 

the Storm" are general admonitions to the leaders, "The 

Call" and "The Nuptials of Attila" are more urgent warnings 

of impending danger from the German war machine. War, 

he says in the poem "Progress," can be avoided, but he 

laments that people all too often respond more readily 

to the call of Bellona, the goddess of war. 

Meredith honored several prominent men by writing 

poems about them. "The Labourer," for example, is the 

poet's praise of William Gladstone and his efforts to 

secure home rule for Ireland. Calling Gladstone a "Hercules' 

thus conveys Meredith's respect and admiration for the 

Prime Minister's great moral strength. 

For Meredith, the wind assumed many different faces. 

At times, it smiled down on man; on other occasions, it 

was fierce. In "Hard Weather," the wind has "teeth" and 
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"claws" and seems "like a scythe." The driving force 

of the wind, then, is described as "Tritonly" as it lashes 

upon land and people. But the poet sees a lesson even in 

the violent force of the wind: through Nature's sterner 

manifestations, man learns to struggle and thereby pre

pares himself for the more difficult times in life. In 

its more gentle movements, as it is pictured in "The 

South-Wester," the wind can pile the clouds up so that 

they look like three Mount Olympuses and assume the shape 

of a great amphitheatre. 

Like other poets, Meredith often turned to other 

writers and literary works and used them allusively in 

poems treating various themes. Some of his poems also 

were on individual authors. This is true with Meredith's 

early series of nine quatrains, each of which describes the 

poetry of one of the great English bards Meredith admired. 

Two other poems, both sonnets, praise Shakespeare, whose 

love for all men comes as a result of his communion with 

Mother Earth, Each of these works remarks on Shakespeare's 

happiness and joyous acceptance of life. 

A line from one of Shakespeare's plays is referred to 

in "The Sweet o' the Year," the theme of which is the 

response of all of earth's creatures to the coming of 

springtime. A second of Shakespeare's plays—The Tempest— 
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is used in the "Wind on the Lyre." Here Meredith uses 

Ariel from the play to symbolize in his own poem the mar

riage of heaven and earth, a favorite theme of Meredith. 

Among other literary figures who caught Meredith's 

attention was the young Scottish poet, Alexander Smith, 

whose sonnet on "Fame," though not well received, inspired 

Meredith to write a poem on "Fame" and to dedicate it to 

the aspiring young Scottish poet. Another brand of writers, 

the critics, are not received well by Meredith himself, 

who lashes out at them in his "A Later Alexandrian." 

Meredith respected the American poet V/alt Whitman 

and applauded him in the poem "An Orson of the Muse." 

Whitman, Meredith notes, is like the legendary Orson who 

lived in the forest and shunned the mores and conventions 

of society. Meredith and Whitman share one other trait: 

both never are intimidated by people who dislike their 

themes. Each poet dares to write on those subjects he 

deems significant. 

Two short poems provide an example of Meredith's 

adeptness in writing satire. "Manfred," a parody of 

Byron's poem, is designed to encourage people to seek 

peace and contentment in the country; if they remain in 

the city, then they must be willing to suffer from indiges

tion which is bred in the city. "Hernani" is an hilarious 
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satire on Hugoan ultra-romanticism; Meredith achieves 

effect by concentrating upon an inconvenient moment when 

a couple are together. 

Meredith was an inveterate optimist throughout his 

life. While other writers would have become cynical 

because of hostile criticism, Meredith seemed to be 

able to take life and its ripples in stride. His forti

tude and hopefulness are evident in "The World's Advance," 

which is the expression of his optimism in a nutshell. 

While Elizabeth Barrett Brovniing called the ascent of the 

mind "Spiral," Meredith says he prefers his image of a 

tipsy man to illustrate that, though the mind's ascent 

may be spiral, the world's progress may be upwards, but 

it also follows a zig-zag pattern. 

As a conclusion to this summary of the ways in which 

Meredith uses mythological and literary allusions in his 

poetry to achieve his didactic and descriptive goals, it 

seems pertinent to look at the epitaph that Meredith wrote 

for another great Victorian poet, Robert Browning. Hearing 

the news from Venice that Browning had died, Meredith 

composed a sonnet expressing, not only his own personal 

grief, but also the grief of the whole world. The sestet, 

though referring to Browning, seems an appropriate tribute 

to Meredith too: 



212 

Such ending is not Death: such living shows 
What wide allumination brightness sheds 
Prom one big heart, to conquer man's old foes: 
The coward, and the tyrant, and the force 
Of all those weedy monsters raising heads 

When Song is murk from springs of turbid source. 

Hopefully, the poetry written by George Meredith will 

in time win recognition equal to that granted to his novels 

and his essay on comedy. Both the substance and some of 

the techniques of this poetry surely merit increased atten

tion* 

^ ; 
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