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In Rhythm and Will in Victorian Poetry, Matthew Campbell explores
the work of four Victorian poets — Tennyson, Browning, Hopkins
and Hardy — as they show a consistent and innovative concern with
questions of human agency and will. The Victorians saw the virtues
attendant upon a strong will as central to themselves and to their
culture, and Victorian poetry strove to find an aesthetic form to
represent this sense of the human will. Through close study of the
metre, rhyme and rhythm of a wide range of poems — including
monologue, lyric and elegy — Campbell reveals how closely techni-
cal questions of poetics are related, in the work of these poets, to
issues of psychology, ethics and social change. He goes on to discuss
more general questions of poetics, and the implications of the
achievement of the Victorian poets in a wider context, from Milton
through Romanticism and into contemporary critical debate.

Matthew Campbell is Lecturer in English Literature at the Univer-
sity of Sheffield, and co-editor of Beyond the Pleasure Dome: Writing and
Addiction from the Romantics (1994). He has published articles in Essays
wn Criticism, English, Tennyson Research Bulletin, Bullin and the European
Fournal of English Studies.
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Preface and acknowledgements

Discussing the inappropriateness of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ use of the
word ‘counterpoint’ as a musical analogy for ‘the relation between
iambic norm and rhythmic actuality’, John Hollander reminds us that
any would-be ‘clarifier of the talk of prosodists . . . would try to
illuminate the ways in which linguistic and conceptual habit produced
garbled descriptions of prosodic events nevertheless clearly and effort-
lessly perceived and understood’.! This is a reassurance not only to those
who find Hopkins’ own metrical practice ‘garbled’, but also to those
who have difficulty perceiving rhythm at all. Whatever the method of
description, all the prosodist is describing is the perception, in which all
who listen may share.

The habit of listening to the rhythms of poetry has passed from the
skills imparted to many students and scholars of poetry alike. Conse-
quently, I have attempted to scan the rhythms of the poems discussed in
this book with a methodology derived from the classical model which
‘the talk of prosodists” has declared to be a limited means of describing
the dominantly accentual-syllabic rhythms of English poetry. Alterna-
tive scansions of some of the poems described here could be supplied by
applying the Trager-Smith system of scansion, according to four de-
grees of stress, which important books on the rhythm of English by
Derek Attridge and Philip Hobsbaum have adopted.? Despite the anxie-
ties of Tennyson, who greatly desired the introduction of a system of
notation which would fix his sonic intentions in print, or the consistent
prosodic theorising of Hopkins, the classical model of scansion was the
one in which the poets discussed in this book described their own verse.
That alternative systems of scansion have not, as yet, supplanted the
older means of describing English rhythm can be seen in a recent
colloquium in which the poet Robert Wallace goads a number of fellow
critics and poets into responses to his call for a clarification of prosodic
discussion, and a reclamation of it back from the linguists.3 Hopefully,
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an ear for prosodic events can then return to the skills the poet or critic
expect from their readers.

However, this book is not entirely a book on metre or rhythm, as it is
not entirely a book on Victorian will. That latter distinction must belong
to John R. Reed’s encyclopaedic Victorian Will. Rather, this is a study of
the rhythm of will as marked mainly in the work of only four major
Victorian poets, Alfred Tennyson, Robert Browning, Gerard Manley
Hopkins and Thomas Hardy. It touches on contemporary and Victor-
ian prosodic theory and practice where necessary, as it also attempts to
provide some historical basis for what might be meant by ‘will’ in this
period. But this is a book about poetic form and its relation to the
concern that the poets considered here show with decision, action and
event. It seeks to describe how, in lyric, narrative, dramatic and elegiac
forms, these poets construct versions of a Victorian self which is shown
acting through a medium which can analyse motive in deliberation,
purpose and intention, and out to decision, action and event. Key
‘prosodic events’ in the poems discussed here provide a means of
relating poetic form to Victorian conceptions of self and will. No matter
how the apprehension of the will is sounded in the rhythms of the poets
here, finding and describing a ‘rhythm of will’ serves as a key means of
showing its formal embodiment in Victorian poetry. Tennyson’s spe-
aker in In Memoriam tells us that he knows better than others, ‘How much
of act at human hands / The sense of human will demands’ (LxxxV,
39-40). This book seeks to locate the aesthetic demands of that sense of
will primarily, but not exclusively, within the rhythms of the poems
discussed here.

Parts of chapters six and eight have appeared elsewhere, in Essays in
Criticism and Memory and Memonials, 1789—1914. This book began as a PhD
thesis on Tennyson’s poetry at the University of Cambridge, under the
supervision of Eric Griffiths. There are many ways in which this book,
or indeed my own discovery of the importance of the sound of poetry,
could not have happened without his close attention, and the brilliant
example of his own work on Victorian poetry and voice. Others have
read and commented on parts of this work, and to them I owe a debt:
Antoinette Quinn, Jeremy Prynne, Aidan Day, Rod Mengham, Neil
Roberts, Tim Armstrong, Christopher Ricks, John Haffenden, Sally
Shuttleworth, and the anonymous readers for Cambridge University
Press. At the Press, Kevin Taylor first put faith in this project, and Josie
Dixon and Linda Bree have seen it through a long period of gestation.
Others have given help in no less tangible ways: Patrick Close, Sean
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Doran, Nicholas Grene and Philip Roberts. My parents, Brian and
Paula Campbell, supported me unconditionally through much of this
work. Valerie Cotter has lived most of it, for a number of years now, and
to her I owe a great debt for her patience and love.
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Unless otherwise noted, the following editions have been preferred in
this book.

Robert Browning, The Poems, ed. J. Pettigrew and T. J. Collins, 2 vols.
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981).
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Penguin, 1971).
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: two decisions

With characteristic humility, Hallam Tennyson omits to name himself
as the recipient of this advice from his father:

I cannot refrain from setting down his talk to a young man who was going to the
University. — ‘If a man is merely to be a bundle of sensations, he had better not
exist at all. He should embark on his career in the spirit of selfless and
adventurous heroism; should develop his true self by not shirking responsibility,
by casting aside all maudlin and introspective morbidities, and by using his
powers cheerfully in accordance with the obvious dictates of his moral con-
sciousness, and so, as far as possible, in harmony with what he feels to be the
Absolute Right.”

This advice is familiar in the Victorian public school fiction which
promotes a ‘muscular Christianity’. Heroism is selfless before it is
adventurous; responsibility exists in facing the morbid, and bowing to the
moral necessity of ‘the Absolute Right’. This is an example of something
that John R. Reed might describe as moving from the Romantic to the
Victorian, from ‘aggressive heroism, or what might be called the imperial
will, to controlled heroism, or the reflective will’.? Napoleon and
Wellington are replaced by the model citizens of Samuel Smiles’ Self Help.

In the midst of such counsel from his father, Hallam includes these
lines from ‘Oenone’:

Self-reverence, self-knowledge, self-control,

These three alone lead life to sovereign power.

Yet not for power (power of herself

Would come uncalled for) but to live by law,

Acting the law we live by without fear;

And, because right is right, to follow right

Were wisdom in the scorn of consequence. (142-8)

(The text here is Hallam’s Memoir of his father; the italics are Hallam’s.)
This is a key passage for Tennyson, and also for his family. Yet the very

I



2 Introduction: two decisions

status of these lines, as moral instruction, impairs the quality of the
verse. The yoking of the self into reverence, knowledge and control to
achieve ‘sovereign power’ is easily said, but harder done. Even the ease
which is supposedly a characteristic of Tennyson’s verse has difficulty
with this. There is a straining after self-evident truth, almost to tautol-
ogy: ‘because right is right, to follow right / Were wisdom . . .” Hallam’s
emphases, on ‘law’ and ‘Acting’, bringing together as they do necessity
and freedom, or the freedom to act in acknowledgement of necessity,
overstress the already strenuous at the very point at which the calm of
conviction should hold.

In ‘Oenone’, these lines are related by the outcast and powerless
heroine who speaks in the main body of what is a partially realised
dramatic monologue. They come from the speech of Pallas Athene,
describing the benefits which will follow if Oenone’s lover Paris decides
to opt for the way of will. The speech continues in the poem (not quoted
by Hallam) a few lines after this, describing just what the bodily experi-
ence of this will might be:

‘... rest thee sure
That I shall love thee well and cleave to thee,
So that my vigour, wedded to thy blood,
Shall strike within thy pulses, like a God’s,
To push thee forward through a life of shocks,
Dangers, and deeds, until endurance grow
Sinewed with action, and the full-grown will,
Circled through all experience, pure law,
Commeasure perfect freedom.’ (156-64)

The quality of these lines is their very strenuousness, an imitation of the
difficulty of the task proposed. The blank verse courts rhyme as the line
ending ‘like a God’s’ is picked up with a close sonic echo in ‘life of
shocks’. The verse itself admits its subject matter as one of great struggle:
‘cleave . . . vigour . ..blood .. .strike ... pulses...push...shocks...
Sinewed’. The experience of will in the masculine body is experienced
in the sonic body of the verse as it strikes off these vital signs of power.
Yet this is a hard task, and pictures a life of great strain. ‘Power of
herself’, gendered in this poem, will be given by the goddess to this man,
as she says to Paris that she will ‘push thee forward’. Her way is towards
law, wisdom and power through a strengthening of habits of will.
Oenone, passive narrator of the poem, cries out that Paris, her former
lover, should give the golden apple to Pallas, and we can hear the older
Tennyson and his son concurring at this point, along probably with the
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majority of their Victorian readership. Choices to be made, or moments
of will like this one, have both the watching speaker Oenone, as well as
an imaginary audience, urging them on. These are particularly Victor-
ian moments, and they can be caricatured in the terms of Kipling’s
exhortation to the future officer class in ‘If” (*And so hold on when there
is nothing in you / Except the Will which says to them: “Hold on!’’?) or
in the handbook for self-improving capitalism which is Self Help:

there is no power of law that can make the idle man industrious, the thriftless
provident, or the drunken sober; though every individual can be each and all of
these if he will, by the exercise of his own powers of action and self-denial.
Indeed all experience serves to prove that the worth and strength of a State
depend far less upon the form of its institutions than upon the character of its
men.*

For Kipling and Smiles, as well as for Tennyson and Browning, the first
mover behind such an ideology of resilience and activity is Thomas
Carlyle, who posits a conception of heroism revealing itself to the
hero-worshipper, thus acting as a powerful example to all. In his lecture,
“The Hero as King’, Carlyle works no less than the meaning of life, for
all of his audience, around the importance of vital and active willing:

And yet, I say, there is an irrepressible tendency in every man to develop
himself according to the magnitude which Nature has made of him; to speak
out, to act out, what Nature has laid in him. This is proper, fit, inevitable; nay, it
1s a duty, and even the summary of duties for a man. The meaning of life here
on earth might be defined as consisting in this: to unfold your seff, to work what
thing you have the faculty for. It is a necessity for the human being, the first law
of our existence.’

Duty and necessity both go out to meet volition and individualism. We
can actively control our destiny, but only insofar as that destiny reveals
itself to us. We are not prompted to act by will, as a first cause, but by
what, as Carlyle’s rhyming prose stresses it, ‘Nature has made’ of us,
what ‘Nature has laid’ in us.

Yet such exhortations are as much the source of an anxious sense of
powerlessness in the writing of the nineteenth century, and the centrality
of individual agency in the unfolding of the self is often inspected to
reveal a hollowness, a sense of being without just such a centre. For
every official exhortation of Tennyson, Carlyle, Kipling or Smiles, there
is a voice, like Arthur Hugh Clough’s, which might ask that the struggle
nought availeth, or as his speaker confronts the issue in Sa Majesté Trés
Chrétienne,
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Alas, and 1s it true

Ought I can purpose, say, or will, or do,

My fancy choose, my changeful silly heart

Resolve, my puny hand enact,

To that great glory can in ought conduce

Which from the old eternities is Thine?

Ah never, no! (52-8)°

This drama of weakness before the imperatives of action, and the sense
of failure in purpose, speech, will, action, choice, resolve is trapped
here where ‘can’ meets ‘ought’, and issues only in passive denial. With
duty laid before him, Clough’s speaker can only turn to an intuited
sense of a contained subjectivity which may never have to engage in a
world in which it may fail: ‘Somehow I think my heart within is
pure’(122).

Decisions such as face Paris in Tennyson’s ‘Oenone’ are founded in
a testing of the will, a version of self which is held up in a dramatic
verse which allows itself to work as mimic, counterpoint, enemy or ally,
of the efforts of poet or speaker to work their way into a position of
informed choice carried through with a strong will. These moments are
marked in the poems discussed in this book by their rhythms in the way
that a speech such as Pallas Athene’s is conveyed in a poetry which
seeks for a rhythm of will. The dilemma which is presented to Paris
captures not only a Carlylean account of history as the individual
responding to crisis, but it captures the way in which the poetry that
wished to work within such moments sought to find form, here narra-
tive as well as prosodic, for insight into processes of mind which were
dependent not only upon thought and feeling, but also on will. Ten-
nyson 1s not alone in such a seeking, and as John R. Reed and Isobel
Armstrong, to name but two, have recently told us, the will is a central
and often unquestioned part of Victorian accounts of self and mind.
The implicit logical shift in equating volitional power with moral
strength in Tennyson’s advice to his son, and the related terms of
Pallas’ offer show this: the ethical, the psychological and the means of
describing action as experience and necessity meet in a strenuously
argued medium.” That medium is a Victorian poetry, which, as Dennis
Taylor and Eric Griffiths have also stated, is one which has been
concerned with moving towards the rhythmic representation of the
human voice.® Add to this the moral and psychological preoccupations
of a poetry which explores character in dramatic monologue and loss
in elegy, and we have a concern with sounding a sense of self or
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caracter through the experience of that character’s volitional abilities
or failings.

This book presents readings of a number of poems in order to discuss
varying Victorian accounts of agency through comparable accounts of
voiced rhythm. Bringing these concerns together, it describes the work-
ings of human will through poetic effect both in the narrative and lyrical
forms which move towards dramatic monologue and in Victorian
versions of elegy. The means of sounding the many voices which the
poetry of Tennyson, Browning, Hopkins and Hardy presents us, is
through an ear for prosodic innovations. These innovations are con-
cerned with laying the line of a lyric or dramatic consciousness within
the line of poetry, working one with or against the other, within or
outside metrical norms or inventions. An attention to prosodic practice
in Victorian poetry is no mere technical matter. Rather, it enables us to
listen for the rhythms of will which emerge from the representation of
experiences of self through the bodily experience of a poetry which 1s
conscious of itself as voiced sound.

The dramatic and elegiac poetry of the nineteenth century investi-
gates agency through speech, a sense of agency which is posited as
central to the identity of the self. The self, in turn, strives to make its
presence felt in the speech which is recreated in Victorian verse. This
happens both in the individual decision and in the greater sense of the
marking of these decisions in history. What is sounded along the line of
poetry aspires to be either the sound of the self facing the moment of
decision or a life spent avoiding such decisions. Before poet and speaker
the options for change are always open. The possibilities of new life for
the subject in the poem, or new form available to the subject who is the
artist, tug this poetry into the challenge of something that we might call
modernity, but the Victorians would call the future. Passionate about
the past as they were, the attitude to the will as the faculty which places
the agency of the individual in a position to determine the future, to
effect change, to bring into form the new, is represented with the
ambivalence shown in many poems discussed in this book. The poems
do find rhythms for representing agency in crisis, but they might just as
casily sound the inertia attendant upon a conception of the agent
existing only in a scene of aftermath.

Robert Browning’s Sordello, a poem so innovative it is still nearly
unreadable, sees action, event and character often circling around
themselves with varying degrees of crisis, inertia and obscurity. Book v
attempts to move the poem away from the enervation which threatens
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its poet-hero, and out to its story of a European civilisation emerging
from the Dark Ages. Speaking directly to his hero ‘in modern speech’,
the ‘low voice’ of Browning’s narrator counsels the despondent Sordello
to take a part in the history of man. He advances a theory of history
which will exemplify how ‘collective man / Outstrips the individual’
(103—4) and points to “The Multitude to be materialized’ (124-5). History
is ‘loose eternal unrest’ (126) and while it needs individuals to bring it to
form, those individuals are destined to be subsumed both by the materi-
alized multitude for which they work and a human progress which will
in its turn need other individuals to advance it. So the narrator, steeling
himself to make his point clearly for once (‘Speak plainer!’), shows
Sordello how from one specific of policy, a single Pope’s decision to take
the responsibility for ecclesiastical appointments, the position of Roman
power in history has been secured:

‘Speak plainer! Is’t so sure

God’s church lives by a King’s investiture?

Look to last step! A staggering — a shock —

What’s mere sand is demolished, while the rock

Endures: a column of black fiery dust

Blots heaven — that help was prematurely thrust

Aside, perchance! — but air clears, naught’s erased

Of the true outline. Thus much being firm based,

The other was a scaffold’ (v, 153-61)

The cataclysmic blotting of heaven here is due to the process of the
realignment of social organisations into their true forms. A critical
moment of upheaval clears to show, in a conflation of two passages from
St Matthew, the destruction of the house made of sand (vi1, 24—7) and
the surviving outline of the rock of Peter’s Church (xvi, 18). The scaffold
of a temporal organisation makes way for the true outline of eternal
forms, in this case Rome.

This reorganisation contributes to an emergence of what is proph-
esied in scripture from what is temporary. The expedient of the scaffold
is no longer needed, and history progresses, further revealing the eter-
nal, an achievement in time which reveals the timeless. Yet that
achievement, the revelation of the outline of truth from the clearing air,
is one which has to be realised by an individual, even though that
individual is obeying what history will reveal to be necessity. The
individual reveals this truth from the processes of his own body. The
passage continues:
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‘See him stand
Buttressed upon his mattock, Hildebrand
Of the huge brain-mask welded ply o’er ply
Asin a forge; it buries either eye
White and extinct, that stupid brow; teeth clenched,
The neck tight-corded, too, the chin deep-trenched,
As if a cloud enveloped him while fought
Under its shade, grim prizers, thought with thought
At dead-lock, agonizing he, until
The victor thought leap radiant up, and Will,
The slave with folded arms and drooping lids
They fought for, lean forth flame-like as it bids.
Call him no flower — a mandrake of the earth,
Thwarted and dwarfed and blasted in its birth,
Rather, — a fruit of suffering’s excess,
Thence feeling, therefore stronger: still by stress
Of Strength, work Knowledge!’ (v, 161-77)

Writing from the nineteenth century, Browning pictures key moments
which assist him in his version of history as eternal progress. To do this
he pictures not only the government of the ‘Multitude’ but also of the
self, and the critical moment of history is placed in the eleventh century
body of the ‘suffering’, ‘feeling’ Pope Gregory VII. That body has come
dramatically to the decisions which here burst into the present tense at
‘thought leap radiant up’, and show a contorting rhythmic portrait of
the mechanisms of will.

Browning portrays an intellectual strife within the self. Processes of
mind are shown allying power with will: at one point decision-making is
compared to a prize fight. The body of the Pope is locked into its
processes of thought, vigorously disputing with itself and showing the
fierceness of that dispute in brain, eye, brow, teeth, neck and chin. The
rhyming verse chafes with the strain: ‘ply/eye’, ‘clenched’/‘trenched’,
‘fought’/‘thought’. These rhymes hold the couplets into the deliberating
body that the rhythms of the passage scan. Those rhythms are chopped
up into seemingly random caesura, sudden substitutions and enjamb-
ments which, due to the semantic emphasis of the couplets, never really
allow the verse to throw off its constraint. They work with the mind
which 1s stressing its body so. “T'eeth clenched / The neck tight-corded,
too, the chin deep-trenched’: the lines pack their metrical stresses
around the moments of physical stress shown in the hyphenated tension
of the tightened neck and impacted chin. They must relax, and do. ‘At
dead-lock, agonizing he, until / The victor thought leap radiant up, and
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Will’: the strain is released gradually into that isolated iamb, and the
‘until/Will’ rhyme works us out of the impasse of thought, through
decision, and into action. This action results from the capitalised “Will’,
a faculty which, the decision taken, ‘bids’ with the sudden destructive-
ness of a flame. This faculty is in the service of one who knows an excess
of suffering, of one who feels. It only increases his strength to work
Knowledge.

This is exactly what Pallas Athene promises Paris in ‘Oenone’, the
abilities of a ‘full-grown will’, and the corresponding civic and political
virtues which will involve hard decisions, but decisions that Paris can
make. As I have said, these would be the virtues that an official version
of a strong will would hold up before a society keen to materialise a
multitude of autonomous individuals. Such choice is a necessary fiction
of the newly liberal society which was then in its infancy in Victoria’s
Britain. Yet choice may be compromised by other factors. Oenone has
told us of the ‘clear and bared limbs’ of Pallas, a candid nudity which is,
we suspect, mediated by what is undoubtedly the sort of advice you give
to young men going to the university. The way of will is open, but other
factors can influence the way in which we make decisions.

The allure of overpowering sexuality may be one of them. Thus
Paris is faced with the half-naked, half-shadowed body of Aphrodite,
slowly drawing back her hair in a tempting display of erotic dissem-
blance. She,

‘With rosy slender fingers backward drew

From her warm brows and bosom her deep hair
Ambrosial, golden round her lucid throat

And shoulder: from the violets her light foot

Shone rosy-white, and o’er her rounded form

Between the shadows of the vine-bunches

Floated the glowing sunlights, as she moved.’ (172-8)

It takes four enjambed lines of rolling blank verse, so different in
rhythmic style from Pallas’ speech, to effect this revelation. Even Aph-
rodite’s foot is ‘light’, the pun stressing the growing brightness that this
goddess’ nudity brings to the scene. She offers a single sentence as her
speech to Paris, “The fairest and most loving wife in Greece’, and this
and the above erotic picture (narrated to us by a woman) make up his
mind. He chooses to reject the faculty which will make more and better
choices part of his personality. The option of power is given up in favour
of the option to continue as a ‘bundle of sensations’.
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Unlike Hildebrand’s effort, which rights the course of the history of
Western Europe, this is an instance of incontinence, the choice of a
course of action taken against the agent’s better judgement. Paris
surrenders to sexual attraction, giving up the opportunity of divine
assistance towards absolute moral control. Pallas Athene had offered an
intermingling of godly power with the human body: her vigour and his
blood are shown in the internalised image of a perpetual adrenalin rush
of power which will ‘strike within thy pulses’, and then give Paris the
moral muscularity of one who is ‘Sinewed with action’. However, the
method which Pallas uses to tell Paris how he can have a full grown will
is one which does not sweeten the facts of a life spent struggling towards
it. The ‘shocks, / Dangers, and deeds’ are hardly attractive, and the
strenuous rhythms and straining syntax of that speech too perfectly
mimic the harshness of what she is outlining. Neither the myth nor
Tennyson can allow us to see what might happen if Paris were to take up
Pallas’ offer. The cataclysmic effects of his choice are elsewhere well
documented, ready to meet with the consequences of another action,
and, as Yeats says, “T'he broken wall, the burning roof and tower / And
Agamemnon dead’.’ Rhythmically acknowledged human shortcomings
cannot allow Paris to grasp fully the idea, or even the physicality, of the
metaphors used to express Pallas’ offer and the consequences in history
of his decision.

It takes only a split-second shutting of Oenone’s ‘sight for fear’ (184)
for Paris to give the apple to Aphrodite, and for her narrative to come to
a close. This is a decision which goes desperately wrong for the poem’s
heroine, who has had no part in the drama enacted in front of her. A
passive spectator to a process of choosing, her complaint is the com-
plaint of the powerless, one who has had no opportunity to choose, no
option of will. Alluding to the last line of ‘Ulysses’, Gerhard Joseph
summarises a tradition of criticism of ‘Oenone’ and Tennyson’s early
poetry, in terms which are applicable to the marginalised yet titular
heroine: she is in ‘that hovering state between the fatality of suffering
victim and the striving, seeking, unyielding hero’.'® Her grieving situ-
ation is the result of the denial of Pallas’ offer. Another’s choice leaves
her alone, and her predicament is one where another’s actions have
irrevocably affected her circumstances.

Oenone cannot know what Tennyson called “The happiness resulting
from power well exercised’. This phrase appears in the fragment of a
letter that he sent to his fiancée Emily Selwood in 1839, one of the few
remaining pieces of evidence we have of a relationship which nearly
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foundered on circumstance. The letter works from power on earth to
silence in eventual knowledge:

The happiness resulting from power well exercised must in the end far exceed
the mere physical happiness of breathing, eating and sleeping like an ox. Can
we say that God prefers higher happiness in some to a lower happiness in all?
It is a hard thing that if I sin and fail I should be sacrificed to the bliss of the
saints. Yet what reasonable creature, if he could have been asked beforehand
would not have said ‘Give me the metaphysical power, let me be the lord of
my decisions: leave physical quietude and dull pleasure to lesser lives™? All
souls methinks would have answered thus and so had men suffered by their
own choice, as now by necessity of being born what they are, but there is no
answer to the question except in a great hope of universal good . . . Let us be

silent for we know nothing of these things and we trust there is one who knows
all.”?

Writing within a particularly difficult moment in his relationship, Ten-
nyson asks to be lord of its decisions. He moves at first towards the
orthodox Christianity of the recipient of the letter, but then veers away
in claims of ignorance, and the assertion only of ‘trust’. The ‘reasonable
creature’ asks for power and will, yet questioningly. The sacrifice of the
self'in failure is the ‘hard thing’ of responsibility, but ‘all souls methinks’
would want it. Suffering and necessity do condition such freedoms, and
they exist only as the ‘great hope of universal good’. Paris repudiates just
such an opportunity, and Oenone is shown to possess very little in the
way of ‘the metaphysical power’.

Power, decision and choice are all placed before characters such as
these in Victorian poetry; often they remain ungraspable, held there
either only by a ‘trust’ in ‘one who knows all’, or in the merely intuited
sense of a need to pursue a progress barely to be felt in the hero’s own
lifetime. The ‘low voice’ of Browning’s narrator wonders whether Sor-
dello himself might effect the move to the final stage of human progress:

‘Knowledge by stress of merely Knowledge? No —
E’en were Sordello ready to forego
His life for this, twere overleaping work
Some one has first to do, howe’er it irk,
Nor stray a foot’s breadth from the beaten road.’
(v, 211-15)

The theme is that Rome wasn’t built in a day, but it is also one which
allows the self to play a crucial part in its construction. That part may be
neither an easy nor an attractive option. For the first time in Book v,
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Browning rhymes ‘work’ with ‘irk’ (he does it again at lines 305-6), and
suggests the labour that is required to achieve a task, and the necessity of
keeping to its already beaten road. Such achievement may not be
possible, and much that follows in this book may be a record of failure.
But the option of foregoing a life for such tasks was always before the
Victorians, and their poetry tries to sound the experience of its strenu-
ous difficulty.






PART ONE

Rhythms of will






CHAPTER 2

Rhythms of Will

THE NAKED THEW AND SINEW OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE

Despite being counselled by his father not to give up hope of his
deliverance from captivity, Milton’s Samson turns despairingly against
arguments for patience. Manoah had warned his son not to believe the
temptings of his mind, and not to add mental anguish to bodily im-
prisonment. But the blind Samson knows that his anguish is of the mind
as much as it i1s of the body. As so often through the early passages of the
poem, he turns inward to the torments of the captive, ‘inmost mind’:

O that torment should not be confined
To the body’s wounds and sores
With maladies innumerable
in heart, head, brest and reins;
But must secret passage find
To the inmost mind,
There exercise all his fierce accidents.
And on her purest spirits prey,
As on entrails, joints and limbs,
With answerable pains, but more intense,
Though void of corporal sense.

My griefs not only pain me
As a lingering disease,
But finding no redress, ferment and rage,
Nor less than wounds immedicable
Rankle, and fester, and gangrene,
To black mortification.
Thoughts my tormentors armed with deadly stings
Mangle my apprehensive tenderest parts,
Exasperate, exulcerate, and raise
Dire inflammation which no cooling herb
Or med’cinal liquor can assuage,
Nor breath of vernal air from snowy alp.

15
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Sleep hath forsook and given me o’er

To death’s benumbing opium as my only cure.

Thence faintings, swoonings of despair,

And sense of Heaven’s desertion. (Samson Agonistes, 606—32)!

Samson concentrates his speech round the cruel pun in the first line:
torment is not ‘confined’ —a logical description, limiting a definition —to
the body; the tormented speaker can think only in terms of his physical
confinement in body and in cell. The confinements of the speech work
their way into the body of thought of one who spends his time brooding
on the facts of his imprisonment, and on the circumstances of his
blinding and emasculation. The verse of the speech suggests to us the
experience of that brooding.

The speech describes thought — as its subject and as mental process —
and finds a rhythm for the thought of one whose bodily strength has
been his greatest gift from God. Samson can only think of his remorse in
bodily terms. To take the second verse paragraph, the sense moves from
grief to incurable disease, from thought to perpetual torture, and from
insomnia to the medicine of suicide. The rhythm marks this process in
bodily terms. The iambic metre of the dialogue of the poem as a whole
allows in an irregularity which is otherwise reserved for the metrical
experiments of the poem’s Choruses. Lines shorten and distend, stresses
pack themselves together in a kind of muscular tension, and the verse
works its way into the sound of a straining body. These, for instance, are
his ‘griefs”:

v/v /Sy /S v S v/
But finding no redress, ferment and rage,
U/ U /v /Juu
Nor less than wounds immedicable
/ v /Svuvu /]
Rankle, and fester, and gangrene,
v/ /uu/ v
To black mortification.

As I have marked in the stresses, the pentameter line subsides to
tetrameter and trimeter after ‘ferment and rage’, and the heroic iambs
succumb to feminine endings and stresses which are wrenched into
dactyls, a spondee and a final falling trochee. The lines continue with
opening trochaic substitutions, and then brilliantly return us to iambs
just where they can wreak the most damage on the body of the spoken
verse: “Thoughts . . . ExASperate, exULcerate, and raise/Dire IN-
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flammation . . .” By the end of the paragraph the return of the iambic
rhythm is only carried in tetrameters of limping despair: “Thence
faintings, swoonings of despair, /And sense of Heaven’s desertion’. The
last syllable is an unstressed and lonely feminine ending, bearing testi-
mony to the exhaustion of the body through the torments of the mind.
The masculine Samson is bound in chains, but he is also musclebound.
Bound to thought through blindness and captivity, his muscles can now
only suffer the torment of his mind. The rhythm of the verse in which he
speaks carries these two things, the muscularity of his mental suffering
and the speech of the character who can feel thought only through his
body.

Milton’s blank verse here achieves exactly what his most formidable
critic says is a logical impossibility. Samuel Johnson reserved special
scorn for the ‘harsh and dissonant’ experiments of the Choruses of
Samson Agonistes, which to his ear sounded as if they were without ‘any
appearance of metrical regularity’.? In another essay in the Rambler, he 1s
equally sceptical on the matter of onomatopoeia:

Dionysius himself tells us, that the sound of Homer’s verses sometimes exhibits
the idea of corporeal bulk: is not this a discovery nearly approaching to that of
the blind man, who after long enquiry into the nature of the scarlet colour,
found that it represented nothing so much as the clangour of a trumpet? The
representative power of poetic harmony consists of sound and measure; of the
force of the syllables singly considered, and of the time in which they are
pronounced. Sound can resemble nothing but sound, and time can measure
nothing but motion and duration.?

For Johnson, the pre-eminence of the poet above all other artists is due
to the fact that he has ‘the faculty of joining music with reason, and of
acting at once upon the senses and the passions’.* So poetry should not
only modulate the sense to the sound, but also the senses to the reason.
In his complaint against Dionysius, he recommends that we should
never confound the senses, and imagine that the sound of a trumpet be
considered red.

This does not mean that we should disregard the source of the sounds
of dramatic verse. The source of Samson’s speech is in the body and
voice of the character that speaks it, as well as the verse of its author.
Speech and verse combine to convey the experience of a body tor-
mented by thought, and of a move from one sense to the other. This is
done in simile: the thought only seems to torture, as if it resembles a
tortured body. But this simile carries across resemblances that Johnson
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could not allow, resemblances which work the verse experienced by the
reader/listener as physical suffering in sound into the verse experienced
by the speaker as mental suffering.

In the dialogue, but particularly in the Choruses, of Samson Agonustes,
Milton discovered something that Johnson and at least two centuries of
successors heard only rarely. That is a rhythm which enables a sound to
represent more than just a sound, a rhythm which allows the speaker to
express an experience of the activity of the body. Johnson could have
heard a famous defence of such imitative effects in the examples that
Pope gives of a versification which is more than just a smoothing over of
‘harshness’ by art:

"Tis not enough no harshness gives offence,

The sound must seem an echo to the sense:

Soft is the strain when Zephyr gently blows,

And the smooth stream in smoother numbers flows.
But when loud surges lash the sounding shore,

The hoarse, rough verse should like the torrent roar:
When Ajax strives some rock’s vast weight to throw,
The line too labours and the words move slow:

(Essay on Criticism, 364—71)°

In a polemic designed to rescue metrical matters from technical pre-
scription, Robert Wallace observes that the penultimate line here
‘builds to the release in the final iamb, “to throw,” where the distinct
contrast between the unstressed syllable and the stressed one seems to let
us feel the physical gesture’.® This is very properly put: the effect ‘seems’
to realise an experience of bodily exertion in the reader, achieved only
through the reading voice. The experience of the poem as sonic form, so
Pope might say, can convey an experience of the corporeal, of move-
ment and of effort. Such a sense of the corporeal is great in all of
Samson’s speeches too, a wrecked heroic metre spoken from the wreck
of a great hero on the verge of a final spending of his passion. The
rhythm of the poem, like that of Pope’s line on Ajax, is one of will. It
represents the will of a hero which works out, finally for Milton, God’s
will. As he destroys the Philistines, and himself, Samson eventually
becomes a demonstration both of individual will and necessity, the
‘uncontrollable intent’ (1754) which is the will of God. Samson Agonistes
does this for the reader through the experience of the body of the poem.

The poets of the nineteenth century heard again what had been
sounded in the rhythms of the older Milton. Their effort was to break
through into a new means of sounding and hearing the rhythms of verse
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in the English language before the great move into free verse which
followed their innovations. As well as in Milton, those rhythms also
existed in such disparate places, unofficial as well as canonical, as ballad,
nursery rhyme, and the songs of Shakespeare’s late plays. The poetry of
Gerard Manley Hopkins is often read as the summation of the nineteenth
century’s rhythmic inventiveness. While Hopkins’ insistent, often an-
xious attempts to find a satisfactory conceptual account of English
rhythm in his critical writings, correspondence and idiosyncratic practice
provided such a powerful example to his Modernist successors, it did not
occur in a vacuum. At the very least, Hopkins’ achievements represent
also an important means of hearing the achievements of his precursors
and contemporaries. The range of the sonic inventiveness of the poets
discussed in this book, at once self-consciously aware of classical or
English example and working towards new forms, is worked into one of
its great subjects, the representation of human agency in verse.

What is central to the Victorian sense of self — the will — becomes the
source of what is new about its poetic practice. For the new to exist in art,
grounded as it might be in previous practice, traditions overlooked or
options now taken which were, though available, ignored before, the
Innovative artist needs to believe in the possibilities of change. And
change can only be effected in the future. According to William Hazlitt,
the will can only address itself to the future, since ‘All voluntary action,
thatis all action proceeding from a will, or effort of the mind to produce a
certain event, must relate to the future.”” Hopkins also saw that when the
will 1s involved in a process of choosing, in accordance with the will of
God ornot, the ‘act must always be in the future’.? By the beginning of the
twentieth century, William James made of this a pragmatic description:

Free-will pragmatically means novelties in the world, the right to expect that in its
deepest elements as well as in its surface phenomena, the future may not
identically repeat and imitate the past. That imitation en masseis there, who can
deny? The general ‘uniformity of nature’ is presupposed by every lesser law.
But nature may be only approximately uniform; and persons in whom knowl-
edge of the world’s past has bred pessimism (or doubts as to the world’s good
character, which become certainties if that character be supposed eternally
fixed) may naturally welcome free-will as a melioristic doctrine. It holds up
improvement as at least possible; whereas determinism assumes that our whole
notion of possibility is born of human ignorance, and that necessity and
impossibility between them rule the destinies of the world.®

Poems, like other works of art, are new things at their moments of
composition. In the midst of imitation and uniformity there remains



20 Rhythms of Wall

possibility, ‘novelties in the world. For the Victorian poet, this may, of
course, hold out that possibility will lead to deterioration as much as
improvement. Left bereaved of the influence of the deliverer of Britain
and Europe from despotism, Alfred Tennyson wonders if, in the 1852
version of his Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington, ‘a darkening future
yields / Some reverse from worse to worse’.'® It is on the future that the
voluntary act takes effect, an act which presumes ‘possibility’, whether
or not it be evidence of a ‘melioristic doctrine’.

One way to ensure that the actions of individuals are carried out to
the good, or that the specific innovations of writing have purpose, is to
grasp the paradox that the willed action must demonstrate what Milton
calls the ‘uncontrollable intent’ of necessity. The will of God is some-
thing for which Hopkins, like Milton, strove to find physical poetic form,
but also a physical form which contained within it the possibility of
change. According to Robert Bridges, Hopkins was the first among
Milton’s successors, two hundred years later, and after a century of
prosodic invention, who was able properly to hear the metre of Samson
Agonistes. The prosody which enabled Hopkins’ discovery is contained in
his sporadic lectures and prefaces and in his letters to his friend Robert
Bridges, who suppressed the true authorship of this discovery until the
publication of his own Mlton’s Prosody. Since Hopkins never finished his
own oft-proposed treatise on rhythm (and may never have done so),
Bridges’ footnote to the then unknown Gerard Hopkins crediting him
with the discovery in his chapter on Samson Agonistes will do.'* For
Hopkins, as for Milton, the human body is where the sound of verse
finds its greatest resemblance. Hopkins wrote to Bridges that his own
style tended not towards Milton but Dryden. But his terms for descri-
bing Dryden’s poetry could be the verse he heard in Samson Agonistes. For
him, Dryden is ‘the most masculine of our poets; his style and his
rhythms lay the strongest stress of all our literature on the naked thew
and sinew of the English language’.'?

The powerful prosodic example to Hopkins of the poetry of Christina
Rossetti would not allow that it is only the masculine body which has
naked thew and sinew. However, it is part of the fascination with power,
in the male body as in the sounds of the English language, that allows
Hopkins to promote the notion of poetic language as a muscular body
which can be stressed in style and rhythm. We could imagine the body
in this highly unorthodox sonnet speaking Samson’s lines of naked thew
and sinew:
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Harry Ploughman

Hard as hurdle arms, with a broth of goldish flue
Breathed round; the rack of ribs; the scooped flank; lank
Rope-over thigh; knee-knave; and barrelled shank -

Head and foot, shouldér and shank -
By a grey eye’s heed steered well, one crew, fall to;
Stand at stress. Each limb’s barrowy brawn, his thew
That onewhere curded, onewhere sucked or sank -

Soared or sank -,
Though as a beechbole firm, finds his, as at a rollcall, rank
And features, in flesh, what deed he must do -
His sinew service where do.
He leans to it, Harry bends, look. Back, elbow and liquid waist
In him, all quail to the wallowing o’ the plough. S cheek crimsons; curls
Wag or crossbridle, in a wind lifted, windlaced -
Wind-lilylocks-laced;

Churlsgrace too, child of Amansstrength, how it hangs or hurls
Them — broad in bluff hide his frowning feet lashed! raced
With, along them, cragiron under and cold furls -

With-a-fountain’s shining-shot furls.

Hopkins sent this sonnet to Bridges from holiday in County Down, in an
extraordinary form with metrical marks and a glossary. He says that it is
‘a direct picture of a ploughman, without afterthought’, and worries
then that Bridges might say that it is like Walt Whitman.'® In his next
letter, Hopkins worries a little more:

The rhythm of this sonnet, which is altogether for recital, not for perusal (as by
nature verse should be) is very highly studied. From such considering it I can no
longer gather any impression of it: perhaps it will strike you as intolerably
violent and artificial.'*

This is an odd apology: Hopkins hedges around the startling figure of
the man in the poem, claiming there is no afterthought, only a picture of
a labouring male body.

The sonnet tries to bind up an erotic picture with a feeling out for the
touch of the body which it imagines, without afterthought. This is a
verse which works its sound into the idea of corporeal bulk. From the
first line, it is as if the poem imagines itself skimming a hand over the
surface of the rigid muscular body of the ploughman: the ‘broth of
goldish flue’ is the effect of the fine down of hair on the arms of the man.
The ribs of the man are straining as if on a rack, or as if racked like lamb
chops. This body 1s good enough to eat, indeed, it is cooked: the broth,
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the rack, the thigh, the shoulder, the shank, all participate in the animal
muscularity of a man arrayed like a collection of cuts of meat. At this
stage of the poem the figure is not actually doing anything, it is a picture
of anticipation, of standing at stress, eventually standing like a crew of
sailors or a soldier in rank, ready for battle. The anticipation of the
body is how it features itself, ‘what deed he must do’, the tasks for which
this muscular physique was constructed. Those tasks use his ‘sinew-
service’.

So, in the sestet, the man’s purpose is carried in a rhythm which
moves time and sound into motion. The poem also bends into its task.
The verbs of bodily motion glare into emphasis with the stress forced on
to them: ‘leans. . . bends . . . look [an order to the viewer] . . . quail’. The
body is rigid and flexible at once: his back and his elbow work with a
liquid waist to suggest stiffness and movement into the action of the
plough. This action moves to the sound of hair fluttering in the wind and
against the movement of the body: the wagging, crossbridling, lacing
curls of the ploughman’s hair are carried in a verse which now must
move to a lightness of touch after a concentration of physical effort. And
this strength and lightness come together in the final outcome of the
poem, the actual ploughing. Here the soil seems simply to be furled by
the plough, a concentration of strength in to what appears to be an
effortlessly light result. The ‘f” of “furls’, the completed ploughing, works
delicately through the alliterative line of the man’s work, and out to the
near ecstasy of the furled earth. The lightness of the ‘curls’, and the
effort of ‘hurls’ also work their way into the final repetition of their
sound in the final line and its burden line in the full rhymes on ‘furls’.
The rhythm, rhyme and alliterative impetus all carry us along in the
activity, and fully work their way in to the experience of this body. To
modify Johnson, the corporeal is not so much bulky here as vigorous,
virile even.

The protagonist in a sonnet which goes by the title ‘Harry Plough-
man’ will be described carrying out only one action. Unlike the unem-
ployed in its companion poem, “Tom’s Garland’, who carry out no
useful action, Harry will by necessity plough. This poem gives us the
rhythm of the will of that action, as “Tom’s Garland’ strives with so
much effort for the form that mystified even the most sympathetic of its
early readers. The action in ‘Harry Ploughman’, about to happen, and
then vigorously in movement, is new, it demands our attention. The
poem strives to represent that action.

Hopkins’ poem shares certain characteristics with a painting by one
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of his favourite painters, I'rederick Walker, “The Plough’, which pic-
tures a similarly virile character carrying out his work. Of another of
Walker’s pictures, “The Harbour of Refuge’, and its depiction of the
movement of a man with a scythe, Hopkins said,

the young man mowing was a great stroke, a figure quite made up of dew and
grace and strong fire: the sweep of the scythe and swing and sway of the whole
body, even to the rising of the one foot on tiptoe while the other was flung
forward was as if such a thing had never been painted before, so fresh and so
very strong. . ."°

The terms of Hopkins’ praise may perhaps be the terms of one descri-
bing his own work, in its admiration for the strong male body. He
eventually ends with praise of originality, ‘as if such a thing had never
been painted before’. The painting is like a wholly new seeing of the new
thing, the action of the will on the as yet undetermined future. This is the
movement in stasis of a painting here, but in ‘Harry Ploughman’ the
poem attempts to convey the stillness, decision, act and movement in
the work described. It does this by means of rhythmic invention, finding
in the rhythms of Milton a means of sounding the body in action.

IMMEASURABLE SAND

Writing about Victorian poetry has come a long way from F. R. Leavis’
opposition of Hopkins to his Victorian precursors and contemporaries.
Leavis said of Hopkins:

His words seem to have substance, and to be made of a great variety of stufls.
Their potencies are correspondingly greater for subtle and delicate communi-
cation. The intellectual and spiritual anaemia of Victorian poetry is indistin-
guishable from its lack of body.®

It is the vacillation between the substantial and the anaemic, and the
very sense of bodily stress which results in a poetry such as Hopkins’. Yet
that poetry, with its preoccupation with resolve, will and activity follows
a tradition of Victorian poetry which works a sense of will into the
conflict of active and passive which confronts the poet. Contemporary
criticism is also sceptical of a perceived urge in Victorian poetry towards
the disembodied and the passive, deconstructing a Victorian sense of
self defined through will. Historicised, the complaint centres on a sense
of the lack of body in a poetry which works in the light of a philosophical
psychology which confronts that absence by constructing an ‘idealist’
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will. Discussing the influence of J. F. Ferrier on the poetry of the 1850s,
Isobel Armstrong says of his concept of the will,

Agency is created by the will, which is the antagonistic principle intruding on
the life of simple sensation. Its struggle to exist and control the immediacy of
experience through a reflexive act constitutes freedom. Oterwise the self must
exist as ‘reverie’ without action in a world which is essentially violent because,
like a being in the sea, consciousness is at the mercy of what is external to it."”

For Armstrong, Ferrier is working against an associationist account of

mind, and so we get an ‘idealist will, brought in to redress a materialist
> 18

psychology’.

The supposed ‘lack of body’, the idealising of the self’s sense of
agency, or better, agency only conceivable as part of an idealist self, has
significant aesthetic implications. What Leavis perceived to be anaemia
in Victorian poetry, and what Armstrong sees as the option only to be
antagonistic or passive, are symptoms of writing which has a concern
wit agency in speech, art and ethics. This meets the practice of the poets
discussed in this book. That practice sounds this sense of self working
through its will, to give body to an assertion like Hopkins’, in his sonnet
‘As kingfishers catch fire’, “What I do is me: for that I came.” Victorian
conceptions of will are like those pictured in ‘Harry Ploughman’. They
have issue at the point at which certain activities find their necessary
form through the agent which carries them out: Harry Ploughman
ploughs. That agent is pictured as something highly developed in terms
of its power, but it 1s fitted for one thing. In Hopkins’ terms, discussed in
chapter seven here, having had freedom of field, Harry has chosen his
activity with freedom of play, and now carries it through with freedom
of pitch. This formulation may appear to be an account merely of
agency, but it needs only to move a little to encompass the ethical, where
the right thing before the agent must be chosen. For the Roman
Catholic priest Hopkins, this choosing would eventually be informed by
the grace of God, of course, and would become a transcendent as well as
bodily act. But other Victorian conceptions of choice and agency, when
they locate such choosing in the human agent, find that it is, perhaps
with more hope than logical or theological certainty, effected with the
strong will which demonstrates moral strength.

This is the connection which, when sundered, halts the progress of
the weak-willed agent in ‘immeasurable sand’ in Tennyson’s remark-
able lyric ‘Will’. The ‘immeasurable’ clogging of activity is something
for which ‘Will’ attempts to find sonic form in the rhythms Tennyson
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knew so much about measuring. Not all readers at first heard this.
While praising ‘a good deal of beauty’ in Tennyson’s early poems,
Coleridge found it a ‘misfortune . . . that he has begun to write verses
without very well understanding what metre is’.'* Thankfully the mis-
take has not been repeated, and before W. H. Auden made his famous
comment on Tennyson being ‘undoubtedly the stupidest’ of the Eng-
lish poets, he had praised him as the possessor of the finest ear.?® But
Tennyson, like Hopkins, possessed a sonic intelligence. He is a rhyth-
mic thinker: ‘It doesn’t matter so much in poetry written for the
intellect . . . but in mine it’s necessary to know how to sound it
properly.’?! Even the schoolboy Tennyson consistently showed that, if
he knew nothing else, he knew what metre was. He was thirteen when
he made the translation of the third section of Horace’s Third Ode
which begins,

The people’s fury cannot move
The man of just and steadfast soul
For he can brook
The tyrant’s look
And red right-arm of mighty Jove:
What! though the echoing billows roll
And on the lonely sea-beach dash,
What time the cold and cheerless blast
From the dun south has o’er them past,
What though upon this earthly ball
Heaven’s canopy itself should fall,
Yet fearless would he brave the crash. (1-12)2

This is more than just precociously inventive, it delights in the manipu-
lations of an overwhelming sonic impressiveness. The inventions of the
young Tennyson’s version, ‘the echoing billows’, the ‘lonely sea-beach’,
the ‘cold and cheerless blast’, the ‘crash’, revel in the effects of an
apparently untramelled power lined up against a single individual. This
‘man of just and steadfast soul’ (in Horace it is Augustus Caesar), is of far
less interest than the sounds of the tyrant and of Jove. The hyphens
accentuate the packed stresses on ‘red right-arm’, and ‘sea-beach dash’.
The rhyming words which anchor the last six lines, ‘dash’ and ‘crash’,
sandwich a couplet with which they half-ryme, ‘blast’ and ‘past’, fur-
thering the experiments with half-rhymes begun with ‘move’ and ‘Jove’,
and picked up through ‘soul’ and ‘roll” and ‘ball’ and ‘fall’. The transla-
tion shows us an intelligence feeling its way into the situation through
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sound, searching for a power over the poem’s effects to suggest the
powers at work in the original.

This translation dwells on a sublime grandeur which delights the
schoolboy, but is later to show up in the mature work of the man, in
‘Will’, published in 1855, and written in association, Christopher Ricks
suggests, with a poem for another ‘man of just and steadfast soul’, the

Ode on the Duke of Wellington.?®

Will

1
O well for him whose will is strong!

He suffers, but he will not suffer long;

He suffers, but he cannot suffer wrong:

For him nor moves the loud world’s random mock,
Nor all calamity’s hugest waves confound,

Who seems a promontory of rock,

That, compassed round with turbulent sound,

In middle ocean meets the surging shock,
Tempest-buffeted, citadel-crowned.

I
But ill for him who, bettering not with time,
Corrupts the strength of heaven-descended Will,
And ever weaker grows through acted crime,
Or seeming-genial venial fault,

Recurring and suggesting still!

He seems as one whose footsteps halt,

Toiling in immeasurable sand,

And o’er a weary sultry land,

Far beneath a blazing vault,

Sown in a wrinkle of the monstrous hill,

The city sparkles like a grain of salt.

The first stanza alludes to the first eight lines of Odes m1, iii, but more
specifically picks up on the first twelve lines of Tennyson’s own school-
boy version. Here we have a ‘promontory of rock’ rather than a beach,
and ‘turbulent sound’, coming out of ‘echoing billows’, replaces the
more specific ‘blast’. ‘Crash’ is adapted to the typically Tennysonian
‘shock’. The poem bears witness to its poet’s education, moral as well as
literary, but it does play down the thrill in its own abilities which the
earlier lines show. Where the boy is wilfully courting the sublime, the
older man strives to work it into an ethical frame which may have been
missing from that stage of the boy’s education in the classics.
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In its way, “Will’ is an official statement, a conventional account of a
Victorian commonplace, fitting into a model of morally edifying verse.
In other ways, it is an affront to such certainties, setting accepted
wisdom against the physical experience of the poem’s form and versifi-
cation. If we could say that it is sounded ‘for the intellect’, then we might
get some sense of the particularities of such writing, and its contribution
to a debate about virtue and strong will in an age which might promote
self help as the main source of any social or moral dynamic. The poem
gains its impetus from the conceit that it works in the light of geological
knowledge, reducing a promontory of rock to a grain of salt. In this
shrinking image there is a shift between the irrationalities of a cacoph-
onous sublime (‘hugest waves . . . turbulent sound. . . surging shock’) to a
silent landscape and a tiny object.

The contrast of power with weakness, however, of strong and suscep-
tible intellects, is not presented in a symmetrical form. The ambivalence
in the poem’s attitude is never in balance, and the outcome is always in
doubt. A nine line stanza of strength competes with an eleven line stanza
of weakness, which has the last word. The first stanza effortlessly rhymes
three opening lines of seemingly convinced statement, but then the
second brings in the poem’s title/subject, ‘Will’; as the word which
initially upsets the formal expectations set up by the first stanza. In the
first stanza, the opening lines maintain an iambic pulse up to the fine
effect of the extra stress thrown in on ‘loud world’s random mock’ - / /
/ U /, and the fifth line allows an anapaest into the rhythm at a key
word (‘calamity’s hugest waves’ —u / U U / U /), quickly righting itself
into the returning iambs of the next line. Line seven’s ‘with turbulent
sound’” works a final anapaest out to the rhyme word, anticipating the
stanza’s final image of strength in adversity which has to do combat with
a rising rhythm reversed into a trochee, a dactyl, a further trochee and
then a final threatened, but securing, iamb (‘“Tempest-buffeted, citadel-
crowned’ — / U / U U / U U /). The stresses and strains of the
strong-willed are indicated, but the sound of the poem does hold the
subject together.

In the second stanza, the will and the sound of the poem are subjected
to a searching examination. As early as its first line, the possibilities of
improvement twist the prosody out of joint: ‘who, bettering not’ — v / U
v /, with the stress wrenched on to ‘not’. ‘Corrupts’ in the next line then
quietens the stress with an iamb, as the verse struggles and recollects
itself. The iambs are reconstituted for a further four lines, but only after
some struggle in the process of composition. In Trinity Notebook 25
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there is a significant metrical variation, where ‘And ever weaker grows
through acted crime’ reads ‘Is ever weaker made by some one fault’.?*
The revision of the final spondee here into the continuation of restored
iambs clears the line of any question that the rhythm is attempting to
inject any extra metrical strength. Another Trinity manuscript speaks of
the intriguing ‘one vile crime’. This is excised from the final version for
more than prosodic reasons, clearing the line of suggestions of damna-
tion brought on the self by a single, possibly heroic, more likely sexual,
transgression.

The reconstituted iambs do become susceptible to further corruption
manifest in the surface of the verse. In the first stanza the rhymes are
strong, and the rhythm of the verse leads us with confidence, and some
ease, into strong rhyming consonants: ‘mock . . . rock . . . shock’. The
seventh line of the first stanza is, with some daring, allowed to rhyme
within itself: ‘compassed round with turbulent sound’. The circular
movement of internal rhyme back into the line is one that the strong-
willed verse of the first stanza can maintain. Conversely, the second
stanza contains the internally rhyming, ‘Or seeming-genial venial fault’.
This is another revised addition to the poem. All but the Trinity
manuscript have ‘Or only seeming-venial fault’.? The annoying insist-
ence of the revised line, deliberately courting a doggerel ugliness, sets up
a tautology, or repetition, of sound, something which is, in the words of
the next line, ‘Recurring and suggesting still’.

Tennyson’s treatment here is at once mimetic of the self-absorption of
one with a paralysed will, and also concerned with showing us its
rhetorical limits. Line thirteen’s tautology becomes line fourteen’s para-
doxical ‘Recurring and suggesting still’, where ‘still’ is both current,
passing, time, as well as stasis and death. Coming as the first full rhyme
with ‘will’; it shows us the ease with which the poet’s rhymes can further
disturb the strength and power of an uneasy intellect and will. Tennyson
can place his by now thoroughly divided subject into rhythmic sinking
sands. Line fifteen’s ‘He seems as one whose footsteps halt’, literally halts
the poem’s iambic steps, and the next line wreaks havoc on the poem’s
metre: ‘Toiling in immeasurable sand’. If we stress ‘in’, it could be
scanned as containing two trochees, a dactyl and a finaliamb: / U / U /
w v v /. Conversely, with ‘in’ in a precarious position of quantity, the
line could be said to contain a trochee quickly reversed back into an
anapaest, a pyrrhic and an iamb: / v U U / U U U /. We have a
phrase which, in its metrical indeterminacy, threatens to annihilate the
movement of the verse. The unstressed syllables which lie in the middle
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of that word ‘timmeasurable’, added to the uncertainty over how its first
syllable should be vocalised, causes the reading voice to mumble
through the uncertainty out to the word’s final syllable, which serves as a
nearly anonymous contributor to the securing end-line iamb. The line’s
quantity is almost immeasurable, and Tennyson halts the stumbling of
his weak-willed man through the desert of irresolve at this point.

Now our eyes are led from this point of stasis into the ambivalent
position of seeing an image of some beauty. In the second stanza, the
word ‘will’ itself has upset the first stanza’s form. Premeditation, dwell-
ing on the subject (something which is always anterior to an action) has
unsettled the motivation (something which can only be described during
or after an action) implicit in the form of the lyric. Dwelling on powers of
action before action has taken place, the poem allows a lack of sureness
into its rhythms, and the ‘promontory of rock’ and the ‘grain of salt’ pull
wider apart. The strength of the first stanza’s rock is no longer that
sharply contrasted with the near anonymous frailty of the thirsting
man’s distant vision, perhaps mirage, of the end of his troubles: “The city
sparkles like a grain of salt’. Ruskin said that ‘he would sacrifice nearly
all his books to have written one of Tennyson’s lines — the last line of
‘Will” % and the line does carry both horror and salvation in it. Both
Christopher Ricks and John Bayley find the image a sterile one, Ricks in
particular, pointing to the pun available in the fact that the grain of salt
is ‘sown’ in the hill, like seed.?” But surely desalination accompanies
dehydration in deserts, and the salt may not be just a barren goal, but
also a means of effecting a recovery? This gives us a final image of a
controlled ambivalence, held up in an area where Tennyson’s prosody,
that seemingly effortless performative power, works willingly with or
often wilfully against, an ethics. In what it puts moving before us in the
play of'its rhythms, this is a dramatic lyric, showing us its speaker drawn
away from the ‘heaven-descended Will’, uncertain as to his position in
nature and the universe. That uncertainty is played out in a drama of
consciousness and will, with the divided subject of poem and self
working round the faculty which might enable the self and the poem to
return to meaning and unity, a strong will.

In this lyric, ‘will’ is conceived of as a faculty of our consciousness
upon which the subject’s ability to determine his or her own actions is
based. Although it is ‘heaven-descended’, it is less an all-informing
transcendental will than a faculty of self-determination.?® The poem
implies that power dissipates in proportion to the weakness of the will
and is secure with a strong will. Tennyson runs together the philosophy
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of action and ethics. For him, any investigation of what we are able to do
is bound up with what we ought to do, and conversely, the question of
ought is bound up with ability. For Immanuel Kant, the will ‘is conceiv-
ed as a power of determining oneself to action i accordance with certain
laws’ *° These on the one hand are matters of contingency. We can wish
to walk on water, but we lack the divine power of those we may believe
to have done it. A willed action is always contingent upon the limits of
our powers, and laws of; say, physics or physiology. On the other hand,
Kant is referring to ethical laws, based on notions of a ‘good’ or ‘pure’
will, and ‘bad’ will, where our actions must operate to ensure the further
operation of the will in a strong and central position, “Tempest-buf-
feted’, but also ‘citadel-crowned’. The manuscript versions of Ten-
nyson’s ‘Will” waver over ‘some one fault’, ‘one vile crime’ and ‘acted
crime’ as they search for the characterisation of moral weakness leading
to weakness of will. The will is antecedent to questions of power; if
weakened through habitual wrongdoing, that will weakens our powers
of acting. The psychological and metrical struggle of the man caught
‘Toiling in immeasurable sand’ is one which results from a lessening of
power through a loss of the ethical imperatives of maintaining a strong
will.

Logical and ideological objections press hard on this connection
between agency and ethics. In his essay ‘A Plea for Excuses’, J. L. Austin
has made the most persuasive argument against the thinking which
leads to the position that Tennyson adopts, and what he sees as an
unwanted intrusion of ethics into issues of will and agency. Austin’s
complaint 1s against the logic which collapses ‘succumbing to tempta-
tion into losing control of ourselves’. This, he admits, has an honourable
pedigree, as old as Plato or Aristotle.*® The Loeb translation of Plato’s
Protagoras has Socrates stating that ‘it is from defect of knowledge that
men err, when they do err, in their choice of pleasures and pains — that
is, in the choice of good and evil’.*’ As Browning says in Book 11 of
Sordello, ‘Evil’ is ‘the scheme by which, through Ignorance / Good
labours to exist’ (803—4). Through it the subject will fall into ‘seeming-
genial venial fault’. But when the agent acts against his principles, as
Socrates says that he does from ‘defect of knowledge’ (¢pistemes hendeia),
then Austin asks whether the necessity of ethical principles influencing
all action can be proven if his action does not appear to have shown a
detrimental influence over the workings of his strong will. Aristotle
describes the incontinent man as being under the influence of mere
passion, not will, thus: ‘It is plain then, that incontinent people must be
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said to be in a similar condition to men asleep, mad, or drunk.”*? These
people are then halted in immeasurable sand.

Actions performed against one’s better judgement may be carried out
with strength of purpose and will. Working over the versions of inconti-
nence given by Plato and Aristotle, and adding to them accounts of the
problem by Austin, St Paul, Aquinas and Dante, Donald Davidson sees
that the confusion is one of the will as a cognitive as well as a conative
power.?* Oppositions such as reason and passion, desire and will,
temptation and judgement, are not helpful in that separate faculties,
willing and reasoning, are brought to bear on the matter of human
agency. The weak-willed subject in Tennyson’s poem is continuously
prone to act in error through past habits of sin, but each individual act
may still be performed in the knowledge that it is wrong. Kant, there-
fore, is careful to distinguish between ‘willing as such’, amoral, as prone
to crime as virtue, and ‘pure will’ guided by reason, and able to act in
accordance with law. In Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, the witch Vivien is
described as ‘Fixt in her will®** to destroy Arthur’s court. An entire
civilisation falls after she succeeds in separating Merlin from Arthur,
and breaking the strict bonds of the Round Table. Hers, though, is
‘willing as such’, not informed by the reason of ethics. It is evil in action,
and an evil which wreaks havoc with its untramelled power and will.

The criticism in this book negotiates issues of the ethical as much as
the poetic. The Victorian conception of the human will consistently
makes the mistake of which Austin and Davidson accuse the tradition in
which it works, finding in the faculty of will a model for the inherent
moral imperative before the human. Yet the aesthetic organisation of
the lyric, or indeed the social organisation of its readers, is fruitfully
dependent on this mistake. Victorian aesthetic and social forms must be
concerned to work for the good, and they need to posit a strong will as
the basis on which such work may succeed. The proper domain of this
book is aesthetic form, and as a lyric like “Will’ shows, that form works its
will into or against an ethics. Error will always frustrate form as it strives
to capture the self in voice, metre, colour or sound. Yet what was for the
Victorians a crucial faculty of that self, the will, as a deliberating,
intending and purposive faculty,* invokes issues of responsibility over
artistic form as well as human action. In the writing of nineteenth-
century poetry, these issues of the agency of the poet meet a great
Victorian concern with the issue of the agency of a subject so often seen
toiling in immeasurable sand. The poems discussed here work between
the vital aspects of this faculty and its seemingly inevitable stagnation.
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One of the crucial ways in which they do this is through their rhythms.
As ‘Will’ shows, listening to its rhythms we hear the drama of how its
form participates in the struggle and defeat of its attempts to sound the
rhythm of will.

THE CREATIVE WILL (I )Z WILLIAM WORDSWORTH

Tennyson objected to this version of the freedom of will granted to
Satan in Book 1 of Paradise Lost:

... the will
And high permission of all-ruling Heaven
Left him at large to his own dark designs,
That with reiterated crimes he might
Heap on himself damnation . . . (211-15)

‘I hope most of us have a higher idea in these modern times of the
Almighty than this’, Hallam Tennyson quotes his father as saying.* In
‘Will’, the responsibilities attendant upon such freedom may just as
easily lead to the living damnation of the stagnancy which follows
reiterated crime. As Geoffrey Hartman says, quoting Wordsworth’s
‘Resolution and Independence’ ‘The creative will . . . may become
wilful and turn against what it wishes to bless; and ‘thereof come[s] in
the end despondency and madness™.”’

The ‘higher idea in these modern times’ of the freedoms, not only of
the human subject, but also of the ‘creative will’ of the artist, may have
found its brief expression in a place that Tennyson would not have
known, the great celebration of new-found freedom which opens the
first book of the 1805 Prelude. There, exploring issues of freedom and
necessity, Wordsworth’s second verse paragraph begins with the asser-
tion, ‘Enough that I am free’ (33) yet then goes on to contemplate
‘chosen tasks’ (36), the work which will follow such freedom.

One of the conditions of exercise of the will is that it is dependent on
being conceived of as free. But it is only one of a number of conditions,
and to it must be added the circumstances of action, and the prospective
choices which are given to the agent: Harry needs a plough in order to
plough. Wordsworth’s freedom is not to heap on himself damnation, but
to choose to follow ‘the hope / Of active days, of dignity and thought’,
and so to live, ‘The holy life of music and of verse’ (50—4). The
conditions of such a freedom gained in the light of a creative calling are
that he be aware of ‘the sweet breath of Heaven blowing on my body’.
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However, this bodily experience from without is matched by a feeling
from within which is soon out of control. It begins as a ‘mild creative
breeze’, becomes ‘A vital breeze’, then ‘A tempest’, then ‘a storm’
(35—48). The sense of personal creativity may promise the hope of
activity, but it is dependent on a self which is both responsive and
responsible. The creative will needs both to recognise power and to
participate in its celebration.

As priest and poet, or poet as priest, Wordsworth describes the use to
which he can put this freedom:

Thus far, O Friend! did I, not used to make
A present joy the matter of my Song,
Pour out that day, my soul in measur’d strains,
Even in the very words which I have here
Recorded: to the open fields I told
A prophecy: poetic numbers came
Spontaneously, and cloth’d in priestly robe
My spirit, thus singled out, as it might seem,
For holy services: great hopes were mine;
My own voice chear’d me, and, far more, the mind’s
Internal echo of the imperfect sound;
To both I listen’d, drawing from them both
A chearful confidence in things to come. (55-67)%®

The ‘measur’d strains’ and the ‘poetic numbers’ of ‘my own voice’ are
what propel this act of retrospect over the creative moment. Reading
over, reading out, his own writing (‘the very words which I have here /
Recorded’), Wordsworth hears the echo, in music and in verse which is
sounded through his own voice, of the holy life on which he resolves and
which he is compelled to live. The music and verse have been poured out,
they came ‘Spontaneously’, from one who was ‘singled out’. The cre-
atively active moment was dependent on a passive letting go, an ac-
knowledgement of a power in which the poet as priest can only perform
the function of celebrant. In order to do this, though, agency is required,
here the use of the poetic voice, as instrument of communication and as
artistic instrument, making present joy the matter of song. As if it were
separate from his self, the poet tells us that his own voice has cheered him,
cheered him up and cheered him on, therapist and spectator to this
moment of creativity. More than this, the echo of the voice within the
self, which is the mark of the self listening to its own voice and then
echoing it back, has taken the vocal imperfections of poetry and given
them the power to instil the cheerful confidence of the future.
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The grounding of writing in such separations — of active self and
creative artist, speaking poet and listening spectator, vocal performance
and sonic apprehension, sound and meaning — provides the site at which
many late twentieth-century accounts of poetic language construct an
acknowledgement of the impossibility of the aspiration to be cheerfully
confident of activity in the future. In the gap between ‘present joy’ and
the ‘matter of my Song’ (since song cannot be matter) the poet hears the
‘internal echo of the imperfect sound’, an echo which describes nothing
but its own absent origin in a textual (not vocal) performance which
needs cheering up in order to face its impossibility. A version of this
account of voice and meaning in Wordsworth is by Geoffrey Hartman,
glossing this passage from Book 1:

for I would walk alone,
In storm and tempest, or in starlight nights
Beneath the quiet Heavens; and, at that time,
Have felt whate’er there is of power in sound
To breathe an elevated mood, by form
Or image unprofaned; and I would stand,
Beneath some rock, listening to sounds that are
The ghostly language of the ancient earth,
Or make their dim abode in distant winds.
Thence did I drink the visionary power. (321-30)

For Hartman, such a conflation of the power in sound of an untranslat-
able nature with the visionary power of the poet marks the impossibility of
visioning metaphor and voice. He brings together the two passages thus:

To characterize what is heard as a ‘ghostly language’ is already to humanize it
by a metaphorical act that engages the drift of the entire Prelude. My own voice
cheered me,’ the poet says candidly at the outset, because it is a voice rather
than the mutterings, sobbings, yellings, and ghostly blowing echoes that are his
car-experience. When he adds, ‘and far more the mind’s / Internal echo of the
imperfect sound’ he suggests not only his hope for a perfected voice, his
‘cheerful confidence’ that he will advance beyond the prelusive strains of his
perambulatory pastoral (paulo majora canamus), but also his hope that he will
master the echosphere — darkly numinous after-effects evoking the ‘dim abode’
of a visionary geography which ‘unknown modes of being’, ‘mighty forms that
do not live like living men’ (1805, 1, 452f1) inhabit. Poetry is echo humanized, a
responsive movement represented here in schematic form.

This progress towards a language which i1s human and timely, a word that
dwells with and between men, remains uncertainly fulfilled. For the “power in
sound’ cannot be humanized by a sheer act of will or the arbitrariness of
metaphorical speech.®
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For all that Wordsworth locates the play of the gentle breeze of the
opening of the poem as a felt, bodily experience for which he must seek a
corresponding internal breath or spirit, Hartman cannot allow the
metaphorical transference. The sound of nature is not language, and 1s
thus not to be understood, or ‘humanized’, in the willed activity of
metaphor- or poetry-making.

‘Poetry is echo humanized’, and as such an illusory granting of sense
to that which has only a secondary relation to voice or the sensible. Echo
then, in John Hollander’s terms a ‘disembodied voice’, is sundered from
its ‘human’ source and its lack of matter makes it an unrepresentable
thing. Wordsworth’s song can have no matter, since it is not a material
thing in itself. With a slight adjustment of terms, Hollander says of the
echoes of other poets caught in literary texts, that ‘the natural fact of
disembodied voice vanishes, in the later stage of things, into text’.** In
both Hartman and Hollander, the ‘human’ or the ‘natural’ take a part
in a critique of an idealist account of writing, or text, which worries over
the position of the sonic in perception and composition as it disappears
back into the written. Elusive of metaphor and representation, the
power in sound, in its very immateriality, demonstrates the logical
impossibility of making sense through sound.

In order to reach this position, though, Hartman needs to make a
number of conjectural interpretative acts of his own. So, for instance,
the ‘imperfect sound’ of the mind’s internal echo posits an unattainable
desire for a perfected voice. Yet nowhere in this passage does Wor-
dsworth suggest that such a thing is desired or desirable. The imperfec-
tions of echo are a source of pleasure, fallen and impartial as the
perception of it is. More problematic is the position of the act of will in
this account of listening, writing, reading and subsequent meaning.
Hartman says, rightly, that arbitrary metaphorical speech, or ‘a sheer
act of will’ cannot humanise the ‘power in sound’. Courting as he does
the sublimities of cacophonous natural phenomena, Wordsworth does
not seek to translate, or will into metaphor, the ‘ghostly language of the
ancient earth’. Poetry does indeed echo back in the ‘schematic form’ of
language which provides sensible form for the ‘responsive movement’ of
representation. It is not, though, a product merely of the will, unat-
tached to the conditional schemae of grammar, form or metre. The
ghostly is no longer even the natural, let alone something which was or
can be humanised. As a ghostly language, the sounds of nature do
remain beyond the metaphor-making capabilities of this or any other
poet’s will.
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That is not to say that the poem does not contain within it another,
controlled, aesthetic means of sounding the echoes of this experience. As
poetry, it 1s conscious of itself as both text and voiced sound. It has
rhythm. ‘Power in sound’ becomes ‘the visionary power’ very quickly
here; the sonic moves to the prophetic, as sound and vision, or vision
through sound, are conflated in the passing over of “The ghostly lan-
guage of the ancient earth’. The iambic pulse of the passage, of the
rhythm of the sounds of the ancient earth, is broken in the act of mystic
perception (‘listening’) and by the melody of the line which carries “The
ghostly language of the ancient earth’. I hear three unstressed syllables
in the middle of a line, which skips into the triple foot of the anapaest, in
order to carry the mystic sounds of nature: v /v / U U U/ U /. So
strong 1is this foreign melody that it has to be firmly corrected by a
reading which will enunciate a perfect iambic pentameter in the follow-
ing line which tells us of separation from the origin of the sound: ‘Or
make their dim abode in distant winds’. The metrical variation in
Wordsworth’s lines draws attention to the ways in which the reading
voice 1s led away from iambic expectation and into a connection with a
flexing of the vocal effects to which the poet wishes us to attend. The
sonic form — in Hartman’s terms ‘schematic form’ — never attempts here
directly to echo the ghostly language which is heard, however it may
work simple mimetic effects. The repetitions of the same consonant in
‘dim abode in distant winds’ calm the verse into the diminishing iambs
of a dissipating power which hisses quietly over the final plural of the
line, ‘distant winds’. Mimicking the fading of the visionary moment is
casier than writing in its full glare.

The imperfect echo of the poet’s own voice, removed from the site of
writing, but reading over it again, gains in a recreated sonic form an
echo of voice with which that poet is reminded of difference from the
point of creativity. The creativity is sounded again as it is read out loud.
The two things to which the reading Wordsworth listens, his own voice
and the internal echo of the imperfect sound, are poem and rhythm, or
more specifically, rhythm sounded and metre intuited. In The Prelude,
these are the primarily iambic impulse of the metre of the blank verse
and the variations which mark the voiced occurrences of the poem’s
actual rhythm. Echoing the imperfect sound of the voice, the expecta-
tions of metre provide the cheering up and cheering on of poetry
adapted for the future, the activity for which this poem serves as
prelude. As will be discussed later in this chapter, Wordsworth said in
the Preface to Lyrical Ballads that metre has a tendency ‘to divest



Rhythms of Will 37

language, in a certain degree, of its reality, and thus to throw a sort of
half-consciousness of unsubstantial existence over the whole composi-
tion’.*! This is the internal echo of metre, always imperfectly sounded in
the actualities of rhythmic form itself.

For Schopenhauer, John Hollander tells us, music was a ‘copy of The
Will itself”.*? The Romantic emphasis on the importance of will can be
heard in the musical forms of poetry, as it takes the form both of an
untranslatable Spirit which informs the melody of the world and stimu-
lates creative power, but also what Michael Cooke calls ‘the attractive
principles of the will’. These are creatively practical, dealing with
powers such as the compositional and the imaginative, the handling of
time, the articulation of the world and the meaning of art.** Matters of
technique and of form are governed by the creative will which resolves
to follow “The holy life of music and of verse’. Cheered by listening to
the echoes of'its poet’s voice, Wordsworth’s poetry frequently appears to
affront ideas of the musical. Praising a characteristic Wordsworthian
effect, ‘in which line gives way to line with the utmost intangibility of
division’, Christopher Ricks is careful to remind us of Dr Johnson’s
warning in his Life of Milton, ‘Blank verse seems to be verse only to the
eye’.** It is a warning that Alfred Tennyson and Edward FitzGerald felt
that Wordsworth often did not heed. They contested the composition of
‘the weakest Wordsworthian line imaginable’, both claiming the win-
ner, ‘A Mr Wilkinson, a clergyman’.* (Only Browning achieves a more
unlikely line of pentameter, in Guido Francheschini’s railing against the
forms of culture: ‘Civilisation and Society!” (The Ring and the Book, X1,
463).)

Tennyson and FitzGerald may have been complimenting Wor-
dsworth’s success in achieving the prosiness to which blank verse tends.
Indeed Ricks takes as a gloss on his observation on the Wordsworth line
James Smith’s ‘exquisite’ remarks on Michael: “The verse of the poem is a
delicate thing. It has almost ceased to beat, and seems maintained only
by the flutter of tenuous hopes and sickening fears . . . Wordsworth, who
was so often an imitator, here speaks with his own voice; and the verse is
the contribution he makes to prosody.’*® Looking for a Wordsworth who
is important because he speaks in his own voice, rather than the voice of
‘the poet’ or indeed a dramatic ‘character’ courts finding a prosaic and
flatly unvaried verse. It is only a slight movement from the pathos of
Michael to ‘A Mr Wilkinson, a clergyman’. Consequently, much writing
on Wordsworth’s verse has been involved in scanning the verses of the
sublime, following the lead of a critic like Geoffrey Hartman, and
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concentrating on tracing Wordsworth’s blank verse effects in his debt to
what we might call a Miltonic voice in the context of a greater sceptical
project which seeks to dismiss any discussion of voice apparent through
writing.*” Further, the breeze of spontancous inspiration which is so
quickly whipped up into a tempest at the beginning of 7T#he Prelude may,
after its sudden appearance, just as quickly blow itself out. Dependent
on such vital energies in the creative will, the danger is that the
exhausted poet may become the prosaic establishment figure that Ten-
nyson and FitzGerald lampooned.

In an essay on the occurrence of the lyric voice within the blank verse
of The Prelude, Mary Jacobus finds the Wordsworth of the opening of
Book vir aware of just such a danger, as he toys with the ambitions of the
eighteenth-century ‘irregular ode’. This, she says, was ‘certainly the
highest form of lyric poetry for the eighteenth century, and the one in
which the poet was also thought to speak most directly in his own
voice’.*® She locates a Wordsworthian ambivalence to the ‘dythyrambic
fervour’ of the sublime in the opening of the 1805 version. There, for
Wordsworth, the voice is the voice that he used to have at the beginning
of Book 1:

Five years are vanish’d since I first pour’d out,
Saluted by that animating breeze

Which met me issuing from the City’s Walls,

A glad preamble to this Verse: I sang

Aloud, in Dythyrambic fervour, deep

But short-liv’d uproar, like a torrent sent

Out of the bowels of a bursting cloud

Down Scawfell, or Blencathara’s rugged sides,

A water-spout from heaven. But ’twas not long

Ere the interrupted stream broke forth once more,
And flowed awhile in strength, then stopped for years;
Not heard again until a little space

Before last primrose-time. (1-13)

Wordsworth is taking account of what Jacobus calls ‘me-now and
me-then’, speaking about a previous time, which in its turn spoke of
another me-then, and for a time, did not speak at all.** The developing
moments of artistic self to which the passage alludes cause consciousness
to multiply. The passage is held together by voice: it speaks in and about
its own voice. That voice is one which seems so little under the poet’s
control, since the dithyrambic is a wild bacchanalian song. The poet
works hard to talk of the frequently interrupted career of his voice, yet
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we are given no story of the initial stopping of the stream, before it
splutters, and stops and starts, and is placed in ‘a little space’ (not time)
before the most recent spring. The whole passage speaks of a connected
series of previous consciousnesses, and a movement that this poem must
record about itself a few lines further on: ‘for slowly doth this work
advance’ (17). The poem cannot depend on ‘dythyrambic fervour’, for
no matter how deep it is, its uproar will only be shortlived. That torrent
flows breathlessly over the rugged sides of Scawfell or Blencathara, and
breathlessly through the lines of the poem, exhausting itself after the
power of the experience. Before you can use your voice you have to get
your breath back.

Jacobus refers back to the ‘glad preamble’ of Book 1, as Wordsworth
considers it from this mid-point of Book vir:

Wordsworth comments of the ‘glad preamble’, ‘My own voice cheared me,
and, far more, the mind’s / Internal echo of the imperfect sound’ (1, 64—75).
The appeal to voice might usually be thought of as having the function of
making the self whole. Whereas writing disperses, voice unifies, providing the
illusion of single origin and temporal unity (no ‘two consciousnesses’ here).
Yet, in this instance, Wordsworth writes of a doubling effect whereby the
sound of his own voice has an internal echo, and one which, unlike echo as
usually figured, perfects rather than incompletely repeating ‘the imperfect
sound’; it 1s voice here that functions like echo, since speech is imagined as
secondary in its attempt to represent the silence of self-present meaning in
consciousness.*

Jacobus’ criticism echoes Hartman’s account of a necessary transgress-
ion in the urge to will the origins implicit in speech back into the absent
voice of writing. Wordsworth could hear his own voice reading through
his own writing, imperfect echo or not (she repeats Hartman’s interpre-
tation that echo ‘perfects’ the imperfect sound of his voice). The rhetori-
cal drift of this criticism is directed at the illusory or fictional nature of
the struggle, accusing Wordsworth of the epistemological irresponsibil-
ity of a sort of wilful self-deception.

This has a long pedigree in the critique of Romanticism: in the terms
of Paul de Man, reading Jacques Derrida’s reading of Rousseau, if we
posit that the ‘replacement of mere stressed sound by articulated speech
is the origin of language’, an excess, or ‘supplement’, is created when we
attempt to govern a system which we no longer control.” Yet at no point
is Wordsworth claiming ‘unity’, or claiming that his self is whole.
Rather, he is celebrating the doubleness of the experience, the me-now
and me-then, or the me which just ‘pours out’, whether it has ‘measured
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strains’ or not, and the me which needs some measurement in case it is
just pouring itself out. The dispersal which Jacobus sees as central to
showing up ‘the illusion of single origin’ is wilfully embraced by the poet
of 1805, aware of the possible annihilation of his verse implicit in a
‘dythyrambic fervour’. These passages gladly confront the imperfec-
tions of the processes of composition, and take delight in struggle and
imperfection. They attempt to move to a place of pause, taking stock,
where action and change might be expected, sobering up after the
bacchanal of inspiration in order to recollect their emotions in
tranquillity.

There is another part of the process of composition. The 1850 Prelude
adds another year, and says something quite different.

Six changeful years have vanished since I first
Poured out (saluted by that quickening breeze
Which first met me issuing from the City’s Walls)
A glad preamble to this Verse: I sang

Aloud, with fervour irresistible

Of short-lived transport, like a torrent bursting,
From a black thunder-cloud, down Scafell’s side
To rush and disappear. But soon broke forth

(So willed the Muse) a less impetuous stream,
That flowed awhile with unabating strength,
Then stopped for years; not audible again
Before last primrose-time. (1-12)

Jacobus writes the previous, 1805 version, into a ‘retreat from the
Sublime’, perhaps following the orthodoxy established by Hartman and
others, when she asks if Wordsworth, like Cowley in his Pindarique Odes,
found ‘his own dithyrambic tide unnavigable, preferring to emphasize
not the voice of the Sublime but the voice of nature?”®? Cooper’s
Concordance records the words dithyramb or dythyramb nowhere in the
poet’s authorised printed work.>® Its replacement, though, seeks further
to emphasise the sense of power in the writing, which may or may not be
under control. It does this by providing a sonic imitation of the osten-
sible subject of the passage, writing itself: ‘first . . . Verse . . . fervour. ..
burst’ are all repositioned in the blank verse more effectively to contrib-
ute to a cluster of sounds which rhyme off that capitalised “Verse’. The
first parenthesis attempts to contain the ambiguity surrounding what
exactly is ‘issuing’, if not exactly solve it. And the second parenthesis
places an origin for subsequent interruptions, a Muse, and a power
given to that origin, its will.
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The most significant revision of the earlier passage creates as many
new difficulties as it does away with old ones. ‘Fervour irresistible’ is a
facet of the dithyrambic, or possibly of the sublime, but it is not the
sublime itself. Like the sublime, it is not to be contained, and nowhere is
this more apparent than in the quantity of its syllables. The reading
voice slurs through the end of the pentameter which holds it, roughing
up the song to which it gives expression: fERVOUR iRResIstible. Those
repeated ‘er. .. our...irr’ sounds crowd in on each other, move us past
that hissing stress on ‘sis’, over a feminine ending, into a ‘short-lived
transport’, and then burst out of their threatening confinement into a
torrent which will now ‘rush and disappear’. Irresistible the fervour may
be, but once it pours out, it will never be heard agan. The older poet
will settle for a ‘less impetuous stream’. This is not entirely a victory:
1850 now tells us ‘to slowly moves the promised work’, and the prize
won by the revision is a voice which can be heard even as it is only
indistinctly articulate. This is gained through abating the vital energies
of composition. The revised passage tunes itself down into the further
indistinct syllables hiding in the quiet pyrrhic contained in ‘not audible
again’ (U / U U /), blurring the sound of the verse at ‘audible’, the
very word for the heard.

Jacobus states that the attempt is to ‘represent the silence of self
present meaning in consciousness’ in writing such as this, but that would
be to misunderstand the conversation that these passages have with one
another. Those lines which describe the activity of the creative will in
the poetic moment, or rather the poet’s moment of poetry — ‘I sang /
Aloud, with fervour irresistible / Of short-lived transport’ — gain in their
own sounds the sound of the poet’s own singing, the sound of his own
voice, his contribution to prosody. He slurs through his account of his
own ‘fervour irresistible’. ‘Self-present meaning in consciousness’ would
be silent. But the poet and his poem cannot let that annihilate them, no
matter how much they may, now and then, not be able to resist its
fervour, or at least not speak clearly about what it might be. In that key
line, the iambs of the original version of the pentameter (‘Aloud, in
Dythyrambic fervour, deep’, is replaced by ‘Aloud, with fervour irresist-
ible’-~v/ v/ U/ U/ U u)break down, ever so briefly, and hangin a
position of indeterminate quantity over the pyrrhic which opens into the
short-lived transport of a disappearing torrent. The poet must be cheer-
ed by his own voice, in order that his poem be audible, and not just to be
asort of silent communing in that ‘ghostly language of the ancient earth’
which might also seem to speak in his poetry. Poetic metre, and rhyth-
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mic effect, assist in allowing us to hear this poetry written against the
temptations of silence.

THE CREATIVE WILL (2): THE BROWNINGS

For the Victorians, the dithyrambic belonged to a previous age with
different, epic, preoccupations, no matter how much the particular
versions of epic that the nineteenth century wrote might wish to ap-
proach the vital energies which it seems to unleash. This vitalism is a
literary construction which enables hero-artists to picture themselves
facing the sublime nature of their willing Muse. For writers like Eliza-
beth Barrett and Robert Browning, Wordsworth’s trading-in of the
‘fervour irresistible’ for something ‘less impetuous’ is the mark of the
post-Romantic poet. Yet, the English poetry of the nineteenth century
strives to sound this ‘fervour irresistible’ and its various impulses and
imperatives of an often uncontrollable creativity which is seen to drive
artist or self.

The main concern of this book is in the conscious will and its
struggles, such as Wordsworth’s here, to hold the writing and speaking
self together before the bacchanal which threatens to pour out of the
verse with no issue. However, the Dionysiac mode remains a possibility.
These fervours or tendencies are in their way constructed as ideal form,
insubstantial intuitions of something driving the self, or indeed driving
history. The will need not be a personal faculty, it may be a determining
force to which the individual subject is a mere plaything, ‘the never-
ending push of the Universe’ which the Iirst World War finally con-
vinced Thomas Hardy was ‘an unpurposive and irresponsible groping
in the direction of the least resistance’.®* Yet in his attempt to make
‘audible’ the fervour of his moments of composition, and then to read
out and write them out again, Wordsworth negotiates poetic necessity
in order to capture the rhythms of the experience of writing in his own
voice.

The poetry that followed that of Wordsworth often attempted to
rekindle the sense of the dithyrambic, of a vitalist will moving through
its form. That will needs a body in order to come into perceptible form.
Joyce Zonana says that the primarily sonic ability of Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s poet-heroine Aurora Leigh, similar to that of Wordsworth,
is to ‘hear celestial harmony’. This she ‘embodies’ ‘in mother’s breasts
and through her own passion’; it is a ‘linking of the rhythm of blood
with the rhythms of her own verse’.>® Zonana overstresses the radical-
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ism of this position: much of this book asserts that such effects are
widespread in Victorian poetry. But she does point to a need to embody
a sonic apprehension of the rhythm of body and verse. In the most
‘Wordsworthian’ part of Aurora Leigh, the first book, Aurora conceives of
the influences on, and development of, her own physical act of writing
thus:

is the music mine,
As a man’s voice or breath is called his own,
Inbreathed by the Life-breather? There’s a doubt
For cloudy seasons!

But the sun was high

When first I felt my pulses set themselves
For concord; when the rhythmic turbulence
Of blood and brain swept outward upon words,
As wind upon the alders, blanching them
By turning up their under-natures till
They trembled in dilation. O delight
And triumph of the poet, who would say
A man’s mere ‘yes,” a woman’s common ‘no,’
A little human hope of that or this,
And says the word so that it burns you through
With a special revelation, shakes the heart
Of all the men and women in the world,
As if one came back from the dead and spoke,
With eyes too happy, a familiar thing
Become divine 1’ the utterance! While for him
The poet, speaker, he expands with joy;
The palpitating angel in his flesh
Thrills inly with consenting fellowship
To those innumerous spirits who sun themselves
Outside of time. (1, 892—915) *°

This reaches out with a remarkable lack of anxiety to the dead poetic
influences who might be speaking to the apprentice poet, or have used
the language into which she says that she can breath a new life.

Where Wordsworth has heard the ghostly language of the ancient
earth, Aurora authenticates her utterance through a sounding of the
rhythms of her own body. The ‘rhythmic turbulence / Of blood and
brain swept outward upon words’: this is an embodying of self in a
rhythmic language. Zonana worries that while the poet may hear the
beat of her blood, the reader may not.”” Yet for Aurora here, poetic
utterance ‘burns you through / With a special revelation, shakes the
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heart / Of all the men and women in the world’. In an adaptation of a
later extraordinary image in Aurora Leigh of two clocks set together,
gradually coming to tick together and tell ‘the mutual time’ (v, 417-52),
Aurora conceives of an immediate sympathy of living and dead, angel
and spirit, poet and audience, through the ‘consenting fellowship’ which
is given by the power of poetic language. Aurora goes on to say that
poetry is ‘cognisant of life / Beyond this blood-beat’ (915-16), but it is
first sounded along the beat of the body. It communicates a vital power
which is intuited through a rhythm of will.

As Aurora Leigh progresses, however, that vitalism often meets with
psychological as well as moral failings. The fervour irresistible can
become bogged down in immeasurable sand. Under the impress of
Thomas Carlyle, Barrett Browning’s epic of aspiration and failure faces
the imperatives which threaten the poetic career of the poet. Later in the
poem, she attempts to work out how the ‘less impetuous’ — poetry —
might contain the fervour irresistible of vital composition.

While Art
Sets action on the top of suffering:
The artist’s part is both to be and do,
Transfixing with a special, central power
The flat experience of the common man,
And turning outward, with a sudden wrench,
Half agony, half ecstasy, the thing
He feels the inmost — never felt the less
Because he sings it . . .

O sorrowful great gift
Conferred on poets, of a twofold life,
When one life has been found enough for pain!
We, staggering neath our burden as mere men,
Being called to stand up straight as demi-gods,
Support the intolerable strain and stress
Of the universal, and send clearly up
With voices broken by the human sob,
Our poems to find rhymes among the stars!

(v, 365-73; 380-8)

The effect of the caesura which holds the quick turning in the verse in
the sudden wrenching of ‘flat experience’ to ‘half agony, half ecstasy’,
and out to the enjambed ‘the thing / He feels the inmost’ is to give a
rhythm to the verse which is propelled by an insight which the speaker
feels within the self. Like contraction and childbirth, this is irresistible.
The impetus of the insight is like that spoken by poets as ‘demi-gods’
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shouldering the burden of ‘the intolerable strain and stress / Of the
universal’, facing up to their responsibilities to the Sturm und Drang in
composing experiences of the sublime.

Barrett Browning is following an account of the importance of vital
human powers which comes to her through Carlyle, Coleridge and the
early poetry of Robert Browning. Behind her account of “The artist’s
part’ is the passage from Carlyle’s ‘Hero as King’ lecture which I quoted
in chapter one: ‘there is an irrepressible tendency in every man to
develop himself according to the magnitude which Nature has made of
him; to speak out, to act out, what Nature has laid in him . . . The
meaning of life here on earth might be defined as consisting in this: to
unfold your self, to work what thing you have the faculty for.”® Barrett
Browning’s ‘artist’s part is both to be and do’, is a response to the rhymes
in Carlyle’s prose, to what has been made of and laid in the self by
nature. Then the ‘irrepressible tendency’ is to speak out, to act out. “The
artist’s part’ is this duty. Wordsworth cannot allow himself this duty, and
for some this amounts to a desire to escape from possible bewilderment,
a wilful resisting of what should be irresistible.

Carlyle speaks of the vitalism which has been lost in his own, post-
Romantic age when in his ‘Characteristics’ essay he bemoans the loss of
‘that mysterious Self-impulse of the whole man, heaven inspired, and in
all senses partaking of the Infinite, being captiously questioned in a finite
dialect, and answering, as it needs must be, by silence’.* There is no
response to an intimation of infinity in language. The sublime in
meaning renders us dumb. For poets, this is an impossible lesson:
Elizabeth Barrett Browning has to add the coda that the poet transfixes
the thing he feels the inmost, but that it is ‘never felt the less / Because he
sings it’. The expression of the infinite is only possible through this
transfixing of flat experience, but the finitude of words, sung or not, is
the part of the artist, and a ‘sudden wrench’ may make it art. This
sudden wrench is centred in the body and in the rhythm of the blank
verse, which turns it outward, giving to the infinite corporeal form.
Barrett Browning’s artist is the possessor of a ‘special, central power’,
setting action on top of suffering, giving body to the ideal. Centred in the
self, and central to the commonality of a culture, this vital power has an
irrepressible tendency to express itself. Necessarily, she cannot accept
from Carlyle that silence is the only way to answer a heaven-inspired
‘Self-impulse’.

Her husband, Robert Browning, gives us another artist’s way of
approaching the problem:
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There’s the bell clinking from the chapel-top;

That length of convent-wall across the way

Holds the trees safer, huddled more inside;

The last monk leaves the garden; days decrease,

And autumn grows, autumn in everything.

Eh? the whole seems to fall into a shape

As if I saw alike my work and self

And all that I was born to be and do,

A twilight piece. (‘Andrea Del Sarto’, 41-9)

Nothing could be further from the fervour that Barrett Browning
invokes. Yet in that slight waking after the lethargic beauties of an elegiac
autumn landscape at ‘Eh?’, creative potentialities ‘fall into a shape’.
Elizabeth’s phrase “The artist’s part is both to be and do’, appears as the
artist speaking of ‘all that I was born to be and do’. Husband and wife
concede that the artist is ascitur et fit, working together the sense of calling
into a conception of artistic self which is defined through doing. Robert,
with an exquisite anticlimax, allows the next line to contain a whispering
of dissent, as it falls into an early caesura after ‘A twilight piece’.

This is a post-Romantic moment and Warwick Slinn remarks well
that it is a moment of conflict, ‘generated deep within [Andrea] by the
tension between passive, not responsible, and active, possibly failing,
selves [which] underlies his fluctuating expressiveness throughout’.®
The fluctuating expressiveness can be heard at the reminder of a
speaking voice pulling itself up at ‘Eh?’ The poet cannot operate in
silence, a voice must always be audible. The movement in poems like
these, is, if not to resistance, to will. The question is one of agency in
speech, the extent to which the voice needs a will, and the conditions
under which that will can operate. Both artists, Aurora and Andrea, fail
in their respective callings.

Poems like ‘Andrea Del Sarto’ rein in just what can be achieved by
the inspirations of the mysterious self-impulse of man. Further on in his
monologue, the artist tells his wife

In this world, who can do a thing, will not;

And who would do it, cannot, I perceive:

Yet the will’s somewhat — somewhat, too, the power -

And thus we half-men struggle. (137—40)

While these lines do suggest a self-awareness of departure from an
ethical standard, or artistic duties, in a sudden wilful assertion they
contain a rhythmic imitation of the opposite of their original statement.
Andrea takes St Paul for authority in his depiction of his own weakness,
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as the blank verse in which he speaks echoes the prose cadences of the
King James Bible: ‘For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) dwelleth
no good thing: for to will is present with me; but fow to perform that
which is good I find not. For the good that I would I do not: but the evil
which I would not, that I do’ (Romans 7, 18—20).

In the speaking voice which the fiction of the poem asks us to hear
inhabiting these lines, we are made to feel close to a commonplace. The
end placing of the main verb, ‘I perceive’ (a typical Browning tech-
nique), appears to give the first two lines the status of a syntactically
closed statement. However, the colon which separates these lines from
the rest of the statement gives only the briefest of pauses, as the speaker
changes his mind in mid-sentence. We move from a tone of conven-
tionally passive regret into a suddenly strenuous flexing of poetic muscle.
The will, as subject matter of the verse, re-emerges as a conceptual
possibility. Similarly, the speaker’s will reasserts itself, demonstrating the
capacities inherent in considering its own existence. The claim is partial,
perhaps lasting no longer than four words, ‘Yet the will’s somewhat’,
and may be just as quickly about to break down. The repetition of
‘somewhat — somewhat’, catching itself up in an echo of the negatives of
the preceding lines ‘will not . . . cannot’, and the sudden deceleration of
‘somewhat too, the power —’, allow enough space for the qualifications
of the last line. Carlyle’s ‘meaning of life’ is to ‘unfold your self, to work
what thing you have the faculty for’. Andrea finds the perception of a
will a curse, bringing only struggle. For a brief moment, though, per-
haps one of short-lived transport or sudden wrench, the self that speaks
the verse has shown itself resurgent.

This may be Leavis’ anaemia, or Armstrong’s idealist will brought in
to face up to a determining materialism. ‘Yet the will’s somewhat’ is
hardly the irrepressible tendency to speak out, to act out the self. No one
could accuse any of Browning’s characters of the urge to be silent, yet
even in the impotent internally rhyming rhythms of the voice of the
speaker in ‘Andrea Del Sarto’, the irrepressible is heard. The mono-
logue dramatises a turn to will, and a turn which is dramatised within its
rhythms of will. The very movement of the verse is an attempt to live
into the imagined experience, to give it its own voice. The voice of the
self which speaks it is then imagined as a thinking, choosing, discrimi-
nating agent following what is given as well as it might, making do when
things are not given. Between self as artist, and the self which is the
character imagined speaking in the poem we have a drama of intention
and agency in art and speech which poems such as these explore. As
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John R. Reed says in his history of Victorian writers’ conception of will,

“T'he best of the dramatic monologues allow a central figure to attempt
to assert his or her will — some succeed, some fail — while permitting the
true source of creative energy, the poet composing the poem, to retreat
from view. Self-assertion is transferred from author to text. The text
speaks, not Robert Browning.’®! Reed’s ‘true source of creative energy’
is close to Barrett Browning’s ‘special central power’, but it misses a key
generic element in monologue, which, as discussed in chapter four here,
Barrett Browning herself missed in her future husband’s poetry. That is
the fact that it is dramatic. It is in the drama of dramatic monologue that
the test of assertions of will can be made. That drama allows texts to
speak in a way that gives voice to the embodiment of the new investiga-
tion of human agency in speech which is explored in the rhythms of
nineteenth-century poetry.

AN INTERPENETRATION OF PASSION AND OF WILL

The mmnovations of prosodic form which lead to the ability of the poems
discussed here to investigate agency in verse have their origins, as Eric
Griffiths has shown, in the first great experimental volume of English
Romantic verse, Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads. They
work, as Dennis Taylor says, up to the last experiments with metrical
form in the poetry of Thomas Hardy before the move to the vers libre
which accompanied Ezra Pound’s imperative that one last heave would
break the pentameter. Griffiths and Taylor have attempted to re-create
or listen again to the voice of nineteenth-century poetry, and concen-
trating on different ends of the century, on the influence of Wordsworth
and the experiments of Thomas Hardy respectively, have sought to
initiate a means of understanding the breadth of nineteenth-century
innovations and experiments in verse.® They point to a formal means of
relocating our thinking about Romantic and post-Romantic poetry
away from the critique implicit in an account of speech and writing
which finds only absence, or an idealising lack of body.

Following on from tantalising suggestions made by Francis Berry in
his 1962 study Poetry and the Physical Voice,%* Griftiths finds Wordsworth
making a ‘discovery about metre’ in his ‘Preface’ to the second edition to
Lyrical Ballads, where the rhythm of the poem might not be ‘strictly
connected with the passion’, thus allowing for ambiguities to develop
between printed form and spoken performance.®* This develops
throughout the nineteenth century from Wordsworthian blank verse or
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ballad into the dramatic monologues of Tennyson and Browning, and
the extraordinary metrical innovations of Gerard Manley Hopkins.
Working from later texts, and their influence on Thomas Hardy, Taylor
has shown that Coventry Patmore’s ‘Essay on English Metrical Law’ in
particular, and the work of a surprising number of philologists and
prosodists shows that the nineteenth century scrutinised the occurrences
of voice in poetry in sophisticated and inventive ways. Taylor sees
Hardy as a much more knowledgeable innovator in verse than might
previously have been allowed, further cementing the growing influence
that his poetry has had on the poetry of the twentieth century, and its
innovations, and consolidations, in verse.®® In all this work, the sugges-
tion is that attention to the sound of words, the rhythms of poetry, and
the great difficulties that might attach to listening for a voice in verse will
provide a new way of reading the poetry of the Victorian age, and a way
of hearing the different voices which proliferate in its new poetry of
character and self, of a lyricism which is always moving towards a
dramatic representation of the voices of those characters and selves.
Those voices assert their physicality in rhythms of will.

The urge to write in your own voice is the challenge after Wor-
dsworth that faces Victorian prosody. In a diary entry for 28 December
1863, William Allingham records with typical detail an evening spent
towards the end of a Christmas holiday at the Tennysons’, with Francis
Turner Palgrave and two public schoolmasters and their wives.

In the drawing-room A.T'., P. and the two Bs. all on ‘Classic Metres’. T. setting
the schoolmasters right more than once, I noticed. I asked Mr. Bradley
afterwards, when he called on me at Lymington, did he think he could read one
—any one — of Horace’s Odes as it was intended to be read? He said he was sure
he could not . . . I had the ladies all to myself, and we discoursed profoundly on
‘poets and practical people’, ‘benevolence true and false’, ‘the gulf between
certain people and others’, etc. Mrs T. confessed herself tired of hearing about
‘Classic Metres’. The company gone, T., P., and I went to Palgrave’s room,
where the poet read to us the ‘Vision of Sin’, the ‘Sea Fairies’, and part of the
‘Lotos Eaters’, — a rich and solemn music, but not at all heavy. He will not
admit that any one save himself can read aloud his poems properly. He suffered
me to try a passage in the ‘Lotos Eaters’ and said “You do it better than most
people’, then read it himself and went on some way further. Thus I got from
him viwva voce part of a poem which has always seemed to me among his most
characteristic works.®®

Allingham’s ruse to get the poem wviva voce from the poet is based on his
knowledge of something which greatly upset Tennyson, that, like
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Horace, his own voice would be lost from his poetry after his death. The
whole evening gives an insight into Allingham’s specially detached kind
of patience with the older poet (‘T setting the schoolmasters right more
than once, I noticed’), a patience which was not shared even by Emily
Tennyson, who ‘confessed herself tired of hearing of ‘Classic Metres™”.
Tennyson had been ‘“full’ of them since the beginning of the holiday,
eight days previously, and indeed his ‘Attempts at Classic Metres in
Quantity’ had just been published in Cornfull Magazine.*” Suggestion of
the unrecoverable voice of the classics shows a Tennyson urged into
correction of teachers and fellow poets. His gruff “You do it better than
most people’ is a rare compliment for a man who thought that a new
means of annotating pronunciation might be introduced in order to
enable readers to sound his poetry properly.®®

Not all poets are this intolerant given the prospect of the absence of a
viwva voce performance of their poetry. This is Wordsworth in 1815,
suggesting how a reader might perform his poetry:

Some of these pieces are essentially lyrical; and, therefore, cannot have their
due force without a supposed musical accompaniment; but, in much the
greatest part, as a substitute for the classic lyre or romantic harp, I require
nothing more than an animated or impassioned recitation, adapted to the
subject. Poems, however humble in their kind, if they be good in that kind,
cannot read themselves; the law of long syllable and short must not be so
infexible, — the letter of the metre must not be so impassive to te spirit of
versification, — as to deprive the Reader of all voluntary power to modulate, 1
subordination to the sense, the music of the poem; — in the same manner as his
mind is left at liberty, and even summoned, to act upon its thoughts and images.
But, though the accompaniment of a musical instrument be frequently dis-
pensed with, the true Poet does ot therefore abandon his privilege distinct from
that of the mere Proseman;

‘He murmurs near the running brooks
A music sweeter than their own.’®

This is an open and democratic account of metre, free of the dogmatism
which is often the hallmark of later nineteenth-century theories of
prosody. It allows a role for the voice of the reader as he or she attempts
to re-create the voice that has spoken in the written poem. The writer
asks only for ‘an animated or impassioned recitation” which should be
suitable for the poem: the poet does ask the reader to perform if reading
his poems, they ‘cannot read themselves’. Wordsworth, unlike his suc-
cessor as Laureate, Tennyson, does not demand of the reader how they
should be read, but he does offer the reader ‘voluntary power to
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modulate, in subordination to the sense, the music’. The passage seems
to be unexceptionable, except when we think about what Wordsworth
might mean by ‘subordination to sense’. Could we stop making sense of
the poem, and listen only for sound? The reader’s ‘mind is left at liberty,
and even summoned, to act upon its thoughts and images’. This is a
summoning in a contrary direction after the previous ‘subordination’, as
if the poet here advocates what may be many people’s experience, of
playing background music while thinking about something else, reading
the paper or doing the ironing. The music of the poem leaves the mind
atliberty, as a kind of insubstantial thing, just keeping us company in the
room where we read, while we are ‘summoned’ to make sense of the
meaning of the poem.

In the earlier ‘Preface’ to the second edition of Lyrical Ballads, Wor-
dsworth was less cavalier in the attitude to this freedom allowed by the
movement of metre. There he says that it enables the reader to endure a
‘pathetic situation’, because oetre has a tendency ‘to divest language, in
a certain degree, of its reality, and thus to throw a sort of half-conscious-
ness of unsubstantial existence over the whole composition’.’”® The
performance of the text of the poem is necessary, but it may not
necessarily be adding substance to the text. Without going as far as
Roman Jakobson, in erecting such an insight into the structural oppo-
sites of delivery instance and verse instance in the matter of a performed
poem’s divergence from its written text,”' subsequent writers on metre
have also wondered about its substantial existence. This is somewhere
near the paradoxical position in which W. B. Yeats puts the metre of
Paradise Lost sounded against its performance in an actual reading as ‘a
ghostly voice, an unvariable possibility, an unconscious norm’.”? The
abandonment of the norm is the way of the ‘mere Proseman’.

In prose, we might be able better to subordinate ourselves to sense,
but the insubstantial existence of metre can become an argument for the
importance of poetry, through its mental measuring of a norm. This is
Coventry Patmore, from his ‘Essay on English Metrical Law’ on the
same question:

These are two indispensable conditions of metre, — first, that the sequence of
vocal utterance, represented in written verse, shall be divided into equal or
proportionate spaces; secondly, that the fact of that division shall be made manifest by
an ‘ictus’ or ‘beat’, actual or mental, which, like a post in a chain railing, shall
mark the end of one space, and the commencement of another. This ‘ictus’ is
an acknowledged condition of all possible metre; and its function 1s, of course,
much more conspicuous in languages so chaotic in their syllabic quantities as to
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render it the only source of metre. Yet, all important as this time beater is, I think
it demonstrable that, for the most part, it kas no material and external existence at all,
but has its place in the mind, which craves measure in everything, and,

wherever the idea of measure is uncontradicted, delights in marking it with an
> 73

imaginary ‘beat’.
For Wordsworth, metre assisted in enduring tragedy, as for Patmore it
provides a source of order for a mind which may be working away at
differing aspects of the poem it is reading. In both of these writers,
reading poetry must be imagined as a continuous activity, in which
sense leads, but in which metre is continuously marking its imaginary
beat. And that metre has ‘no material and external existence at all’.
Mind, thought or passion are all curiously only half-connected to the
musical form of verse, but their connection is unvariable, a norm, a
measure for which the mind craves, and gains pleasure in marking.
Patmore’s prosody works under the influence of Hegel’s aesthetics and
pursues a necessitarian line with some propriety, suggesting just how we
might know that we apprehend the ‘imaginary “beat’ of the spirit of
metrically patterned thought. In his ‘Essay’, he glosses an unidentified
sentence translated from Hegel which is concerned not to oppose
‘sensible materials’ and the ‘free outpouring of poetic thought’, thus:

Art, indeed, must have a body as well as a soul; and the higher and purer the
spiritual, the more powerful and unmistakable should be the corporeal el-
ement; — in other words, the more vigorous and various the life, the more
stringent and elaborate must be the law by obedience to which life expresses
itself.”*

The body of a poem, its outward form, is its obediently organised metre,
which is conveyed through a rhythm, which, in turn, is apprehended
only by sense. Those rhythms are often then spoken about in terms of
the human body and its rhythms — heartbeat, breath, circulation — both
in nineteenth-century prosody, and the prosody of the present day.
Elizabeth Barrett’s friend R. H. Horne, in his Poems of Geoffrey Chaucer
Modernized, held that ‘It would be far nearer the truth if we were to call
our scanning gear by such terms as systole and diastole, — metre being
understood as muscle, and pulsation as rhythm, — varying with every
emotion.” In the essay introducing his selection from English poetry,
Imagination and Fancy, which stresses the importance of ‘variety in uni-
formity’ for English verse, Leigh Hunt put the quality of ‘strength’ first
in his list of the facets of good poetry. It is ‘the muscle of verse, and shows
itself in the number and force of the marked syllables’. This conception
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of the apprehension of rhythm as a physical event has continued into
contemporary linguistic and critical writing about rhythm. Derek At-
tridge, in The Rhythms of English Poetry, states that ‘Rhythm . . . is the
apprehension of a series of events as a regularly repeated pulse of
energy, an experience which has a muscular as well as a mental dimen-
sion.””® Rhythm brings about a physical response.

Physical response may, of course, not entirely echo the sense: the
muscular and mental need not work in direct mimetic relationship. For
Amittai Aviram, describing the psychic aspects of listening to rhythm in
terms similar to Wordsworth’s, it engages the body while it may leave
the mind behind. Contemplating a washing machine in the spin cycle,
in terms which are rather like the liberty which Wordsworth reserves for
the mind when poetry is being performed, Aviram says that we ‘feel a
liberation at the moments we give in to these rhythms, precisely when we
are abandoning the activities we have chosen with our wills — even
though individual conscious choice is usually thought of as the very
heart of what we call freedom’.’® Thomas Hardy’s cruelly limited
version of the freedom of the will of man suggests itself here:

When swayed by the Universal Will (which he mostly must be as a subservient
part of it) he 1s not individually free; but whenever it happens that all the rest of
the Great Will is in equilibrium the minute portion called one person’s will is
free, just as a performer’s fingers are free to go on playing the pianoforte of
themselves when he talks or thinks of something else and the head does not rule
them.”’

The outward form of the poem and the sense that it makes partake of
bodily function and mental concentration or distraction. Between the
two we have a performative motion which impresses its rhythm upon us.
It is sensed, working like the individual will against the great will, now
and again free to vary the metre and thus impress its vigour upon us.
The difficulty with this thinking is the courting of binaries, the wilful
acceptance of Jakobson’s delivery instance and verse instance. Conse-
quently metre and rhythm are written as at best opposites or at worst
unconnected ideal and perceptible actuality. Aware of this danger, seen
most particularly in his former poetic collaborator Wordsworth, Samuel
Taylor Coleridge strives to bring sound and sense together in what he
sees as a prime function of aesthetic form — in this case, metre — as ‘that
spontaneous effort which strives to hold in check the workings of
passion’. Rather than be a mere ‘antagonism’ to feeling, metre, because
it is evidence of the voluntary action of the artist, is what holds passion
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and will in balance. These are Coleridge’s ‘two legitimate conditions’ of
poetry:

First, that as the elements of metre owe their existence to a state of increased
excitement, so the metre itself should be accompanied by the natural language
of excitement. Secondly, that as these elements are formed into metre artifici-
ally, by a voluntary act, with the design and for the purpose of blending delight
with emotion, so the traces of present volition should throughout the metrical
language be proportionally discernible. Now these two conditions must be
reconciled and co-present. There must be not only a partnership, but a union;
an interpenetration of passion and of will, of spontaneous impulse and of
voluntary purpose. Again, this union can be manifested only in a frequency of
forms and of figures of speech (originally the offspring of passion, but now the
adopted children of power) greater than would be desired or endured where the
emotion is not voluntarily encouraged and kept up for the sake of that pleasure
which such emotion so tempered and mastered by the will is found capable of
communicating.”®

In his seeking for the accompaniment of metre and excitement and the
blending of delight with emotion, ‘the traces of present volition’ must be
discerniblein the aesthetic artefact. Coleridge works his description of this
in his prose into reconciliation, partnership, union, ‘an interpenetration
of passion and of will’, until eventually, in a great parenthetical swerving
away from this imagery of marriage and procreation, ‘the offspring of
passion’ are necessarily usurped by ‘the adopted children of power’. The
willintervenesto enable the reader to endure, but it must also be apparent
through writing in order to temper and master emotion into communica-
tion. This 1s not that far removed from Wordsworth’s ‘sort of half-
consciousness of unsubstantial existence’. In both writers, however
Coleridge marks their differences, the artificial form works to vary and
voluntarily to contrast the emotion from which artifice gives pleasure.
Vigour and variety, in Patmore the signs of a kind of muscular
aesthetic, are embodied in the stringencies and elaborations of form.
Where Wordsworth had imagined himself pouring out his dithyrambic
song, he must also have known that it had to be resisted in order that his
life express itself. Criticism such as this moves the ethical, the formal and
the sensuous close together and seems to ask for a possibly constricting
rigour. It is writing about the rhythms of poetry as perceptible in bodily
ways. It is writing about the vigour and variety of a particular experience
of the body, and the extent to which it may obediently follow a rhythm
of an activity governed by will. Rhythm must allow, in its variations, the
ordering of free thought in the sensible, and it will allow the reader to
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apprehend the modulations of the poet, given a subordination to sense,
through will. To do this, though, new ways of thinking about the metres
of English poetry were needed, to suggest vigour and variety in the
ordering of a perceptible speech.

In 1816, Coleridge finally published his unfinished poem Christabel,
which had produced rich imitations, by Scott and Byron,” of its innova-
tive style. In the final paragraph of a brief ‘Preface’ written as an apology
for the publication of an unfinished poem, he states that the poem
contains a ‘new principle’ of metre, an innovation which T. S. Omond,
in his exhaustive account of the metrists of the nineteenth century, states
has ‘revolutionized’ theories of English prosody.®** Omond is sceptical of
the actual metre of Christabel carrying out Coleridge’s claim, and unsym-
pathetic to the new writing in stress-rhythms which owes its existence to
the poem, but he rightly places it at the beginning of nineteenth-century
prosodic discussion. Here, we get a suggestion of just how to address the
positions of Wordsworth and Patmore, reconciling matters of composi-
tion and form in the subjects of poetry.

I have only to add that the metre of Christabel is not, properly speaking,
irregular, though it may seem so from being founded on a new principle:
namely, that of counting in each line the accents, not the syllables. Though the
latter may vary from seven to twelve, yet in each line the accents will be found
to be only four. Nevertheless, this occasional variation in number of syllables is
not introduced wantonly, or for the mere ends of convenience, but in corre-
spondence with some transition in the nature of the imagery or passion.®!

For Coleridge, the counting of accent rather than syllable frees the
English poetic line of much of its adherence to classical or iambic
certainties, while retaining a principle which corresponds with the
matter of the poem. The line of verse can move closer to the line of
voice, while still providing musical accompaniment, or correspondence,
in the means of expression to that which is expressed.

The terms that Coleridge sets himself are revealing. His new principle
is not ‘irregular’; because it demands that the metre must function ‘in
correspondence with some transition in the nature of the imagery or
passion’. Metre and its ‘occasional variation’ may, in Wordsworth and
Patmore’s terms, diverge from its intellectual or emotional basis.
Coleridge’s emphasis is not on imagery and passion, but their transi-
tions. In the preface to Christabel, he seeks for variation in the very
mobilities of a new metre which tells of imagery or passion in action
corresponding with that action in verse. This effects a freeing of poetic
form, and demands a reconsideration of the terms of the obedience due
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to the principles of the voiced occurrences of poetry in metre. The
emphasis is on the agency demonstrable from the poem, and the voice
which speaks it, which, as Wordsworth would agree, can be the poet’s or
the reader’s. Image and passion are not static, they are in transition, and
the variations of the poem must record their movements. With an
attention to accent rather than syllable, the line of poetry is freed to give
an imitation of action, to represent image and passion in movement.
The line of poetry imitates possibility and change.

The debate between Tennyson and his friends in the 1860s was
performed in the light of such knowledge. Christabelwas ‘new’ only to the
extent that it revisited a medieval setting and form, but it inspired a ‘new
verse’® on medieval subjects by, among others, Scott, Byron, Keats,
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the Rossettis and their circle, Swinburne
and Morris, before it found its fullest sonic development in the poetry of
Hopkins, decades later. Take, for instance, the experiment with suppos-
edly unofficial metres which is Christina Rossetti’s Goblin Market. Ros-
setti has heard the achievements of the effects of Milton and Pope in
expressing the male body, but is writing after Coleridge has licensed, as
it were, ‘occasional variation’ in the syllable count of the line of poetry.
Liberated, Rossetti can mark the rhythm of the experience of a heroism
of endurance and eventual collapse:

Swift fire spread thro’ her veins, knocked at her heart,
Met the fire smouldering there

And overbore its lesser flame;

She gorged on bitterness without a name:

Ah! fool, to choose such a part

Of soul consuming care!

Sense failed in the mortal strife:

Like the watch-tower of a town

Which an earthquake shatters down,

Like a lightning-stricken mast,

Like a wind-uprooted tree

Spun about,

Like a foam-topped waterspout

Cast down headlong in the sea,

She fell at last:

Pleasure past and anguish past,

Is it death or 1s it life? (507—23)

In its way this is a virtuoso exercise in the simile, achieved through
refusing the epic simile of Homer or Milton or Pope. An epic simile
might indeed also have had the effect of slowing down the gradual



Rhythms of Will 57

toppling of Laura; here though, Rossetti favours a seemingly indiscrimi-
nate series of images of collapse. The effect is of a seeking for a means to
describe the vigorous complexity of the gradual movements of this body
— shattering, lightning-struck, spinning — surrendering its agency and
facing physical collapse.

However, it is the rhythm of this movement that makes new the
rhythm of Rossetti’s precursors. It is observed from a narrative distance
while sounded through the body itself. From the extended, nearly
unmetrical, packed stresses of the opening line of the verse paragraph
(‘Swift fire spread through her veins’, / / / vu /), through to the
perfectly iambic narration of defeat (‘And overbore its lesser flame’),
Rossetti uses a verse form capable of dramatic variations in order
rhythmically to convey a body which is courting possible oblivion.
‘Sense failed in the mortal strife’(/ / U U / U /) opens again with two
stresses, before marking an irregular trip through an anapaest until it is
returned to the iambic pulse of the unconscious toppling body. Ros-
sett’s thythm is at once ancient — partaking of the expectations of heroic
verse, nursery rhyme, hymn and an interest in medieval or Gothic
irregularity — and new. Depicting the fall into unconsciousness it sounds
body and will in effort and, as here, in defeat. It sounds a Victorian
rhythm of will.

Syllabic variation and metrical irregularity became a certain good in
the metres of English poetry, and suggested ways in which previously
conventional measures could be inspected and broken. The classical, as
well as the Gothic, the oriental and the Celtic, all gain new breath from
the debate which surrounded the effort of some mid-Victorian poets
and critics to resuscitate the accents of previous poetries in English. The
debate filtered through to a young writer living in the West Country,
Thomas Hardy, and a few years later he tried his hand at the classical in
this poem.

Neutral Tones

We stood by a pond that winter day,
And the sun was white, as though chidden of God,
And a few leaves lay on the starving sod;

— They had fallen from an ash, and were gray.

Your eyes on me were as eyes that rove

Over tedious riddles of years ago;

And some words played between us to and fro
On which lost the more by our love.
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The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing
Alive enough to have strength to die;
And a grin of bitterness swept thereby

Like an ominous bird a-wing . . .

Since then, keen lessons that love deceives,
And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me
Your face, and the God-curst sun, and a tree,

And a pond edged with grayish leaves.
1867

This poem is written in what Dennis Taylor calls ‘roughened sapphics’:
it i3 based on a four-line stanza which would originally have been
written in a predominantly falling rhythm, three five-foot lines followed
by a two-foot line, called an ‘adonic’.®* Hardy’s first collection of poems,
Wessex Poems, of which ‘Neutral Tones’ forms a part, began with “The
Temporary the All’, parenthetically subtitled ‘Sapphics’, and the vol-
ume contains other variations on the form.

Taylor suggests certain examples of efforts at classical metres in
English by more established poets, such as Clough, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning, Robert Browning and Tennyson® which would have in-
fluenced the apprentice poet. The main influence, though, is Swin-
burne, and his poem ‘Sapphics’ in the original edition of Poems and
Ballads. On this influence, Taylor is supported by an editor of Hardy’s,
G. M. Young, who dismisses ‘Neutral Tones’ as merely imitative maga-
zine verse: ‘any young man who had read Browning and Swinburne
might have written it’.%¢ In a review of Young’s selection from Hardy,
the comment elicited from William Empson a typically impatient re-
sponse: ‘Swinburne my foot. In the poems selected it seems to me that
Hardy often simply drops his rhythm, as a child drops its rattle and
stares before it straight at the skyline, dribbling slightly.”®” This is a rare
observation on Hardy from Empson, which sums up something of the
stupefaction before both the natural and the literary which can afflict a
Hardy poem. Hardy has often been accused of being childlike or naive,
but here Empson makes it a prime virtue, and a mark of the poet’s
innovations just where he seems to be at his most imitative.

Earlier in the review, before he goes on approvingly to quote the final
line of ‘Neutral Tones’, Empson speaks of Hardy’s ‘good rhythm’, and
its ‘certain clumsiness that fits his grim scenery’, before he corrects
himself and praises the poet’s ‘closeness to the accent of spoken English
won through indifference to the poetic conventions of his time’.?® This is
a comment redolent of James Smith’s praise of the Wordsworth of
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Michael speaking in his own voice in his poetry, but it i3 a comment
which Empson works into the relations that the poet here has with
poetic convention, never forgetting the ‘grim scenery’ that the poem
describes. ‘Neutral Tones’, though, is far from indifferent to poetic
convention, no matter how it strives to work its effects from that accent
of spoken English. The opening lines enter into an iambic/anapaestic
rising rhythm which works its ‘grim scenery’ against a conventional
holiday reminiscence. The anapaest which rises through ‘by a pond’ is
faintly comic, and the possibility of being ‘children of God’, the phrase
carrying a more certain quantity, as well as familiarity, is revealed to be
a grim pun tricked out of ‘chidden of God’ (why not ‘chidden by’?), with
a kind of agnostic attention to the scolded sun. The spondee which is
sandwiched by anapests in the next line — ‘And a few leaves lay on the
starving sod> U U / / / U U / U / —fails to hide an emphasis on the
internal rhyme on ‘lay’ (with ‘day’, and ‘gray’), slows down the duration
of the line into the rhyme of ‘sod’ with ‘God’, but does little to prepare us
for the final line of the stanza.

This line — “They had fallen from an ash and were gray’ — carries only
three stresses, but stresses distributed throughout the line in such a way
as wholly to unbalance even the irregularities which we have seen in the
opening three lines. First, the line is lengthened if the reading voice takes
account of the dash which begins it, notating a pause which suggests that
what will follow may be of some significance. The scansion is similarly
consistent at attempting to fill more time than it should. Granting an
elision on ‘fallen’, I scan the line as containing three anapaests (U U / U
U / U U /). The anapaest in its middle lengthens its duration, and thus
further stresses the pun that we could hear in ‘ash’, a pun to which
Hardy would return forty-five years later, in 1912, in his poems on the
ashes of his marriage. Tom Paulin tells us that the comma in the line 1s
an example of Hardy’s ‘deftly significant’® deployment of commas, and
in this line the comma further lengthens the duration of a line which
appears to be irregular, but is really working to reinforce the final
monotone of sound and colour in the rhyme on ‘gray’, working a
transition to a cheerless pathetic fallacy.

This line creates the very effect which Coleridge had envisaged in
Christabel: within a strict stanzaic form, carrying distinct allusions to a
classical model, the loosening of the metre records transitions in image
and feeling, where the wintry images are given emphasis by the irregu-
larities imparted by the rhythm of the voice which speaks them. The
lyric is one of half-substantial landscape and memory conveyed in a
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rhythm which is quite happy to work its own dead smiles and bitter grins
into the lack of voice which is the poem’s subject. These two are not
really speaking, words are only playing ‘to and fro’, and the absence of
speech reinforces only the certainties of a recalled landscape in the
uncertain rhythms of a human voice. One of the characters of this scene
is now speaking in verse: the writing is recreating the significance of an
unspeaking day. The lyric itself is participating in a drama, a drama
which derives power not from the powerless feeling of non-communica-
tion on that day, but in the power of the communication of a recollec-
tion of a scene. The characters standing by the pond were doing their
best to resist making a scene, but the scene that the images of the poem
make is carried in the rhythms of the will of the voice which now, or at
least in the year of the appended date of composition, 1867, strives to
speak them. ‘Neutral Tones’ is in its way a record of immobility and lack
of communication. It appears to be a poem of a hopeless sense of
something lacking in human agency, a lack in human agency in speech.
Yet such is its sonic arrangement, that its very effect of dropping its
rhythm, staring at the skyline with a dribble, is arranged in ways which
amount to what we may call Hardy’s ‘contribution to prosody’. Its
rhythms, for all that they seem enervated, do convey a will.

Keen to rescue Hardy from the patronising tone of criticism apparent
in the comments of Young, and to a lesser extent, Empson, Donald
Davie cites this crucial passage to describe just what is distinctive about
Hardy’s contribution to prosody.® In it, Hardy is keen to say that he
knew full well what he was doing.

In the reception of this [ Wessex Poems] and later volumes of Hardy’s poems there
was, he said, as regards form, the inevitable ascription to ignorance of what was
really choice after full knowledge. That the author loved the art of concealing
art was undiscerned. Years earlier he had decided that too regular a beat was
bad art. He had fortified himself in his opinion by thinking of the analogy of
architecture, between which art and that of poetry he had discovered, to use his
own words, that there existed a close and curious parallel, both arts, unlike
some others, having to carry a rational content inside their artistic form. He
knew that in architecture cunning irregularity is of enormous worth, and it is
obvious that he carried on into his verse, perhaps in part unconsciously, the
Gothic art-principle in which he had been trained — the principle of sponta-
neity, found in mouldings, tracery, and such like — resulting in the ‘unforeseen’
(as it has been called) character of his metres and stanzas, that of stress rather
than of syllable, poetic texture rather than poetic veneer; the latter kind of
thing, under the name of ‘constructed ornament’, being what he, in common
with every Gothic student, had been taught to avoid as the plague. He shaped
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his poetry accordingly, introducing metrical pauses, and reversed beats; and
found for his trouble that some particular line of a poem exemplifying this

principle was greeted with a would-be jocular remark that such a line ‘did not

make for immortality’.*!

Davie speaks with envy of the importance of the architecture analogy,
carrying as it does a knowledge which Hardy shared with Walter Pater
and Hopkins and Patmore, of texts by Ruskin and Pugin which may
have been lost to those detractors of Hardy who find his poetry that of a
naif.

Yet the passage is not without its overstatements, like many apologias.
Its great urge is to move the chosen, the discriminatingly willed, the
intentional, into the spontaneities of which Gothic art gives the illusion.
But this does not save the forcefulness of the tone from being indignant.
‘Really choice after full knowledge . . . That the author loved the art of
concealing art was undiscerned . . . Years earlier he had decided . . . He had
fortified himself . . . He knew that in architecture . . . and i us obvious . . .
the “‘unforeseen’ (as it has been called) . . . He shaped his poetry accordingly
.. . and found for his trouble’: the passage is full of slights being noted,
often with sarcasm, and then excused, of a strengthening of the inten-
tionality of years of calculated study. Choice, decision, fortification (the
self behind Gothic battlements), and finally shape: this is a vocabulary of
strong will, long years of poetical and architectural training resulting in
an ability to act governed by principle. Yet at this point the principle
becomes one of ‘spontaneity’, of the ‘unforeseen’, of what appears to be
irregular, but actually follows a principle.

Coleridge had been careful to excuse the metre of Christabel, an earlier
experiment in what might later be called Gothic, from irregularity,
stating that it obeyed a new principle which would introduce ‘occasional
variety’. Hardy is similarly spontaneous in a principled way, but he is
unafraid of the word ‘irregular’. His irregularity is ‘cunning irregularity’,
where the expected fall of emphasis in the line is delayed or reversed,
giving a false impression of a wanton denial of expected regularities.
Wantonness or convenience were, for Coleridge, no reasons for variety
in verse. Like the example from Christina Rossetti, Hardy shows us
metrical inventiveness demonstrating an agency which conveys the
active powers of the poet working variety in correspondence with
movement. In the Gothic, for Hardy, ‘texture’ becomes more important
than ‘veneer’, and a high level of intention is attached to something
which may at first appear rough and unconsidered. This is the art which
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conceals art, an art of cunning irregularity. He may have had this
passage from Ruskin in mind:

The idea of reading a building as we would read Milton or Dante, and getting
the same kind of delight out of the stones as out of the stanzas, never enters our
mind for a moment. And for good reason; — There is indeed rhythm in the
verses, quite as strict as the symmetries or rhythm of the architecture, and a
thousand times more beautiful, but there is something else than rhythm. The
verses were neither made to order, nor to match, as the capitals were; and we
have therefore a kind of pleasure in them other than a sense of propriety. But it
requires a strong effort of common sense to shake ourselves quit of all that we
have been taught for the last two centuries, and wake to the perception of a
truth just as simple and certain as it is new: that great art, whether expressing
itself in words, colours, or stones, does not say the same thing over and over
again; that the merit of architectural, as of every other art, consists in its saying
new and different things; that to repeat itself is no more a characteristic of
genius in marble than it is of genius in print; and that we may, without
offending any laws of good taste, require of an architect, as we do of a novelist,
that he should be not only correct, but entertaining.**

This passage circles the ‘new’ around the remembered, attempting to
restore variety into art in the shape of a Gothic principle. Hardy takes
from Ruskin and Coleridge a license to portray pleasures in forms which
are neither made to match or to measure, obeying other laws than those
of strict propriety. Earlier in this chapter I quoted Hopkins praise of the
originality of Frederick Walker’s ‘Harbour of Refuge’, ‘as if such a thing
had never been painted before’, and William James, on the freedom of
the will meaning ‘novelties in the world’. In a poetry written with an ear
for ‘cunning irregularity’, Hardy admits odd moments when the indi-
vidual poem might free itself from a uniform metronomic will, allowing
the spontaneous, the ‘unforeseen’. Ruskin, too, finds the merit of art in
that it says ‘new and different things’.

Tonally, the passage from The Life is not without its difficulties, and
we have nowadays come to suspect such self-justifications, especially
under the conditions of this passage, in the pages of an autobiography
not so cunningly ascribed to the author’s wife. But we must take such
writing seriously, and not only for the richness of the analogy with the
Gothic in architecture, an architecture which finds its great apologist
using metrical form as evidence of the importance of irregularity,
newness and difference in art. Hardy’s passage knows the metrical
tradition in which it is working, a knowledge for which we have evidence
in its author’s mastery over metrical matters in a poem such as ‘Neutral
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Tones’. These cunning irregularities, which Hardy promotes to a prin-
ciple for the forms in which his poems are constructed, suggest just what
is introduced into English poetry throughout the nineteenth century
after the example of criticism from such as Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Patmore or Ruskin. As much as anything, they are an example of a new
way of thinking about speech, verse and the performance of speech in
verse, and a way of placing the varieties of the speaking voice into a
principled artistic form. From that discovery, the poetry can think about
its great contribution to literature in lyric, dramatic monologue and
elegy, the dramatic representation of human agency in verse.



CHAPTER §

Tennyson, Browning and the absorbing soul

The purpose of rhythm, according to W. B. Yeats in “The Symbolism of
Poetry’ (1900), is ‘to prolong the moment of contemplation . . . by
hushing us with an alluring monotony, while it holds us waking by
variety, to keep us in that state of perhaps real trance, in which the mind
liberated from the pressure of the will is unfolded in symbols’. For Yeats,
this passive acquiescence in rhythm was betrayed by a poet such as
Tennyson, for whom the descriptive, the moral, the anecdotal and the
scientific ‘so often extinguished [his] central flame’. Advocating a return
to a symbolist poetry, Yeats has this to say of its prosodic form:

With this change of substance, this return to imagination, this understanding
that the laws of art, which are the hidden laws of the world, can alone bind the
imagination, would come a change of style, and we would cast out of serious
poetry those energetic rhythms, as of a man running, which are the invention of
the will with its eyes always on something to be done or undone; and we would
seek out those wavering, meditative, organic rhythms, which are the embodi-
ment of the imagination, that neither desires nor hates, because it has done with
time, and only wishes to gaze upon some reality, some beauty . . .!

Yeats’ desire is to lose the Victorian rhythms of will which interfere with
the timeless, if passive, gaze of the embodied imagination. He cannot
follow Ezra Pound in his praise of just such rhythms, when he toasts
Browning: ‘Here’s to you, Old Hippety-Hop o’ the accents.’® Yeats calls
for what is still a pre-Modernist, Keatsian, account of the world of
poetry as a life of sensation rather than thought, in which both artist and
audience are absorbed. The organic rhythms that he advocates assist in
a process of complete absorption in sense.

This criticism has been repeated in Isobel Armstrong’s important
study, Victorian Poetry. She describes English poetry opting to follow the
inventions of the will from the moment that Tennyson suffers from a
critical loss of nerve between his volumes of 1832 and 1842. Armstrong

64
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finds that the radical insights of the poetry of Tennyson in that decade,
initially under the influence of the nascent symbolist aesthetic of Arthur
Hallam (whose work Yeats knew) and the politics of the Cambridge
Apostles, were extinguished by setting an idealist conception of will,
taken from subjectivist German metaphysics, against the implicitly
mechanistic account of mind of empirical British psychology. The
historical moment, the 1830s, is crucial because it marks the move ‘from
a “Romantic” to a “Victorian™ conception of art’. So, in literary terms,
she describes a number of poems — “The Palace of Art’, “The Lotos-
Eaters’, ‘Mariana’, “The Lady of Shallot’” — which explore the passive
states of heightened perceptual ability which are betrayed in Tennyson’s
subsequent poetry by a recourse to moments of will.> Adapting her
methodology, which concentrates on grammatical and syntactic instan-
ces of the ‘passive consciousness’,* we can hear this in rhythm. In Yeats’
terms, this is heard in ‘those energetic rhythms, as of a man running,
which are the invention of the will’.

For both the younger Yeats and Armstrong, a conception of will
appears at the point at which early Victorian poetry gives up on a
commitment to a politicised aesthetics which had prioritised the external
over the privileged inner self. A key moment may have been provided by
the supposed statement of Richard Chevenix Trench, “Tennyson, we
cannot live in Art’,> and Tennyson’s response in “The Palace of Art’, of
picturing just what the consequences of such a life might lead to:

A spot of dull stagnation, without light
Or power of movement, seemed my soul
"Mid onward-sloping motions infinite
Making for one sure goal.

A still salt pool, locked in with bars of sand,
Left on the shore; that hears all night
The plunging seas draw backward from the land
Their moon-led waters white.

A star that with the choral starry dance
Joined not, but stood, and standing saw
The hollow orb of moving Circumstance
Rolled round by one fixed law. (245-56)

Tennyson makes one small move, from the passive contemplation of the
aesthetic into the paralysing stillness of this now stagnant soul. The will
has been removed from the absorption in art and sense in the poem
because, to vary Yeats, there is nothing to be done or undone.
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Of course, much is done by the poem’s poet. The means of achieving
this are, paradoxically, through the aesthetic itself. In the stanza, Ten-
nyson presents something which moves to its eventual stagnancy in an
unbalanced form. In visual, as well as rhythmic form, the stanza grad-
ually diminishes in quantity towards its ending, opening wide and
expansive, countering the shortening of its lines, but then slimming in
size towards its final slightly offset line. The effect throughout a poem
which consistently works enjambed lines against caesurae (see the third
stanza above, where the metrical and syntactic pauses only coincide in
the stop at the end) is to tilt the verse ever so slightly into that final
trimeter line, skewing the balance of its supposedly stable self. The soul
of the poem’s speaker is still, yet the movement that is going on around it
(‘onward-sloping motions infinite’ which themselves slope into the stan-
za’s last line) has the effect of carrying the soul forward. The alternate
rhyming cruelly associates the ‘goal’ of the surrounding motions with
the ‘soul’ itself, and the stanzas move towards the hollowness of a
position held without agency, acted upon by ‘Circumstance’. The flow
of the enjambed lines is in one sense the flow of the departing tide, and
that 1s untouchable, flowing away in diminution with the stanza and
under the agency only of the moon. The expanding concentric circles in
the imagery too, from the spot, to the pool, to the moon, and out to the
orb of circumstance itself, represent gradual modifications out to the
hollowness of a world seen without centre, no matter how packed with
meaning the expression of that de-centring is.

The becalmed stagnation of “The Palace of Art’ is the logical exten-
sion of something that Armstrong calls ‘empathy’, and Arthur Hallam
calls absorption.® Arrogating all experience to the self, ‘Lord over
Nature, Lord of the visible earth / Lord of the senses five’ (179—80), the
speaker’s mastery results only in his absorption. Tennyson pushes this
to the stage that, filled full of experience, the sponge-like soul becomes
stagnant. Undiscriminating, passive, quite literally full up with sensa-
tion, the soul aspires to lose self, and once it discovers that this is an
emotional and logical impossibility, crisis follows. For Tennyson and
Hallam, it is as logically nonsensical to imagine complete absorption in
sense as it Is to imagine utter dominion over the external world. ‘Na-
ture’, ‘visible earth’, ‘the senses five’, is the order in which the speaker’s
version of his supposed dominion goes. But it is also a diminution into
the trimeter which carries the final limiting of his perceptual world,
from all Nature into the five senses which form the boundary of the
self.
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By the 1830s the associationist account of the formation of human
consciousness found itself dealing with the dilemma which confronts
Tennyson here. From David Hartley’s Observations on Man of 1749,
through its central positioning in the criticism and poetry of Wor-
dsworth, to its final Benthamite consolidation in James Mill’s Analysis of
the Phenomena of Human Mind (1829),” this psychology would not share
Tennyson’s difficulty with the gift of artistic powers of empathy leading
to inertia. The sense of power, though, of a resistance to the inherent
passivity of such a formulation of perception, is one that the poetry and
philosophical psychology of the 1830s places against the previously
dominant empirical tradition. Influenced by the post-Kantian versions
of synthesis coming into English thought through Coleridge and then
Carlyle, Sir William Hamilton and J. F. Ferrier, early Victorian concep-
tions of the artist/self describe a drama of dominion over nature
through sense, which rapidly finds its limits as it is worked only tentative-
ly through a version of necessity. The gifted — poets like the speaker of
Pauline, the character Sordello, or the Keats, Shelley or Tennyson that
Arthur Hallam praised in his essay on “The Characteristics of Modern
Poetry’ in 1830 — veer between the clear idea of self, and the demeaning
of self in perception.

Arthur Hallam’s paper ‘On Sympathy’, which was delivered to a
meeting of the Cambridge Apostles in December 1830, also addresses
this dilemma. It tries to demonstrate its author’s ambivalence about the
associationist account of mind that he had been reading in Hartley the
previous October.? The paper describes a way in which we can be all, or
know all, through sympathy, yet still retain our identity. It argues against
the linking of self-interest with sympathy, indeed it works to posit ‘the
absolute disinterestedness of sympathy’. It does this by asserting the
continuing identity of a unified subjective consciousness in time and
place, both with reference to past and future states of mind, and out to
the inference through sympathy of external objects or other conscious
subjects. Through its ‘subjective consciousness’, the self marks its differ-
ence from external objects, while through the actions of sympathy, that
self can transfer feeling out from the self and import feeling which is not
its own. The dual processes of the consciousness of difference and the
associative power of external influence work together in this synthetic
‘principle’ of sympathy.

Hallam has this to say of the modification of the subject from
childhood onwards by the perception of the limits that other beings
place upon it.
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Material objects were indeed perceived as external. But how? As unknown
limits of the soul’s activity, they were not a part of subjective consciousness, they
defined, restrained, and regulated it. Still the soul attributed itself to every
consclousness, past or future. At length the discovery of another being is made.
Another being, another subject, conscious, having a world of feelings, like the
soul’s own world! How, how can the soul imagine feeling which is not its own? I
repeat, she realises this conception only by considering the other being as a
separate part of self, a state of her own consciousness existing apart from the
present, just as imagined states exist in the future. Thus absorbing, if I may
speak so, this other being into her universal nature, the soul transfers at once
her own feelings and adopts those of the newcomer.?

This passage is based around what Hallam calls the ‘ultimate fact of
consciousness that the soul exists as one subject in various successive
states’. These include the future, and must stretch here to include ‘the
otherbeing as a separate part of self”. By its end the absorbing of the other
into the self is an outward as well as inward movement. The soul
‘transfers’ its own feelings, and ‘adopts’ the other’s feelings ‘at once’.
Material limitations are dissolved. Hallam attempts to solve the problem
of the subject imagining feeling which is not its own, by the use of the
analogy of future states of consciousness. The analogy follows the
emphasis in Hazlitt’s Essay on the Principles of Human Action that the future
alone ‘can be the object . . . of rational or voluntary pursuit’, and states
that the interest of the selfin a ‘future being’ is ‘one and the same thing as
carrying me out of myselfinto the feelings of others’.'° But these imagined
future states we may take either to be in contradiction of his characterisa-
tion of identity continuing through ‘various successive states’ or to risk an
admission that the subject is divided. The self, as agent or acted upon,
must be aware of that which is separate — the future of the self, external
objects or other subjects — in order that they be objects of voluntary
pursuit. For Hallam, the ‘absorbing’ subject can exist as a being which
‘transfers’ parts of its own feelings, and ‘adopts’ those of another. The
metaphor of absorption describes this action, going two ways, both out of
and into a discrete self in the processes of perception.

‘Absorption’ is a favourite concept of Hallam’s, but also one which
sums up a current of thinking which carries a debate in the accounts of
mind and agency in the philosophical psychology of his day through
into literary criticism. W. J. Fox, for instance, reviewing Browning’s
Paulinein 1833, speaks of a “peculiarity of modern poetry, arising from its
more philosophical character, by which the internal is brought to

illustrate the external, and the feeling is made an image of the object’."!
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The philosophical issue of this peculiarity, which after Ruskin we might
call ‘pathetic fallacy’,'? concerns the limitation of a self only by the
material difference which the self goes on to disregard in its capacity to
be cast into a radically all-embracing principle of sympathy. The aes-
thetic issue of it is to see in the sensibility of the artist a highly developed
soul, absorbing all in its powers of sympathy. In theory, there are no
limits to the absorbing self, arrogating the entire sensible world to its
own experience, abolishing all difference. Isobel Armstrong, then, finds
that the progress of the revisions of the work of Tennyson through the
1830s inscribes a retreat from such insights. “The Palace of Art’ discards
the ‘empathising’, absorbing soul of its 1832 version in its revision of
1842, and in doing so creates an ‘unstable and uneasy’ text which
abandons the poem’s radical exploration of ‘a condition of narcissistic
empathy in which the ego remains self-interested’. Recognising that it
exists ‘without “Love’”, the soul has no option but to betray the
possibilities of sense.' This is both a matter of metaphysical debate and
logical self-betrayal, not helped by a crucial confusion in Hallam’s
position, where it strives towards a correct placing of agency in the
process of consciousness that he is striving to describe.

Following David Shaw, Armstrong has invoked the contribution of J.
F. Ferrier to this debate, in particular his 1838—9 Blackwood’s articles on
the philosophy of consciousness.'* Ferrier’s conception of consciousness
is quite different from Hallam’s, in that it describes a faculty of self which
acts in opposition to feeling and sense. It establishes the difference of the
subject and the objects of its perception, other subjects, the world and
indeed the body. Perception and consciousness involve an ‘act of nega-
tion’, and this involves the will: ‘without his will [man] is not a conscious
or percipient being, not an ¢go, even in the slightest degree, without the
concurrence and energy of his volition’."> For Ferrier, consciousness
creates the self: the coming into being, through an act of will, of a subject
referring to itself in the first person constitutes an entirely original act.
This is the denial which recognises the difference of the self from the
material world, and is a necessity, since that denial is the only way in
which we may place limits upon the all-absorbing senses.

If this act of negation never took place, the sphere of sensation would be
enlarged. The sensation would reign, absorbing, undisputed, and supreme; or,
in other words man would, in every case, be monopolized by the passive state
into which he had been cast. The whole of his being would be usurped by the
passive modification into which circumstances had moulded it. But the act of
negation or consciousness puts an end to this monopoly . . . An antagonism is
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now commenced against passion . . . The great unity of sensation, that is, the
state which prevailed anterior to the dualization of subject and object, is broken
up, and man’s sensations and other passive states of existence never again
possess the entireness of their first unalloyed condition — that entireness which
they possessed in his infant years — that wholeness and singleness which was
theirs before the act of negation broke the universe asunder into the world of
man and the world of nature.’®

Ferrier’s dualism works the passage from Arthur Hallam above in
reverse. The selfin infancy is undeveloped just because of the absorbing
abilities of sensation, and not due to its consciousness of difference. “The
sensation would reign, absorbing, undisputed and supreme.’ The ego is
only developed through the active powers of will, a ‘law of dissent” which
opposes the empiricist’s ‘law of causality’. The will is ‘the ground-law of
humanity, and lies at the bottom of the whole operation of conscious-
ness, at the roots of the existence of the “I’”."

A conception of consciousness as an ‘operation’, an active process
worked from the mind upon the world and upon the body, provides a
strong vitalist suggestion as to how to resolve Hallam’s conundrum in his
‘Sympathy’ essay. The two-way absorption of the passive sympathising
self'is held in position by a destructive act, the breaking up of the ‘great
unity of sensation’. In his literary criticism, though, Hallam’s positions,
are not completely passive. This is his celebrated description of Keats
and Shelley:

They are both poets of sensation rather than reflection. Susceptible of the
slightest impulse from external nature, their fine organs trembled into emotion
at colours, and sounds, and movements, unperceived or unregarded by duller
temperaments. Rich and clear were their perceptions of visible forms; full and
deep their feelings of music. So vivid was the delight attending the simple
exertions of eye and ear, that it became mingled more and more with their
trains of active thought, and tended to absorb their whole being into the energy
of sense.'®

The word ‘absorb’ again provides the two-way, and problematic, inter-
action of one consciousness with another in the operations of sympathy.
It is stubbornly unified where Ferrier can only admit antagonistic
division, yet Hallam, despite his talk of the ‘universal’ and the ‘whole
being’, does make the special perceptual abilities of these poets active.
The absorption of the self in Keats and Shelley is effected in ‘the energy
of sense’. Perception is pictured as an energetic principle, a mingling in
habit of ‘active thought’ and sensation. The ‘energy of sense’ becomes
progressively developed until the finely tuned perceiving machine of the
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body responds with seeming passivity, but actual agency, to ‘the slightest
impulse from external nature’.

There is still a danger of dejection. The issue finds itself incorporated
into Robert Browning’s conception of two classes of poet in Sordello. In
Book 1, the first class of poets, who are possessors, like Sordello himself,
of souls “fit to receive / Delight at every sense’ (1, 465-6), wonder why
they ought to fear their own enervation:

So, homage, other souls direct
Without, turns inward. ‘How should this deject
Thee soul?” they murmur; ‘wherefore strength be quelled
Because, its trivial accidents withheld,
Organs are missed that clog the world, inert,
Wanting a will, to quicken and exert,
Like thine — existence cannot satiate,
Cannot surprise? Laugh thou at envious fate,
Who, from earth’s simplest combination stampt
With individuality — uncrampt
By living its faint elemental life,
Dost soar to heaven’s complexest essence, rife
With grandeurs, unaffronted to the last,
Equal to being all” (Sordello, 1, 535—48)

The danger for these poets is the introspection that afflicts Sordello,
content with the potential of mastery alone, and therefore inactive. But
Sordello’s faculties are those of an energy of sense, giving access past the
limitations of the organs of the body to an unclogged world where the
objects are not inert. That ‘inert/exert’ rhyme works semantic opposites
across sonic echo, showing how the poetry itself can work through this
poet’s divided position. Sordello possesses an energy of sense, where the
active and the absorbing combine to produce the ‘uncrampt’ quality of
perception that Hallam shows in the passivity required in the first place
to enable ‘trains of active thought’. The poetry of the 18g0s must make a
conceptual move in order to accommodate the emphasis on human will
that, according to Yeats and Armstrong, causes a shirking of the radical
contemplation of symbol or object. If the perceiving subject lacks
individuation it will find its logical and psychic end ‘without “Love’”,
inertly absorbed in its own isolated and powerless self.

Isolation and powerlessness are the main constituents of the predicament
which faces Tennyson’s Mariana. Hallam’s ‘energy of sense’ is at once
expressive of the spontaneous power that the poet may exert and doubtful
about the poet’s abilities to cultivate it actively. The ‘vivid’ delight in the
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‘simple exertions’ of perception comes from ‘fine organs’ that are gifts of
nature, hardly cultivated assets. They are instruments of modification,
but not out of the self: the poet’s inner sense is modified. Hallam, like
Browning, is attempting a depiction of the poetic sensibility, rather than
the forms that it produces (in Sordello, these forms — poems — are
conspicuous by their paucity). The artistic sensibility is predominantly
conceived as passive. Yet poets have powers, determined by themselves,
which are demonstrated in their work. For Hallam, the poems of
Tennyson show ‘his power of embodying himself in ideal characters, or
rather moods of character, with such extreme accuracy of adjustment,
that the circumstances of the narration seem to have anatural correspon-
dence with the predominant feeling, and as it were, to be evolved from it
by assimilative force’.' Tennyson’s Poems, Chigfly Lyrical of 1850 does not
always bear out his friend’s assessment of such successful characterisa-
tion, but in its lyrical picturing of ‘moods of character’ it works towards
absorbing sympathies, while lamenting the loss of power implicitin such a
move. T'ennyson was not twenty-one when he published these poems, yet
they demonstrate the variety of a soul existing as one subject in various
successive states. More particularly, the best of them shows a notion of
artistic sympathies which includes the absorption of another’s gender.
‘Mariana’ adopts the qualities of its subject, and transfers the writer’s
own, and in the abolition of sexual difference that is implicit in Hallam’s
thinking, produces, at the least, a metaphor for poetic disinterestedness,
as it works the narration into the feeling by ‘assimilative force’. The poem
pictures passivity in sense, but the picturing is forceful and energetic.

‘Mariana’ is a poem about the absorption of ‘inward sense’, the
palpable transition of feeling from the self both into a character, and
into the landscape which surrounds her.

With blackest moss the flower-plots
Were thickly crusted, one and all:
The rusted nails fell from the knots
That held the pear to the gable wall.
The broken sheds looked sad and strange:
Unlifted was the clinking latch;
Weeded and worn the ancient thatch
Upon the lonely moated grange.
She only said, ‘My life is dreary,
He cometh not,’ she said;
She said, ‘I am aweary, aweary,
I would that I were dead!’
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The example of Tennyson, and particularly this poem, may have been
before Matthew Arnold in his ‘Preface’ of 1853 when he wrote of the
‘monotonous’ description of ‘situations’ from which we can derive ‘no
poetical enjoyment’, ones ‘in which a continuous state of mental distress
is prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope, or resistance; in which there
is everything to be endured, nothing to be done’.?® The absence of
action and incident need not follow from the absence of hope or
resistance. Many incidents occur in this passage, in a kind of slow-
motion, their very imperceptibility adding to their significance. They
are all part of a gradual process, the growth of moss, the fall of rusted
nails, the growing pear, the dereliction of the sheds, and the growth of
weeds over the thatched roof. But Tennyson’s style and Mariana’s state
of mind conspire in attempting to hide this from us.

There is only one present participle in the whole stanza. The past
participles combine to give the impression, not of the natural process
which is going on around Mariana, but of stasis and of frozen decay. So
the “flower-plots’ are ‘thickly crusted’, the nails are ‘rusted’, the sheds
are ‘broken’, the latch is ‘unlifted’, the thatch is ‘weeded and worn’.
There is the appearance of a frozen tableau. But it is to both Ten-
nyson’s and Mariana’s purpose to create the illusion of stasis, and of an
order in which there can be no movement. The psychological craving
for such an illusion of order, existing in sympathy between poet and
heroine, 1s shown to be just a craving and nothing more. So the sudden
movement of “The rusted nails fell from the knots’ gives us a specific
activity. The ironic use to which the present participle ‘clinking’ is put,
suggests the intrusion of an external reality, of a world continuing to live
despite this absorbed subject. The ‘clinking latch’, which is ‘unlifted’,
also shows nature’s lack of sympathy with the heroine and, within the
consciousness of a long-suffering abandonment, shows us that con-
sciousness grasping the fact as further cause for suffering. The lover will
not lift the latch, so nature cruelly mimics his actions.?’ The nervous
anticipation of a reassuring, hoped-for sound, slips back into the habit-
ual frame of mind in which the significance which nature is given
reaffirms desire, but without the means to effect it. The longing ends up
being reassured, because the denial of hope will prolong its emotional
existence.

Tennyson positions the verbs in the stanza in order to strengthen
their function as modifying terms while weakening them as a possible
source of action in the poem, and in doing so conceals the controlled use
of the passive mood. So, a possible statement of a visual scene, that the
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flower-plots were thickly crusted with blackest moss, reads ‘With
blackest moss the flower-plots / Were thickly crusted’. The clinking
latch was unlifted reads, ‘Unlifted was the clinking latch’. And, dispens-
ing with the verb altogether, the ancient thatch was weeded and worn,
reads ‘Weeded and worn the ancient thatch’. Even in the deployment of
the active mood, the passive suggests itself in the use of past-participle
modifiers. The nails which fell are ‘rusted’, and the sheds ‘looked sad
and strange’, where the copular verb ‘looked’ approaches the syntactic
function of a participle. The apparent redundancy of such specific
pointers to alienation in ‘sad and strange’ serves to reinforce the imagin-
ative activity in which poet and heroine are modifying simple nouns,
and, in the effect of the poem, giving them a controlled emotional
significance.

Critics have found in this virtuoso use of participles evidence of the
influence of the practice of Keats, one of Arthur Hallam’s poets of
sensation rather than reflection. Harold Bloom gives this first stanza as
an example of the ‘naturalistic particularities of Keats’, and Herbert
Tucker states that while Tennyson ‘learned much about the past parti-
ciple from his reading of Keats’, it is used as an ‘inert part of speech . . .
rendering a state of process without apparent agency or issue’. Both
agree that the interaction between modifier and modified lends itself to
the depiction of ‘particularities’ (Bloom) in a ‘cumulative permanence
that makes each scenic feature preternaturally vivid’ (Tucker).?? Bloom
finds that behind this, and beyond Keats, we have a source of some
‘trouble’ in reading the poem: “. . . we are troubled by the impression
that what we confront is not nature, but phantasmagoria, imagery of
absence despite the apparent imagery of presence. The troublesome-
ness comes from a sense of excess, from a kind of imagery of limitation
that seems to withdraw meaning even as it thickly encrusts meaning.’*
This ‘kind of imagery of limitation’ I take to be a description of the
discreteness of the objects portrayed in this stanza, and the specificity of
the modifiers attached to them. The limitation that Bloom, paradoxi-
cally, observes giving a sense of excess, i3 part of a relentless modifica-
tion of natural particularities which does not ask of the reader that he
or she be troubled by the seeming absence of a natural scene. The
natural cannot remain untainted by eye or ear in the processes of
perception. We are in a mental landscape, which if not phantas-
magoria, is the product of a mind (Tennyson’s and Mariana’s) aware of
the effects of perception acting upon the phenomena perceived, as well
as the effects of the phenomena acting upon the perceiver. This is
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Hallam’s absorption in the energy of sense, the transference and adop-
tion of feeling. Bloom’s trouble may have been Keats’ trouble, but it is
not Tennyson’s.

The grammatical relation between modifier and word, adjective and
adverb on noun and verb, has aesthetic as well as phenomenological
implications. It is an instance of the demonstration of an active power on
the part of both perceiver and poet on the inert objects of nature. In
‘Mariana’, this is rather more than Bloom’s giving and then withdraw-
ing of meaning to naturalistic particularities. Crucially, it represents the
role that the will plays in mediating between the passive and active
elements at work in perception, between sensation and thought. Eric
Griffiths reminds us that Immanuel Kant guards the frontier between
sensation and thought, a frontier that Hallam attempts to cross, and
Bloom and Isobel Armstrong, for instance, find logical difficulty in
recognising. Griffiths says that nineteenth-century idealism works from
a Kantian realisation that ‘it is not possible for human beings to have
sense-experiences unmediated by certain categories of thought, so that
skeptical arguments to the effect that all our terms for the world might
systematically distort our experiences of the world must be invalid’.**
Idealism limits itself as it refuses to allow the logical impossibility that the
active power, the organising, aesthetic intelligence of the poet-perceiver,
is distinct from the passive power of the perceiver of the natural given.
Given this synthetic relationship, the modifier is crucial in formulating
‘terms for the world’, because it is the means by which meaning and
feeling are actively mediated in the processes of perception and repre-
sentation. In Kantian terms, this is how we come to understanding:

What transcendental logic, on the other hand, teaches, is how we bring to
concepts, not representations, but the pure synthesis of representations. What
must first be given — with a view to the a priori knowledge of all objects — is the
manifold of pure intuition; the second factor involved is the synthesis of this
manifold by means of the imagination. But even this does not yet yield
knowledge. The concepts which give unity to this pure synthesis, and which
consist solely in the representation of this necessary synthetic unity, furnish
the third requisite for the knowledge of an object; and they rest on the
understanding.?

In a poem like ‘Mariana’, the operations of the heroine’s imagination
upon the manifold take it as given, and then make of it understanding.
We come to understand the objects which surround her as she under-
