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A MID-VICTORIAN LITERARY TEMPEST

BOMBSHELL thal struck htersry England a little
A past the last mid-century has been reechoing in the

recently published “Life of Algernmon Charles Swin-
burne,” by Edmund Gosse. The shell was the volume called
“Poems and Ballads,” a cursory knowledge of which probably
places it in many minds as one of the bad books of literature.
As we read the book to-day, Mr, Gosse obeerves, it is difficult
to reconstruet the soeial order' into which the poems obtruded
like the above-mentioned eoxplosive. “So far as could be
perceived at the time, the "sixties formed the most quiescent, the
most sedate, perhaps, we might even without offenso continue,
the least effective and efficient period in our national poctry.”
Tennyson, of eourse, was writing the “Idylls of the King," and
his *' smooth blandness was terribly welecome to the mid-Vietorian
reading public.,” Tennyson—"the starched and embroidered
Tennyson of the '1dylls'-—held the ficld of poetry all to himsell,
impoerially regigning & corner here or there to a devoted disciple,
like Jean Ingelow.”” Browning and Matthow Arnold had been
rebuffed into temporary poetie silence. ' It was the epoch of the
erinoline, when not merely could a spade never be called s spade
in the most restrieted cireles, but the existoneo of that or any
other such domestic utensil was strenuously denied.,” The
Preraffaslilus—Rossotti, Burie=Jones, William Morris—were
aceeplable in a Bmiled eirele. George Meredith had written
“Modern Love,”” and Christina Rossetti had achieved a popular
success with “‘her brilliant, fantastic, and profoundly original
volume of '‘Goblin Market,""” but—

“Weither in "Goblin Market” nor in *Modern Tove' was
anyvthing to be found that eould be charged with disturbing
those proprieties which had now practically slumbered in English
literature sines the publication of ‘ Don Juan.” Here might be a
treatment of versifieation, of natural scenery, even of charactor
which was unfamiliar and therefors blameworthy, but there
was nothing, or next to nothing, which could mantle the cheok of
innocenco with a blugh, Tho friends of Algernon Swinburne
were amply aware Lthat, so far from aveiding all possibilities of
offense in this direction, he was prepared to turn the pudic
snows of Mrs. Grundy's countenance to scarlet, and they had
observed a certain impish gusto in his anticipation of so doing.
He was oven impatient to invade the Respectabilities in their
woodbine bower, and to make their flosh creep while he did so,
In comparison with the erudities and the audaeities which are
nowadaya poursd out upon our indifference, the particular
mutinies of Swinburne's lyrics may appear to be mild and almost
anodyne. But the age was not accustomed to expressions of
sensuous or of heterodox opinion, It had never had presented
to it, even ‘on gray paper with blunt type,” anything which bore
the least resemblance to “Anactoria’ or ‘The Leper,”'’

If the friends of Swinburne were excited over the prospeet of
stinging the hourgeois moral sclf - satisfaction of the British
publi¢c they little reckoned what he could produce:
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Swinburne

“No one had antivipated the storm of censure which now
broke over Algernon’s radiant and mocking head. He might,
howewver, have defled the eommon reviewer, sinee he had not a
fow supporters in the press, with Joseph Knight prominent among
them, But an antagonist arose whose authority could not he
disregarded and whaose feroeity was terrible. By far the most
powerful organ of literary opinion in 1866 was The Saturday
Fevdewr, 1n which, on the 4th of August, appearcd a very long
article entitled ‘Mr. Swinburne’s New Poems," an artiele that
not merely transformed the fortunes of that particular edition
or volume, but ereated a prejudiced conception of the poet
from which it 1= not too much to say that he suffered until the
end of his Life,

several phrases—such as ‘The lilies and langours of virtue, the
roses and raptureg of vice,” or 'Thou art noble and nude and
antique,” which immediately became hack-lines and the prey
of parodists. A quotation from this very powerful and mordant
review may be given as the model of whai was from this time
forward to be alleged by Swinburne's opponents:

“*Mr. Swinburne riots in the profusion of eolor of the most
garizh and heated kind. He is like a compoger who should £l
hig orchestra with trumpetls, or a painter who should exeluds
every color but o blaring red and a green as of sour fruit. There
are not twenty stanzas in the whole book which have the faintest
tineture of sohorness. We are in the midst of fire and serpents,
wine and ashes, blood and foam, and a hundred lurid horrors.
Uneparing use of the most viajent eolors and the most intoxicated
ideas and images is Mr. Swinburne's prime characteristic.’

“But the moral charges were far severer than the literary,
The poet was ealled ‘an unclean fiery imp from the pit’ and ‘the
libidinous laurcate of a pack of satyrs.” Iie was accused of an
‘audacions counterfeiting of strong and noble passion by mad,
intoxicated sensuality.” He had ‘rovealed to the world a mind
all aflame with the feverish carmality of s schoolboy over the
dirtiest passages in Lempridre.” All this and more, in the columns
of the leading literary newspaper of the age, formed a loud and
clear call for conclusive publie roprobation,”

We discover that Swinburne was too high-spirited to be
erushi, but thoso animadversions, and the temper in which he
received them, probably account for the suspicion that was
leveled upon him from some quarters for most of his life:

“It is notoriously difficult o reply with graece to a charge of
indelicaey, which, in our chilly climate, is equivalent to a charge
of want of good sense and good manners. The vietim may how
the head, like Dryden, or attack the plaintiff's attorney, like
Byron; Swinburne adopted an attitude which more closely
resembled that of Congreve under the lash of Jeremy Collier.
He denied the truth of his erities’ animadversions, questioned
their good faith, and lavished contempt on their pretensions to
purity, Jearning, and taste,”
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