Poetry and Belief

I cannot separate intellect and emotion, (a separation which seems to me an absurd abstraction);  they are just two aspects of something which is a totality, which I going to try to evoke here.  I am going pursue a difficult line of thought here, so it may not be an easy ride for everyone who might read it, but it will gradually lead on to the emotional core of the issues. 

Poets are also critics;  they have processed the poetic practice of their predecessors, so as to evolve their own modes of writing, and that implies an implicit analysis of what their predecessors were doing.  The conscious criticism of our own epoch is merely the articulated explicitness of that implicit criticism.  From Johnson to Eliot the great critics are mostly themselves poets.  Eliot is the archetype of the critic practitioner and his poetry manifests it.  His greatest criticism is par excellence that of the critic who is re-evaluating his predecessor’s relative to his own practice.  Part of what he challenges is that old intellect/emotion divide – whilst giving something of the history of how that division came about.  

I want to write about poetry in relation to belief.  

I don’t think belief, either, is a purely cognitive reality or separable from the totality of someone’s life stance in relation to their lifeworld (Husserl’s term).  Belief is part of someone’s passion, their emotion about their life.

As such, it is interwoven with everything.

Poetry is a paradigm, and indeed, crucially, a reflexive model, of how that ‘interwovenness with everything’ is expressed.   (I shall not directly tackle here the Nietzschean question of the relations between poetry and music, especially in the immediate post-bicameral epoch of the Greek tragedians, but shall assume there is an intimate relation to be explored – and shall touch on it, I imagine, indirectly.  The conception of harmonic relationships is a paradigm here.)

What we are dealing with here is analogous to how, and when, deep belief (such as a sense of a core value like marriage, or a sense of either the primacy of secularity or spirituality, or a political conviction – anything which gives us a sense of the ‘fringe’ of the archetypal) comes up in the process of a psychotherapy session or in relation to the exploration of a dream. ‘Poesis’ is the paradigm of creation, and a big dream, indeed any dream, or the process of a session, and the experience of countertransference (Jung writes profoundly, in alchemical terms, on this in ‘The Psychology of the Transference’ in Vol 16 of the CW), is ‘poesis’.  (Freud says a dream is a psychosis, i.e., in his own language, that it is bicameral, in Jaynes’s sense.) 

Originally poetry writing was a bicameral activity, as Jaynes indicates profoundly in ‘The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind’ (c.f., 

http://www.julianjaynes.org/
 

Summary account of his position
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).  

It is not much of an exaggeration to say that Jaynes also thinks the structuring of consciousness is ITSELF a bicameral activity. Out of it, via the discovery of the metaphoric dimension, and the evolution of concrete experiencing, through immediate images (I include auditory and tactile-kinaesthetic representations in this sense of ‘image’) into increasingly metaphoric capacity for self-reference, it eventually becomes possible for consciousness as such to play SOME part in decision making and mental activity. It then, hubristically, or naively, in its intoxication with its discovery of itself, turns into something which believes itself ‘the measure of all things’ (in the words often attributed to Protagoras).   I think bicameral experience is ONE serious candidate for the ‘not-ourselves’ with which hubristic consciousness is contrasted in discussions of that. 

Now the composition of poetry, even today, has elements of the old bicameral inspiration;  the key moments when the poetry just ‘comes’ are outwith, and experienced as outwith, our conscious control.  Any poet will recognise SOMETHING of truth in what Shelley (another poet-critic) writes in ‘The Defence of Poetry’, here in what follows. But what I want to make internally comprehensible is the nature CONTENT of poetry written, ie the RESULT, not the PROCESS;  Shelley is describing the process.  

In Jaynesian terms Shelley is saying, here, that poetry is the bicameral foundation of all belief. In Jungian terms we can say, it is the ARCHETYPAL foundation of all belief – the archetype theory is a ‘poesis’ theory, like Jaynes’s! This exploration, in respect of poetry, is roughly what I mean, in respect of psychotherapy, by saying in the Nietzsche and the Pluralism papers, that psychotherapy is the vehicle of the laboratory study of belief transformations.  
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This is what I shall try to flesh out after this quotation:

“Poetry is indeed something divine. It is at once the centre and circumference of knowledge [note the parallel with the Jungian evocation of the Self]; it is that which comprehends all science, and that to which all science must be referred. It is at the same time the root and blossom of all other systems of thought; it is that from which all spring, and that which adorns all; and that which, if blighted, denies the fruit and the seed, and withholds from the barren world the nourishment and the succession of the scions of the tree of life. It is the perfect and consummate surface and bloom of all things; it is as the odour and the colour of the rose to the texture of the elements which compose it, as the form and splendour of unfaded beauty to the secrets of anatomy and corruption. What were virtue, love, patriotism, friendship—what were the scenery of this beautiful universe which we inhabit; what were our consolations on this side of the grave--and what were our aspirations beyond it, if poetry did not ascend to bring light and fire from those eternal regions where the owl-winged faculty of calculation dare not ever soar?  Poetry is not like reasoning, a power to be exerted according to the determination of the will. A man cannot say, 'I will compose poetry.' The greatest poet even cannot say it; for the mind in creation is as a fading coal, which some invisible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness; this power arises from within, like the colour of a flower which fades and changes as it is developed, and the conscious portions of our natures are unprophetic either of its approach or its departure.  Could this influence be durable in its original purity and force, it is impossible to predict the greatness of the results;  but when composition begins, inspiration is already on the decline, and the most glorious poetry that has ever been communicated to the world is probably a feeble shadow of the original conceptions of the poet. 

I appeal to the greatest poets of the present day, whether it is not an error to assert that the finest passages of poetry are produced by labour and study. The toil and the delay recommended by critics, can be justly interpreted to mean no more than a careful observation of the inspired moments, and an artificial connexion of the spaces between their suggestions by the intertexture of conventional expressions; a necessity only imposed by the limitedness of the poetical faculty itself; for Milton conceived the Paradise Lost as a whole before he executed it in portions; We have his own authority also for the muse having 'dictated' to him the 'unpremeditated song'. And let this be an answer to those who would allege the fifty-six various readings of the first line of the Orlando Furioso. Compositions so produced are to poetry what mosaic is to painting. This instinct and intuition of the poetical faculty, is still more observable in the plastic and pictorial arts; a great statue or picture grows under the power of the artist as a child in the mother's womb; and the very mind which directs the hands in formation is incapable of accounting to itself for the origin, the gradations, or the media of the process.”   

I am going to take Andrew Marvell’s great and famous poem, “To his Coy Mistress” as my example.  I shall not additionally analyse them, but I shall quote two more poems of Marvell’s (‘The Garden’ and ‘A Dialogue Between the Soul and the Body’) as supplementary contrasts to this one, which illustrate how Marvell moves around the landscape of the dualistic dilemma of human being, and views it from different, indeed, in ‘The Garden’, from inverted angles.  But it is still the same landscape. 

First, the whole poem

------------------------

To his Coy Mistress 

by Andrew Marvell 


Had we but world enough, and time,
This coyness, lady, were no crime.
We would sit down and think which way
To walk, and pass our long love's day;
Thou by the Indian Ganges' side
Shouldst rubies find; I by the tide
Of Humber would complain. I would
Love you ten years before the Flood;
And you should, if you please, refuse
Till the conversion of the Jews.
My vegetable love should grow
Vaster than empires, and more slow.
An hundred years should go to praise
Thine eyes, and on thy forehead gaze;
Two hundred to adore each breast,
But thirty thousand to the rest;
An age at least to every part,
And the last age should show your heart.
For, lady, you deserve this state,
Nor would I love at lower rate.

        But at my back I always hear
Time's winged chariot hurrying near;
And yonder all before us lie
Deserts of vast eternity.
Thy beauty shall no more be found,
Nor, in thy marble vault, shall sound
My echoing song; then worms shall try
That long preserv'd virginity,
And your quaint honour turn to dust,
And into ashes all my lust.
The grave's a fine and private place,
But none I think do there embrace.

        Now therefore, while the youthful hue
Sits on thy skin like morning dew,
And while thy willing soul transpires
At every pore with instant fires,
Now let us sport us while we may;
And now, like am'rous birds of prey,
Rather at once our time devour,
Than languish in his slow-chapp'd power.
Let us roll all our strength, and all
Our sweetness, up into one ball;
And tear our pleasures with rough strife
Thorough the iron gates of life.
Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.

--------------------------------------------

My comment can be quite brief.  First I want to point out how the poem is structured as a huge syllogism 

‘If X then Y, 

But Not-X, Therefore Not-Y’ 

– but Not-Y’, its opposite, is something utterly positive in its own right.

It is one of the great courtship/seduction poems of all time in its own right.  But it is clearly a very Roman/Classical poem. 

Eliot says:

“The theme is one of the great traditional commonplaces of European literature. It is the theme of 'O mistress mine,' of 'Gather ye rosebuds,' of 'Co, lovely rose'; it is in the savage austerity of Lucretius and the intense levity of Catullus.”     

and

“The verse of Marvell has not the grand reverberation of Catullus's Latin; but the image of Marvell is certainly more comprehensive and penetrates greater depths than Horace's.A modern poet, had he reached the height, would very likely have closed on this moral reflection. But the three strophes of Marvell's poem have something like a syllogistic relation to each other.” etc

So, from this point of view, the poem, on the surface of it, and taken in terms of the implicit archetypal belief structure, is about the ephemeral finitude of human secular existence, with no hereafter envisaged, and nothing to live for but the present moment.  “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.”  And the syllogistic logic of the thing would seem to suggest, before its time, a thoroughgoing enlightenment rationalism, positivism, and utilitarianism of attitude, with words referring quite simply to states and things, in a one to one way, and the pain/pleasure calculus dominant in a simple way.

But, of course, even a cursory exploration reveals that this is not the whole story.

The first clue is something about the forms of temporality the poem envisages.  The first section envisages paradisal and eschatological time, vast to the point of timelessness: 

‘vegetable love – vaster than empires and more slow’, 

‘and you should if you please refuse Till the conversion of the Jews’.  

The time of the second section is the time of the terror of death, racing with panic, and dread of mortality.  And, then, the time of the third section is the time of pleasure, youth, immediacy, the flesh, with the amazing image of WE devouring time, which is a reversal of the usual image, of course:    

And now, like am’rous birds of prey,

Rather at once our time devour

Than languish in his slow chapt power.

So, suddenly, Marvell is playing, in the most magisterial way, with the time concept, and immediately we see next that, in the opening lines, he invokes (like Dickens at the start of ‘Dombey and Son’) a veritably Heideggerian conception of ‘World’ and ‘Time’.  In the background of the Heideggerian conception (despite Barth’s strictures on the subjective Protagorian character of both Augustine’s and Heidegger’s time-concepts, in I.2 of the Church Dogmatics) is the Christian eschatological concept, and of course we see it is here too, the second dimension of ‘belief’ in the poem!  

So, suddenly, we see that, interwoven with the Roman secular this-worldly concept of human being, is the Judaeo-Christian, so deeply interwoven that it is simply part of the air the poem breathes.  

Thus, though we cannot make our sun
Stand still, yet we will make him run.

Where the ‘sun stand still’ is the ‘nunc stans’, the eternal now, of mediaeval Christianity (I am trying to remember where in the Bible the sun stands still – is it the Book of Revelation?  Or Ezekiel?)  And the sun which runs is presumably Icarus – ie the representation of classical hubris.  So, already we detect a self-undermining, in this play of the Christian against the Roman conception.  Even though it is utterly belied, at the same time, by the sheer energetic passion of the last section.

And it plays across the ‘Roman’ conception  in the most paradoxical yet felicitous and inevitable way, because the tension between the two concepts is right there in the heart of the language of the poem, in almost every word of it!  There is a systematic ‘double entendre’ which runs right through it.  And the one meaning is the ‘Roman’, and the other the ‘Christian/eschatological/paradisal’.    

Take the last six lines of the first section:

Two hundred to adore each breast,
But thirty thousand to the rest;
An age at least to every part,
And the last age should show your heart.
For, lady, you deserve this state,
Nor would I love at lower rate.
      

The ‘but’ means ‘but’ (as in ‘in contrast to’) in the ‘Roman’ meaning; however it means ‘only’ in the ‘Christian’ meaning, and it then combines with ‘And the last age should show your heart’ to intimate that we aren’t talking about worldly fleshly timescales here at all, but the time of eschatology, when all hearts shall be open, and we shall see as we are seen face to face.  ‘Lower’ has a similar ambiguity.

In the second section ‘beauty shall no more’ means ‘not any more’ (the ‘Roman’ meaning) AND ‘not more than mere fleshly beauty’ (the ‘Christian’ meaning).

In the third section the ambiguity is more conveyed through the force of the images, I have already given one instance.  Also, this ‘mere body’ is a body which is ensouled, for instance. 

So here we have a poem which plays these opposites right through it.

What this leads us to is our own version of the multiverse.  Because WE inhabit the world in which these opposed beliefs are in play.  They are woven into our flesh and oour enactment of our life.  Our ‘flesh’ – in the theological sense – is manifest in the interfused totality of the words of the poem (I have argued in my Stern paper that words, used poetically, are the analogue of the non-verbal, and that there is no simple either/or contrast to be had:
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And therefore our human totality, which incarnates our belief frameworks, transcends them, and meets in the center.  They intersect in their opposition.

This can only be manifest in poetry, which is non-linear, and organically cross-connecting, in a way which can be pointed to, but never exhaustively analysed.  Poetry is the mediating point between science and religion, in the following way (which is highly relevant to Jung).  Poetry affords us the paradigm of a dimension of meaning, which embraces human experience and phenomenology, and is to that extent empirical, if by empirical we do no mean a positivism which is confined to the material world, but a phenomenology which also embraces, and is founded in, subjectivity.  But it is not a mere phenomenology, in the sense of a pure appeal to experience;  it factors in the irreducible appeal to significance and symbol, as does Jung’s archetypal approach. As such, like his, it invokes the elements which figure in theological dogmatic formularies, and in philosophy, but they are put into the melting pot of the exploration of the total intersection of frames.   

Musical harmony is the nearest analogue, and here we have a hint at the close relation and creative tension of the muses of Music and Poetry.  This is the continued presence of the bicameral beneath the level of belief and belief framework and orthodox logic, of which I spoke earlier.  We can therefore call it the archetypal – as long as we realize the archeypes all intersect, that they are not discrete physical entities or matrices, but rather intersecting matrices and complexes of meaning with inherent interactions at the cultural level, as Jung indeed indicates quite clearly in ‘Symbols of Transformation’ and elsewhere.

The same applies to a dream, and to the understanding of a psychotherapy session.

I think this is the secret Jung discovered, but because he is not always enough of an artist, he has a tendency to psychological system – which his creative insight always belies!  His accounts of both Wagner and Nietzsche illustrate this.

Nietzsche is an ‘artist-philsopher’ in whom the inherent poetic ambiguity of the human condition works itself out,  - and which likewise belies his propagandist aspect.   

This is the meaning of DH Lawrence’s ‘Don’t trust the artist, trust the tale’, and it is also the meaning of the Derridean insight that the text always transcends the intention of the writer or speaker.

I shall leave it here for the moment.

I append the two other Marvell poems, which reveal the same ambiguous landscape, seen from other perspectives! 

Following them I add the two great Eliot essays on Marvell and the Metaphysical Poets.

--------------------------------------------

The Garden

How vainly men themselves amaze 

To win the palm, the oak, or bays, 

And their incessant labors see 

Crowned from some single herb or tree, 

Whose short and narrow verged shade 

Does prudently their toils upbraid; 

While all flowers and all trees do close 

To weave the garlands of repose.

Fair Quiet, have I found thee here, 

And Innocence, thy sister dear! 

Mistaken long, I sought you then 

In busy companies of men; 

Your sacred plants, if here below, 

Only among the plants will grow. 

Society is all but rude, 

To this delicious solitude.

No white nor red was ever seen 

So amorous as this lovely green. 

Fond lovers, cruel as their flame, 

Cut in these trees their mistress' name; 

Little, alas, they know or heed 

How far these beauties hers exceed! 

Fair trees! wheresoe'er your barks I wound, 

No name shall but your own be found.

When we have run our passion's heat, 

Love hither makes his best retreat. 

The gods, that mortal beauty chase, 

Still in a tree did end their race: 

Apollo hunted Daphne so, 

Only that she might laurel grow; 

And Pan did after Syrinx speed, 

Not as a nymph, but for a reed.

What wondrous life in this I lead! 

Ripe apples drop about my head; 

The luscious clusters of the vine 

Upon my mouth do crush their wine; 

The nectarine and curious peach 

Into my hands themselves do reach; 

Stumbling on melons as I pass, 

Ensnared with flowers, I fall on grass.

Meanwhile the mind, from pleasure less, 

Withdraws into its happiness; 

The mind, that ocean where each kind 

Does straight its own resemblance find, 

Yet it creates, transcending these, 

Far other worlds, and other seas; 

Annihilating all that's made 

To a green thought in a green shade.

Here at the fountain's sliding foot, 

Or at some fruit tree's mossy root, 

Casting the body's vest aside, 

My soul into the boughs does glide; 

There like a bird it sits and sings, 

Then whets, and combs its silver wings; 

And, till prepared for longer flight, 

Waves in its plumes the various light.

Such was that happy garden-state, 

While man there walked without a mate; 

After a place so pure and sweet, 

What other help could yet be meet! 

But 'twas beyond a mortal's share 

To wander solitary there: 

Two paradises 'twere in one 

To live in paradise alone.

How well the skillful gardener drew 

Of flowers and herbs this dial new, 

Where from above the milder sun 

Does through a fragrant zodiac run; 

And as it works, th' industrious bee 

Computes its time as well as we. 

How could such sweet and wholesome hours 

Be reckoned but with herbs and flowers!

A DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE SOUL
AND BODY
SOUL

O, WHO shall from this dungeon raise 
A soul enslaved so many ways ? 
With bolts of bones, that fettered stands 
In feet, and manacled in hands ; 
Here blinded with an eye, and there 
Deaf with the drumming of an ear ; 
A soul hung up, as 'twere, in chains 
Of nerves, and arteries, and veins ; 
Tortured, besides each other part, 
In a vain head, and double heart ? 

BODY

O, who shall me deliver whole, 
From bonds of this tyrannic soul ? 
Which, stretched upright, impales me so 
That mine own precipice I go ; 
And warms and moves this needless frame, 
(A fever could but do the same), 
And, wanting where its spite to try, 
Has made me live to let me die 
A body that could never rest, 
Since this ill spirit it possessed. 

SOUL

What magic could me thus confine 
Within another's grief to pine ? 
Where, whatsoever it complain, 
I feel, that cannot feel, the pain ; 
And all my care itself employs, 
That to preserve which me destroys ; 
Constrained not only to endure 
Diseases, but, what's worse, the cure ; 
And, ready oft the port to gain, 
Am shipwrecked into health again.

BODY

But Physic yet could never reach 
The maladies thou me dost teach ; 
Whom first the cramp of hope does tear, 
And then the palsy shakes of fear ; 
The pestilence of love does heat, 
Or hatred's hidden ulcer eat ; 
Joy's cheerful madness does perplex, 
Or sorrow's other madness vex ; 
Which knowledge forces me to know, 
And memory will not forego ; 
What but a soul could have the wit 
To build me up for sin so fit ? 
So architects do square and hew 
Green trees that in the forest grew.

"Andrew Marvell" 

First published in the Times Literary Supplement, 31 March 1921. 

The tercentenary of the former member for Hull deserves not only the celebration proposed by that favoured borough, but a little serious reflection upon his writing. That is an act of piety, which is very different from the resurrection of a deceased reputation. Marvell has stood high for some years; his best poems are not very many, and not only must be well known, from the Golden Treasury and the Oxford Book of English Verse, but must also have been enjoyed by numerous readers. His grave needs neither rose nor rue nor laurel; there is no imaginary justice to be done; we may think about him, if there be need for thinking, for our own benefit, not his. To bring the poet back to life - the great, the perennial, task of criticism - is in this case to squeeze the drops of the essence of two or three poems; even confining ourselves to these, we may find some precious liquor unknown to the present age. Not to determine rank, but to isolate this quality, is the critical labour. The fact that of all Marvell's verse, which is itself not a great quantity, the really valuable part consists of a very few poems indicates that the unknown quality of which we speak is probably a literary rather than a personal quality; or, more truly, that it is a quality of a civilization, of a traditional habit of life. A poet like Donne, or like Baudelaire or Laforgue, may almost be considered the inventor of an attitude, a system of feeling or of morals. Donne is difficult to analyse: what appears at one time a curious personal point of view may at another time appear rather the precise concentration of a kind of feeling diffused in the air about him. Donne and his shroud, the shroud and his motive for wearing it, are inseparable, but they are not the same thing. The seventeenth century sometimes seems for more than a moment to gather up and to digest into its art all the experience of the human mind which (from the same point of view) the later centuries seem to have been partly engaged in repudiating. But Donne would have been an individual at any time and place; Marvell's best verse is the product of European, that is to say Latin, culture.Out of that high style developed from Marlowe through Jonson (for Shakespeare does not lend himself to these genealogies) the seventeenth century separated two qualities: wit and magniloquence. Neither is as simple or as apprehensible as its name seems to imply, and the two are not in practice antithetical; both are conscious and cultivated, and the mind which cultivates one may cultivate the other. The actual poetry, of Marvell, of Cowley, of Milton, and of others, is a blend in varying proportions. And we must be on guard not to employ the terms with too wide a comprehension; for like the other fluid terms with which literary criticism deals, the meaning alters with the age, and for precision we must rely to some degree upon the literacy and good taste of the reader. The wit of the Caroline poets is not the wit of Shakespeare, and it is not the wit of Dryden, the great master of contempt, or of Pope, the great master of hatred, or of Swift, the great master of disgust. What is meant is some quality which is common to the songs in "Comus" and Cowley's "Anacreontics" and Marvell's "Horatian Ode." It is more than a technical accomplish meet, or the vocabulary and syntax of an epoch; it is, what we have designated tentatively as wit, a tough reasonableness beneath the slight Iyric grace. You cannot find it in Shelley or Keats or Wordsworth; you cannot find more than an echo of it in Landor; still less in Tennyson or Browning; and among contemporaries Mr. Yeats is an Irishman and Mr. Hardy is a modern Englishman - that is to say, Mr. Hardy is without it and Mr. Yeats is outside of the tradition altogether. On the other hand, as it certainly exists in Lafontaine, there is a large part of it in Gautier. And of the magniloquence, the deliberate exploitation of the possibilities of magnificence in language which Milton used and abused, there is also use and even abuse in the poetry of Baudelaire.Wit is not a quality that we are accustomed to associate with 'Puritan' literature, with Milton or with Marvell. But if so, we are at fault partly in our conception of wit and partly in our generalizations about the Puritans. And if the wit of Dryden or of Pope is not the only kind of wit in the language the rest is not merely a little merriment or a little levity or a little impropriety or a little epigram. And, on the other hand, the sense in which a man like Marvell is a 'Puritan' is restricted. The persons who opposed Charles I and the persons who supported the Commonwealth were not all of the flock of Zeal-of-the-land Busy or the United Grand Junction Ebenezer Temperance Association. Many of them were gentlemen of the time who merely believed, with considerable show of reason, that government by a Parliament of gentlemen was better than government by a Stuart; though they were, to that extent, Liberal Practitioners, they could hardly foresee the tea-meeting and the Dissidence of Dissent. Being men of education and culture, even of travel, some of them were exposed to that spirit of the age which was coming to be the French spirit of the age. This spirit, curiously enough, was quite opposed to the tendencies latent or the forces active in Puritanism; the contest does great damage to the poetry of Milton; Marvell, an active servant of the public, but a lukewarm partisan, and a poet on a smaller scale, is far less injured by it. His line on the statue of Charles II, 'It is such a King as no chisel can mend', may be set off against his criticism of the Great Rebellion: 'Men . . ought and might have trusted the King'. Marvell, therefore, more a man of the century than a Puritan, speaks more clearly and unequivocally with the voice of his literary age than does Milton.This voice speaks out uncommonly strong in the "Coy Mistress." The theme is one of the great traditional commonplaces of European literature. It is the theme of 'O mistress mine,' of 'Gather ye rosebuds,' of 'Co, lovely rose'; it is in the savage austerity of Lucretius and the intense levity of Catullus. Where the wit of Marvell renews the theme is in the variety and order of the images. In the first of the three paragraphs Marvell plays with a fancy which begins by pleasing and leads to astonishment. 

Had we but world enough and time, 

This coyness, lady, were no crime, 

. . . I would 

Love you ten years before the Flood, 

And you should, if you please, refuse 

Till the conversion of the Jews; 

My vegetable love should grow 

Vaster than empires and more slow....

We notice the high speed, the succession of concentrated images, each magnifying the original fancy. When this process has been carried to the end and summed up, the poem turns suddenly with that surprise which has been one of the most important means of poetic effect since Homer: 

But at my back I always hear 

Time's winged chariot hurrying near, 

And yonder all before us lie 

Deserts of vast eternity.

A whole civilization resides in these lines: 

Pallida Mors aequo pulsat pede pauperum tabernas, 

Regumque turris....

And not only Horace but Catullus himself: 

Nobis, cum semel occidit brevis lux, 

Nox est perpetua una dormienda.

The verse of Marvell has not the grand reverberation of Catullus's Latin; but the image of Marvell is certainly more comprehensive and penetrates greater depths than Horace's.A modern poet, had he reached the height, would very likely have closed on this moral reflection. But the three strophes of Marvell's poem have something like a syllogistic relation to each other. After a close approach to the mood of Donne, 

. . . then worms shall try 

That long-preserved virginity . . . 

The grave's a fine and private place, 

But none, I think, do there embrace,

the conclusion, 

Let us roll all our strength and all 

Our sweetness up into one ball, 

And tear our pleasures with rough strife, 

Thorough the iron gates of life.

It will hardly be denied that this poem contains wit; but it may not be evident that this wit forms the crescendo and diminuendo of a scale of great imaginative power. The wit is not only combined with, but fused into, the imagination. We can easily recognize a witty fancy in the successive images ('my vegetable love', 'till the conversion of the Jews'), but this fancy is not indulged, as it sometimes is by Cowley or Cleveland, for its own sake. It is structural decoration of a serious idea. In this it is superior to the fancy of "L'Allegro," "11 Penseroso," or the lighter and less successful poems of Keats. In fact, this alliance of levity and seriousness (by which the seriousness is intensified) is a characteristic of the sort of wit we are trying to identify. 

It is found in 

Le squelette etait invisible 

Au temps heureux de l'art paien!

of Gautier, and in the dandysme of Baudelaire and Laforgue. It is in the poem of Catullus which has been quoted, and in the variation by Ben Jonson: 

Cannot we delude the eyes 

Of a few poor household spies ? 

'Tis no sin love's fruits to steal; 

But the sweet thefts to reveal, 

To be taken, to be seen, 

These have crimes accounted been.

It is in Propertius and Ovid. It is a quality of a sophisticated literature; a quality which expands in English literature just at the moment before the English mind altered; it is not a quality which we should expect Puritanism to encourage. When we come to Gray and Collins, the sophistication remains only in the language, and has disappeared from the feeling. Gray and Collins were masters, but they had lost that hold on human values, that firm grasp of human experience, which is a formidable achievement of the Elizabethan and Jacobean poets. This wisdom, cynical perhaps but untired (in Shakespeare, a terrifying clairvoyance), leads toward, and is only completed by, the religious comprehension; it leads to the point of the "Ainsi tout leur a craque dans la main" of Bouvard and Pecuchet.The difference between imagination and fancy, in view of this poetry of wit, is a very narrow one. Obviously, an image which is immediately and unintentionally ridiculous is merely a fancy. In the poem "Upon Appleton House," Marvell falls in with one of these undesirable images, describing the attitude of the house toward its master: 

Yet thus the leaden house does sweat, 

And scarce endures the master great; 

But, where he comes, the swelling hall 

Stirs, and the square grows spherical;

which, whatever its intention, is more absurd than it was intended to be. Marvell also falls into the even commoner error of images which are over-developed or distracting; which support nothing but their own misshapen bodies: 

And now the salmon-fishers moist 

Their leathern boats begin to hoist; 

And, like Antipodes in shoes, 

Have shod their heads in their canoes.

Of this sort of image a choice collection may be found in Johnson's Life of Cowley. But the images in the "Coy Mistress" are not only witty, but satisfy the elucidation of Imagination given by Coleridge: 

This power . . . reveals itself in the balance or reconcilement of opposite or discordant qualities: of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the idea with the image; the individual with the representative; the sense of novelty and freshness with old and familiar objects, a more than usual state of emotion with more than usual order; judgment ever awake and steady self-possession with enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement....

Coleridge's statement applies also to the following verses, which are selected because of their similarity, and because they illustrate the marked caesura which Marvell often 

introduces in a sort line: 

The tawny mowers enter next 

Who seem like Israelites to be 

Walking on foot through a green sea...., 

And now the meadows fresher dyed, 

Whose grass, with moister colour dashed, 

Seems as green silks but newly washed.... 

He hangs in shades the orange bright, 

Like golden lamps in a green night. . 

Annihilating all that's made 

To a green thought in a green shade.... 

Had it lived long, it would have been 

Lilies without, roses within. 

The whole poem, from which the last of these quotations is drawn ("The Nymph and the Fawn"), is built upon a very slight foundation, and we can imagine what some of our modern practitioners of slight themes would have made of it. But we need not descend to an invidious contemporaneity to point the difference. Here are six lines from "The Nymph and the Fawn": 

I have a garden of my own, 

But so with roses overgrown 

And lilies, that you would it guess 

To be a little wilderness; 

And all the spring-time of the year 

It only loved to be there.

And here are five lines from "The Nymph's Song to Hylas" in the Life and Death of Jason, by William Morris: 

I know a little garden close 

Set thick with lily and red rose. 

Where I would wander if I might 

From dewy dawn to dewy night, 

And have one with me wandering.

So far the resemblance is more striking than the difference, although we might just notice the vagueness of allusion in the last line to some indefinite person, form, or phantom, compared with the more explicit reference of emotion to object which we should expect from Marvell. But in the latter part of the poem Morris divaricates widely: 

Yet tottering as I am, and weak, 

Still have I left a little breath 

To seek within the jaws of death 

An entrance to that happy place; 

To seek the unforgotten face 

Once seen, once kissed, once reft from me 

Anigh the murmuring of the sea.

Here the resemblance, if there is any, is to the latter part of "The Coy Mistress." As for the difference, it could not be more pronounced. The effect of Morris's charming poem depends upon the mistiness of the feeling and the vagueness of its object; the effect of Marvell's upon its bright, hard precision. And this precision is not due to the fact that Marvell is concerned with cruder or simpler or more carnal emotions. The emotion of Morris is not more refined or more spiritual; it is merely more vague: if anyone doubts whether the more refined or spiritual emotion can be precise, he should study the treatment of the varieties of discarnate emotion in the "Paradiso." A curious result of the comparison of Morris's poem with Marvell's is that the former, though it appears to be more serious, is found to be the slighter; and Marvell's "Nymph and the Fawn," appearing more slight, is the more serious. 

So weeps the wounded balsam; so 

The holy frankincense doth flow; 

The brotherless Heliades 

Melt in such amber tears as these.

These verses have the suggestiveness of true poetry; and the verses of Morris, which are nothing if not an attempt to suggest, really suggest nothing; and we are inclined to infer that the suggestiveness is the aura around a bright clear centre, that you cannot have the aura alone. The day-dreamy feeling of Morris is essentially a slight thing; Marvell takes a slight affair, the feeling of a girl for her pet, and gives it a connection with that inexhaustible and terrible nebula of emotion which surrounds all our exact and practical passions and mingles with them. Again, Marvell does this in a poem which, because of its formal pastoral machinery, may appear a trifling object: 

CLORINDA. Near this, a fountain's liquid bell 

Tinkles within the concave shell. 

DAMON. Might a soul bathe there and be clean, 

Or slake its drought ?

where we find that a metaphor has suddenly rapt us to the image of spiritual purgation. There is here the element of surprise, as when Villon says: 

Necessite faict gens mesprendre 

Et faim saillir le loup des boys,

the surprise which Poe considered of the highest importance, and also the restraint and quietness of tone which makes the surprise possible. And in the verses of Marvell which have been quoted there is the making the familiar strange, and the strange familiar, which Coleridge attributed to good poetry.The effort to construct a dream world, which alters English poetry so greatly in the nineteenth century, a dream world utterly different from the visionary realities of the Vita Nuova or of the poetry of Dante's contemporaries, is a problem of which various explanations may no doubt be found; in any case, the result makes a poet of the nineteenth century, of the same size as Marvell, a more trivial and less serious figure. Marvell is no greater personality than William Morris, but he had something much more solid behind him: he had the vast and penetrating influence of Ben Jonson. Jonson never wrote anything purer than Marvell's "Horatian Ode"; this ode has that same quality of wit which was diffused over the whole Elizabethan product and concentrated in the work of Jonson. And, as was said before, this wit which pervades the poetry of Marvell is more Latin, more refined, than anything that succeeded it. The great danger, as well as the greatest interest and excitement, of English prose and verse, compared with French, is that it permits and justifies an exaggeration of particular qualities to the exclusion of others Dryden was great in wit' as Milton in magniloquence; but the former, by isolating this quality and making it by itself into great poetry, and the latter, by coming to dispense with it altogether, may perhaps have injured the language. In Dryden wit becomes almost fun, and thereby loses some contact with reality; becomes pure fun, which French wit almost never is. 

The midwife placed her hand on his thick skull, 

With this prophetic blessing: Be thou dull.... 

A numerous host of dreaming saints succeed, 

Of the true old enthusiastic breed.

This is audacious and splendid; it belongs to satire beside which Marvell's Satires are random babbling, but it is perhaps as exaggerated as: 

Oft he seems to hide his face, 

But unexpectedly returns, 

And to his faithful champion hath in place 

Bore witness gloriously; whence Gaza mourns, 

And all that hand them to resist 

His uncontrollable intent.

How oddly the sharp Dantesque phrase 'whence Gaza mourns' springs out from the brilliant contortions of Milton's sentence! 

Who from his private gardens, where 

He lived reserved and austere, 

(As if his highest plot 

To plant the bergamot) 

Could by industrious valour climb 

To ruin the great work of Time, 

And cast the kingdoms old 

Into another mold; 

The Pict no shelter now shall find 

Within his parti-coloured mind, 

But, from this valour sad, 

Shrink underneath the plaid:

There is here an equipoise, a balance and proportion of tones, which, while it cannot raise Marvell to the level of Dryden or Milton, extorts an approval which these poets do not receive from us, and bestows a pleasure at least different in kind from any they can often give. It is what makes Marvell a classic; or classic in a sense in which Gray and Collins are not; for the latter, with all their accredited purity, are comparatively poor in shades of feeling to contrast and unite.We are baffled in the attempt to translate the quality indicated by the dim and antiquated term wit into the equally unsatisfactory nomenclature of our own time. Even Cowley is only able to define it by negatives: 

Comely in thousand shapes appears; 

Yonder we saw it plain; and here 'tis now, 

Like spirits in a place, we know not how.

It has passed out of our critical coinage altogether, and no new term has been struck to replace it; the quality seldom exists, and is never recognized. 

In a true piece of Wit all things must be 

Yet all things there agree; 

As in the Ark, join'd without force or strife, 

All creatures dwelt, all creatures that had life 

Or as the primitive forms of all 

(If we compare great things with small) 

Which, without discord or confusion, lie 

In that strange mirror of the Deity.

So far Cowley has spoken well. But if we are to attempt even no more than Cowley, we, placed in a retrospective attitude, must risk much more than anxious generalizations. With our eye still on Marvell, we can say that wit is not erudition; it is sometimes stifled by erudition, as in much of Milton. It is not cynicism, though it has a kind of toughness which may be confused with cynicism by the tender-minded. It is confused with erudition because it belongs to an educated mind, rich in generations of experience; and it is confused with cynicism because it implies a constant inspection and criticism of experience. It involves, probably, a recognition, implicit in the expression of every experience, of other kinds of experience which are possible, which we find as clearly in the greatest as in poets like Marvell. Such a general statement may seem to take us a long way from "The Nymph and the Fawn," or even from the "Horatian Ode"; but it is perhaps justified by the desire to account for that precise taste of Marvell's which finds for him the proper degree of seriousness for every subject which he treats. His errors of taste, when he trespasses, are not sins against this virtue; they are conceits, distended metaphors and similes, but they never consist in taking a subject too seriously or too lightly. This virtue of wit is not a peculiar quality of minor poets, or of the minor poets of one age or of one school; it is an intellectual quality which perhaps only becomes noticeable by itself, in the work of lesser poets. Furthermore, it is absent from the work of Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats, on whose poetry nineteenth-century criticism has unconsciously been based. To the best of their poetry wit is irrelevant: 

Art thou pale for weariness 

Of climbing heaven and gazing on the earth, 

Wandering companionless 

Among the stars that have a different birth, 

And ever changing, like a joyless eye, 

That finds no object worth its constancy ?

We should find it difficult to draw any useful comparison between these lines of Shelley and anything by Marvell. But later poets, who would have been the better for Marvell's quality, were without it; even Browning seems oddly immature, in some way, beside Marvell. And nowadays we find occasionally good irony, or satire, which lack wit's internal equilibrium, because their voices are essentially protests against some outside sentimentality or stupidity; or we find serious poets who seem afraid of acquiring wit, lest they lose intensity. The quality which Marvell had, this modest and certainly impersonal virtue - whether we call it wit or reason, or even urbanity - we have patently failed to define. By whatever name we call it, and however we define that name, it is something precious and needed and apparently extinct; it is what should preserve the reputation of Marvell. C'etait une belle ame, comme on ne fait plus a Londres.

"The Metaphysical Poets" 

First published in the Times Literary Supplement, 20 October 1921. 

By collecting these poems from the work of a generation more often named than read, and more often read than profitably studied, Professor Grierson has rendered a service of some importance. Certainly the reader will meet with many poems already preserved in other anthologies, at the same time that he discovers poems such as those of Aurelian Townshend or Lord Herbert of Cherbury here included. But the function of such an anthology as this is neither that of Professor Saintsbury's admirable edition of Caroline poets nor that of the Oxford Book of English Verse. Mr. Grierson's book is in itself a piece of criticism, and a provocation of criticism; and we think that he was right in including so many poems of Donne, elsewhere (though not in many editions) accessible, as documents in the case of 'metaphysical poetry'. The phrase has long done duty as a term of abuse, or as the label of a quaint and pleasant taste. The question is to what extent the so-called metaphysicals formed a school (in our own time we should say a 'movement'), and how far this so-called school or movement is a digression from the main current. Not only is it extremely difficult to define metaphysical poetry, but difficult to decide what poets practice it and in which of their verses. The poetry of Donne (to whom Marvell and Bishop King are sometimes nearer than any of the other authors) is late Elizabethan, its feeling often very close to that of Chapman. The 'courtly' poetry is derivative from Jonson, who borrowed liberally from the Latin; it expires in the next century with the sentiment and witticism of Prior. There is finally the devotional verse of Herbert, Vaughan, and Crashaw (echoed long after by Christina Rossetti and Francis Thompson); Crashaw, sometimes more profound and less sectarian than the others, has a quality which returns through the Elizabethan period to the early Italians. It is difficult to find any precise use of metaphor, simile, or other conceit, which is common to all the poets and at the same time important enough as an element of style to isolate these poets as a group. Donne, and often Cowley, employ a device which is sometimes considered characteristically 'metaphysical'; the elaboration (contrasted with the condensation) of a figure of speech to the furthest stage to which ingenuity can carry it. Thus Cowley develops the commonplace comparison of the world to a chess-board through long stanzas ("To Destiny"), and Donne, with more grace, in "A Valediction," the comparison of two lovers to a pair of compasses. But elsewhere we find, instead of the mere explication of the content of a comparison, a development by rapid association of thought which requires considerable agility on the part of the reader. 

On a round ball 

A workeman that hath copies by, can lay 

An Europe, Afrique, and an Asia, 

And quickly make that, which was nothing, All, 

So doth each teare, 

Which thee doth weare, 

A globe, yea world by that impression grow, 

Till thy tears mixt with mine doe overflow 

This world, by waters sent from thee, my heaven dissolved so.

Here we find at least two connections which are not implicit in the first figure, but are forced upon it by the poet: from the geographer's globe to the tear, and the tear to the deluge. On the other hand, some of Donne's most successful and characteristic effects are secured by brief words and sudden contrasts: 

A bracelet of bright hair about the bone,

where the most powerful effect is produced by the sudden contrast of associations of 'bright hair' and of 'bore'. This telescoping of images and multiplied associations is characteristic of the phrase of some of the dramatists of the period which Donne knew: not to mention Shakespeare, it is frequent in Middleton, Webster, and Tourneur, and is one of the sources of the vitality of their language.Johnson, who employed the term 'metaphysical poets', apparently having Donne, Cleveland, and Cowley chiefly in mind, remarks of them that 'the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together'. The force of this impeachment lies in the failure of the conjunction, the fact that often the ideas are yoked but not united; and if we are to judge of styles of poetry by their abuse, enough examples may be found in Cleveland to justify Johnson's condemnation. But a degree of heterogeneity of material compelled into unity by the operation of the poet's mind is omnipresent in poetry. We need not select for illustration such a line as: 

Notre ame est un trois-mats cherchant son Icarie;

we may find it in some of the best lines of Johnson himself ("The Vanity of Human Wishes"): 

His fate was destined to a barren strand, 

A petty fortress, and a dubious hand; 

He left a name at which the world grew pale, 

To point a moral, or adorn a tale.

where the effect is due to a contrast of ideas, different in degree but the same in principle, as that which Johnson mildly reprehended. And in one of the finest poems of the age (a poem which could not have been written in any other age), the "Exequy" of Bishop King, the extended comparison is used with perfect success: the idea and the simile become one, in the passage in which the Bishop illustrates his impatience to see his dead wife, under the figure of a journey: 

Stay for me there; I will not faile 

To meet thee in that hollow Vale. 

And think not much of my delay; 

I am already on the way, And follow thee with all the speed 

Desire can make, or sorrows breed. 

Each minute is a short degree, 

And ev'ry houre a step towards thee. 

At night when I retake to rest, 

Next morn I rise nearer my West 

Of life, almost by eight houres sail, 

Than when sleep breath'd his drowsy gale.... 

But heark! My Pulse, like a soft Drum 

Beats my approach, tells Thee I come; 

And slow howere my marches be, 

I shall at last sit down by Thee 

.

(In the last few lines there is that effect of terror which is several times attained by one of Bishop King's admirers, Edgar Poe.) Again, we may justly take these quatrains from Lord Herbert's Ode, stanzas which would, we think, be immediately pronounced to be of the metaphysical school: 

So when from hence we shall he gone, 

And he no more, nor you, nor I, 

As one another's mystery, 

Each shall he both, yet both but one. 

This said, in her up-lifted face, 

Her eyes, which did that beauty crown, 

Were like two starrs, that having faln down, 

Look up again to find their place: 

While such a moveless silent peace 

Did seize on their becalmed sense, 

One would have thought some influence 

Their ravished spirits did possess.

There is nothing in these lines (with the possible exception of the stars, a simile not at once grasped, but lovely and justified) which fits Johnson's general observations on the metaphysical poets in his essay on Cowley. A good deal resides in the richness of association which is at the same time borrowed from and given to the word 'becalmed'; but the meaning is clear, the language simple and elegant. It is to be observed that the language of these poets is as a rule simple and pure; in the verse of George Herbert this simplicity is carried as far as it can go - a simplicity emulated without success by numerous modern poets. The structure of the sentences, on the other hand, is sometimes far from simple, but this is not a vice; it is a fidelity to thought and feeling. The effect, at its best, is far less artificial than that of an ode by Gray. And as this fidelity induces variety of thought and feeling, so it induces variety of music. We doubt whether, in the eighteenth century, could be found two poems in nominally the same metre, so dissimilar as Marvell's "Coy Mistress" and Crashaw's "Saint Teresa"; the one producing an effect of great speed by the use of short syllables, and the other an ecclesiastical solemnity by the use of long ones: 

Love thou art absolute sole lord 

Of life and death.

If so shrewd and sensitive (though so limited) a critic as Johnson failed to define metaphysical poetry by its faults, it is worth while to inquire whether we may not have more success by adopting the opposite method: by assuming that the poets of the seventeenth century (up to the Revolution) were the direct and normal development of the precedent age; and, without prejudicing their case by the adjective 'metaphysical', consider whether their virtue was not something permanently valuable, which subsequently disappeared, but ought not to have disappeared. Johnson has hit, perhaps by accident, on one of their peculiarities, when he observed that 'their attempts were always analytic'; he would not agree that, after the dissociation, they put the material together again in a new unity.It is certain that the dramatic verse of the later Elizabethan and early Jacobean poets expresses a degree of development of sensibility which is not found in any of the prose, good as it often is. If we except Marlowe, a man of prodigious intelligence, these dramatists were directly or indirectly (it is at least a tenable theory) affected by Montaigne. Even if we except also Jonson and Chapman, these two were notably erudite, and were notably men who incorporated their erudition into their sensibility: their mode of feeling was directly and freshly altered by their reading and thought. In Chapman especially there is a direct sensuous apprehension of thought, or a recreation of thought into feeling, which is exactly what we find in Donne: 

in this one thing, all the discipline 

Of manners and of manhood is contained 

A man to join himself with th' Universe 

In his main sway, and make in all things fit 

One with that All, and go on, round as it 

Not plucking from the whole his wretched part 

And into straits, or into nought revert, 

Wishing the complete Universe might be 

Subject to such a rag of it as he; 

But to consider great Necessity.

We compare this with some modern passage: 

No, when the fight begins within himself 

A man's worth something. God stoops o'er his head, 

Satan looks up between his feet - both tug - 

He's left, himself i' the middle; the soul wakes 

And grows. Prolong that battle through his life!

It is perhaps somewhat less fair, though very tempting as both poets are concerned with the perpetuation of love by offspring, to compare with the stanzas already quoted from Lord Herbert's Ode the following from Tennyson: 

One walked between wife and child, 

With measured footfall firm and mild, 

And now and then he gravely smiled. 

The prudent partner of his blood 

Leaned on him, faithful, gentle, good 

Wearing the rose of womanhood. 

And in their double love secure, 

The little maiden walked demure, 

Pacing with downward eyelids pure. 

These three made unity so sweet, 

My frozen heart began to beat, 

Remembering its ancient heat.

The difference is not a simple difference of degree between poets. It is something which had happened to the mind of England between the time of Donne or Lord Herbert of Cherbury and the time of Tennyson and Browning; it is the difference between the intellectual poet and the reflective poet. Tennyson and Browning are poets, and they think; but they do not feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a rose. A thought to Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibility. When a poet's mind is perfectly equipped for its work, it is constantly amalgamating disparate experience; the ordinary man's experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary. The latter falls in love, or reads Spinoza, and these two experiences have nothing to do with each other, or with the noise of the typewriter or the smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these experiences are always forming new wholes.We may express the difference by the following theory: The poets of the seventeenth century, the successors of the dramatists of the sixteenth, possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any kind of experience. They are simple, artificial, difficult, or fantastic, as their predecessors were; no less nor more than Dante, Guido Cavalcanti, Guinicelli, or Cino. In the seventeenth century a dissociation of sensibility set in, from which we have never recovered; and this dissociation, as is natural, was aggravated by the influence of the two most powerful poets of the century, Milton and Dryden. Each of these men performed certain poetic functions so magnificently well that the magnitude of the effect concealed the absence of others. The language went on and in some respects improved; the best verse of Collins, Gray, Johnson, and even Goldsmith satisfies some of our fastidious demands better than that of Donne or Marvell or King. But while the language became more refined, the feeling became more crude. The feeling, the sensibility, expressed in the "Country Churchyard" (to say nothing of Tennyson and Browning) is cruder than that in the"Coy Mistress."The second effect of the influence of Milton and Dryden followed from the first, and was therefore slow in manifestation. The sentimental age began early in the eighteenth century, and continued. The poets revolted against the ratiocinative, the descriptive; they thought and felt by fits, unbalanced; they reflected. In one or two passages of Shelley's "Triumph of Life," in the second "Hyperion" there are traces of a struggle toward unification of sensibility. But Keats and Shelley died, and Tennyson and Browning ruminated.After this brief exposition of a theory - too brief, perhaps, to carry conviction - we may ask, what would have been the fate of the 'metaphysical' had the current of poetry descended in a direct line from them, as it descended in a direct line to them ? They would not, certainly, be classified as metaphysical. The possible interests of a poet are unlimited; the more intelligent he is the better; the more intelligent he is the more likely that he will have interests: our only condition is that he turn them into poetry, and not merely meditate on them poetically. A philosophical theory which has entered into poetry is established, for its truth or falsity in one sense ceases to matter, and its truth in another sense is proved. The poets in question have, like other poets, various faults. But they were, at best, engaged in the task of trying to find the verbal equivalent for states of mind and feeling. And this means both that they are more mature, and that they wear better, than later poets of certainly not less literary ability.It is not a permanent necessity that poets should be interested in philosophy, or in any other subject. We can only say that it appears likely that poets in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult. Our civilization comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety and complexity, playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and complex results. The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning. (A brilliant and extreme statement of this view, with which it is not requisite to associate oneself, is that of M. Jean Epstein, "La Poesie d'aujourd-hui.") Hence we get something which looks very much like the conceit - we get, in fact, a method curiously similar to that of the 'metaphysical poets', similar also in its use of obscure words and of simple phrasing. 

O geraniums diaphanes, guerroyeurs sortileges, 

Sacrileges monomanes! 

Emballages, devergondages, douches! O pressoirs 

Des vendanges des grands soirs! 

Layettes aux abois, 

Thyrses au fond des bois! 

Transfusions, represailles, 

Relevailles, compresses et l'eternal potion, 

Angelus! n'en pouvoir plus 

De de'bacles nuptiales! de debacles nuptiales!

The same poet could write also simply: 

Wile est bien loin, elle pleure, 

Le grand vent se lamente aussi . .

Jules Laforgue, and Tristan Corbiere in many of his poems, are nearer to the 'school of Donne' than any modern English poet. But poets more classical than they have the same essential quality of transmuting ideas into sensations, of transforming an observation into a state of mind. 

Pour l'enfant, amoureux de cartes et d'estampes, 

L'univers est egal a son vaste appetit. 

Ah, que le monde est grand a la clarte des lampes! 

Aux yeux du souvenir que le monde est petit!

In French literature the great master of the seventeenth century Racine - and the great master of the nineteenth - Baudelaire - are in some ways more like each other than they are like anyone else. The greatest two masters of diction are also the greatest two psychologists, the most curious explorers of the soul. It is interesting to speculate whether it is not a misfortune that two of the greatest masters of diction in our language, Milton and Dryden, triumph with a dazzling disregard of the soul. If we continued to produce Miltons and Drydens it might not so much matter, but as things are it is a pity that English poetry has remained so incomplete. Those who object to the 'artificiality' of Milton or Dryden sometimes tell us to 'look into our hearts and write'. But that is not looking deep enough; Racine or Donne looked into a good deal more than the heart. One must look into the cerebral cortex, the nervous system, and the digestive tracts.May we not conclude, then, that Donne, Crashaw, Vaughan, Herbert and Lord Herbert, Marvell, King, Cowley at his best, are in the direct current of English poetry, and that their faults should be reprimanded by this standard rather than coddled by antiquarian affection ? They have been enough praised in terms which are implicit limitations because they are 'metaphysical' or 'witty', 'quaint' or 'obscure', though at their best they have not these attributes more than other serious poets. On the other hand we must not reject the criticism of Johnson (a dangerous person to disagree with) without having mastered it, without having assimilated the Johnsonian canons of taste. In reading the celebrated passage in his essay on Cowley we must remember that by wit he clearly means something more serious than we usually mean today; in his criticism of their versification we must remember in what a narrow discipline he was trained, but also how well trained; we must remember that Johnson tortures chiefly the chief offenders, Cowley and Cleveland. It would be a fruitful work, and one requiring a substantial book, to break up the classification of Johnson (for there has been none since) and exhibit these poets in all their difference of kind and of degree, from the massive music of Donne to the faint, pleasing tinkle of Aurelian Townshend - whose "Dialogue between a Pilgrim and Time" is one of the few regrettable omissions from the excellent anthology of Professor Grierson.

