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CHAPTER I 

"SACRED VESSELS O F THE HEART": THE NATURE OF 

SPASMODIC POETRY 

A despair ing group of youthful ba rds 
Woefully seeks a wor ld of Love: 
"Q Woe! Alas! F o r our f e s t ' r i ng wor ld 
An i ron-c lad fu tu re looms ahead. 

"Much Sin yields Good, and Knowledge, God. 
God i s Love, but Hate p r e s i d e s ! 
Wish f o r Death! But not too soon. 
O Woe fo r man! The wor ld i s Doomed! " 

The Victorian Spasmodic® mourned a bas ical ly evil mundane 

wor ld and searched fo r meaning in an often empty, f a i th less sp i r i tua l 

wor ld . Feel ing respons ib le f o r solving all of m a n ' s p rob lems , and 

endowed with the conviction that they had a divinely insp i red duty, they 

t r i ed to descr ibe the workings of the un iverse and al l that i t contains. 

With the s incer i ty and pass ion of youth, the Spasmodics exp re s sed 

the i r feel ings with a t remendous ly uneven style and maintained a violently 

emotional pitch under the weight of the i r task . They wro te , 

. . . each word s ince re , 
As blood-drops f r o m the hea r t . 

^Alexander Smith, "A Life Drama, " Poems (Boston, 1854), 
p. 144. 



Phi l ip Bai ley , A lexander Smith , and Sydney Do be l l , who w r o t e 

the m a j o r p a r t of t h e i r p o e t r y be tween 1839 and 1854, a r e c o n s i d e r e d 

to be the c e n t r a l f i g u r e s of the Spasmodic School, although i t w i l l be 

s e e n tha t Spasmodic e l e m e n t s a r e evident in m u c h of the o the r p o e t r y 

written a t that t i m e . The t e r m " p o e t r y " i s being u s e d in i t s m o s t 

g e n e r a l s e n s e , tha t i s , to d i s t ingu ish v e r s e f r o m p r o s e , r a t h e r than to 

d i s t ingu ish v e r s e f r o m p o e t r y . Although j u d g m e n t s of the s u c c e s s of 

Spasmodic w o r k s a r e n e c e s s a r i l y imp l i c i t throughout t h i s t h e s i s , i t i s 

not t h i s w r i t e r ' s p u r p o s e to judge w h e t h e r t h e s e Spasmodic w o r k s can 

be ca l led poe t ry in any a r t i s t i c s ense . Spasmodic w o r k s a r e being 

ca l l ed poetry b e c a u s e p o e t r y i s the l abe l that the S p a s m o d i c s and the 

m a j o r i t y of t h e i r c r i t i c s have u s e d f o r d e s c r i b i n g the w o r k s . 

The e m p h a s i s h e r e i s m o r e on d e s c r i p t i o n than on judgmen t , a s 

the Spasmodic poe t s a r e of i n t e r e s t to c o n t e m p o r a r y s tuden ts of 

l i t e r a t u r e b e c a u s e they r e p r e s e n t a frequently over looked a s p e c t of the 

Vic to r i an pe r iod , not b e c a u s e their i d e a s w e r e p a r t i c u l a r l y unique o r 

b e c a u s e of the d e g r e e of poe t ic exce l l ence that they ach ieved . This 

t h e s i s i s des igned , t h e r e f o r e , to def ine " S p a s m o d i s m , " to f a m i l i a r i z e 

the r e a d e r wi th the m a j o r Spasmodics and t h e i r w o r k s , and to show the 

ro l e tha t the Spasmod ic s f i l l e d dur ing the Victorian p e r i o d in Eng l i sh 

l i t e r a t u r e . 

Phi l ip Bai ley i s the Vic to r ian f a t h e r of the S p a s m o d i c s , f i r s t 

publ ishing F e s t u s , h i s m a j o r w o r k , in 1839. It w i l l be s e e n l a t e r that 



Bailey w a s p r i m a r i l y influenced by the Br i t i sh Romantic poets , who in 

that sense a lso fa the red Spasmodism, but s ince Dobell and Smith 

p r i m a r i l y looked to Bailey as a model , he can be called the fa ther of the 

school. Bailey is r ecorded a s denying this parentage in a l e t t e r which 

W, Robertson Nicoll and Thomas Wise quote: 

"As r e g a r d s the especia l school of poetry to which you 
r e f e r , I am only so f a r in te res ted o r concerned with the 
m e m b e r s of it a s to acknowledge, along with both public and 
publicist , the general ly bright colouring, pu re mora l i t y , happy 
imagery , and exquisite s imil i tudes mani fes t in one or two of 
the i r poems; but 1 have no sympathy with the i r works special ly , 
nor with the i r ways, 

But despite Bai ley 's comments , the many styl is t ic and themat ic qual i t ies 

that Bailey, Smith, and Dobell hold in common indicate that t hese t h r ee 

men f o r m a unified group that can be cal led a school. 

William Edmoundstone Aytoun, a c r i t i c and p r o f e s s o r at Edinburg, 

was the f i r s t (1854) to r e f e r to Bailey, Smith, and Dobell a s "Spasmodic, " 

although the name had previously been applied by Car lyle to Byron, 3 and 

t h e r e f o r e was not Aytoun'a invention. The name "Spasmodic" is 

appropr ia te fo r these poets because of their style of wr i t ing , a style 

2 
Phil ip J a m e s Bailey, "The Author of Fes tus and the Spasmodic 

School,11 L i t e r a r y Anecdotes of the 19th Century: Contributions Towards 
* l i t e r a r y History of the Per iod , edited by W. Robertson Nicoll and 
Thomas J . Wise (London, 1895-1896), II, 413. H e r e a f t e r cited as 
L i t e r a r y Anecdotes. 

^Mrs . Sydney Dobell, "Introductory M e m o i r , " The Poems of 
Sydney Dobell: Selected with an Introductory Memoir (London, n fd . ), 
p. xix. 
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character ized by excesses: an excess of words and images to express 

an idea, with frequent repetitions of these excesses; an excess of 

punctuation (by modern standards); an excess of emotion over what the 

subject seems to motivate; and an excess of ideas over that which can 

be handled effectively in any one l i te rary work. As a vehicle for these 

excesses , the Spasmodics have generally chosen lengthy dramatic 

poems, using this form with little regard for the technical problems of 

drama. All of these elements of Spasmodic style become evident when 

one reads representat ive passages f rom their writ ings. Although there 

is some variety in the degree to which these excesses appear, they a re 

all present in each Spasmodic's writing. 

Sydney Dobell uses undisguised repetition of words more than 

does Smith or Bailey. Dobell wri tes: 

This is the ecstasy! 
It sheds, it sheds! The night is filled with f lowers , 
The viewless night, faint night, the yielding night, 

The favouring night, - -with f lowers and happy rain! ^ 

Alexander Smith generally uses repetition of the kind found in the 

following passage: 

Might I so broaden on the skies of f ame! 
0 Fame! Fame! Fame! next grandest word to God! 
1 seek the look of Fame! . . . * 

^Sydney Dobell, The Poems of Sydney Dobell: Selected with an 
Introductory Memoir (London, n. d . ) , p. 233. 

^ Smith, p. 9. 



Although Bailey does not repea t words within l ines as often as do the 

other two, if the words "God, " "Love, " "Alas, " and "Woe" were 

omit ted f r o m F e s t u s , the work would be shortened considerably. 

Much in the manne r that they repea t words , the Spasmodic® tend 

to become at tached to images and to use them at every poss ib le 

opportunity. The images range in complexity f r o m concise s imi les to 

e labora te concei ts , the conceits being predominant . Although these 

images a r e f requent ly pleas ing, they a r e often only loosely re la ted to 

the idea that they supposedly develop and t he re fo re have l i t t le function 

in the poem. Fo r example, in the following passage , Alexander Smith 

desc r ibes a beautiful l ady ' s voice a s it sounds to a poet: 

One day he lay within the pleasant woods 
On bed of f lowers edging a founta in ' s b r i m . 
And gazed into i t s hea r t as if to count 
The veined and lucid pebbles one by one, 
Up-shining r ichly through the c rys t a l c lea r . 
Thus lay he many hour s , when lo! he hea rd 
A maiden singing in the woods alone 
A sad and tender i s land melody, 
Which made a golden conquest of his soul, 
Bringing a sadness sweeter than delight. 
As nightingale, embowered in vernal l eaves , 
Pants out her g ladness the luxurious night, 
The moon and s t a r s a l l hanging on her song, 
She poured he r soul in mus ic . When she ceased , 
The c h a r m / d woods and b r e e z e s si lent stood. 
As if ai l e a r to catch her voice again. 

Cer ta inly such descr ip t ions of the sympathy between woman and na ture 

follow a long es tabl ished convention in love poetry , but Smith has 

6Ibid. , pp. 40-41. 
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e labora ted on the a l ready e laborate convention. He i s somet imes m o r e 

concise in his use of imagery : 

Lady! ay i 
A pass ion has grown up to be a King, 
Ruling my being with as f i e r c e a sway 
As the mad sun the p r o s t r a t e d e s e r t sand®. 7 

Whether e labora te or s imple , however, Spasmodic image ry i s mos t 

often s tereotyped, a difficult thing to avoid when one is using such 

e lements as the sun, moon, sea , and s t a r s as ma in sou rces of images . 

Smi th ' s compar ison of love r s to ships is one such notably o v e r - u s e d 

image: 

We twain have met l ike ships upon the sea . 
Who hold an h o u r ' s converse , so shor t , so sweet; 
One l i t t le hour ! and then, away they speed 
On lonely paths , through mi s t , and cloud, and foam. 
To mee t no m o r e . . . . ® 

And even when a conventional symbol i s t r ea t ed in a unique fashion, 

the Spasmodist be labors the image. This is the case in Dobell 's 

compar i son of a woman to the moon: 

. . . She was much like the moon 
Seen in the day- t ime , that by day r ece ives 
Like joy with us , but when our night i s dark , 
Lit by the changeless sun we cannot see , 
Shineth no l e s s . And she was like the moon, 
Because the beams that brightened her passed o ' e r 
Our dark heads , and we knew them not for light 
Till they came back f r o m he r s ; and she was like 

7Ibid. , p. 33. 

8Ibid. , p. 67. 



The moon, that w h a t s o e ' e r a p p e a r e d h e r wane 
Or c r e s c e n t was no l o s s or gain in h e r 
But in the changed beholder . . . . 9 

Deta i l s wi thin the image a r e of ten e labora t ions of the image i t s e l f , 

r a t h e r than of the idea that the poet i s developing. This can be seen in 

one of L u c i f e r ' s speeches in F e s t u s : 

The b r a i n sha l l c e a s e i t s l i f e -
Engross ing b u s i n e s s , and the living blood, 
The wine of l i fe , which make th drunk the soul . 

Sleep in the s a c r e d v e s s e l s of the h e a r t , 

If one w e r e to equate "words" with "blood" in th is p a s s a g e , he would 

c r y s t a l i z e the Spasmodics ' love of language, that "which make th drunk 

the soul. " It i s obvious throughout Spasmodic wr i t ing that t he se poe t s 

genuinely loved language , so much so that they could not b e a r to d i s c a r d 

a s ingle word . 

In dict ion, a s wel l a s in choice of i m a g e s , s i m i l a r i t i e s can be 

seen between the wr i t i ngs of Bai ley, Smith, and Do bell . As i s evident 

in the p rev ious ly quoted p a s s a g e s , word choice i s of ten s t i l ted , but a t 

l e a s t e levated , and s o m e t i m e s Bibl ical . The re a r e ac tua l p r a y e r s 

throughout Spasmodic w o r k , in which Bibl ical o r e levated language i s 

a p p r o p r i a t e . It sounds s t r ange , however , to h e a r a young child speak 

in the following m a n n e r : 

9 S. Dobell, p. 267. 

1 0 Phi l ip James Bailey, F e s t u s (London, 1854), p. 150. 
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"The callow young w e r e huddling in the ne s t s , 
The mar igo ld was burning in the m a r s h . 
Like a thing dipt in sunset , when He came. 

My blood went up to m e e t Him on my face , 
Glad a s a child that h e a r s i t s f a t h e r ' s s tep, 
And runs to mee t him at the open porch. 

I gave Him all my being, like a f lower 
That f l ings i t s pe r fume on a vagrant breeze ; 
A b reeze that wanders on and heeds it not. 

A r e ye around m e , f r i ends ? I cannot see , 
I cannot hea r the voices that I love, 
I l i f t my hands to you f r o m out the night. " 

This speech is pa r t i cu la r ly r e m a r k a b l e because the child is speaking 

f r o m he r death bed. She dies in the sp i r i t of t rue Spasmodic m e l o d r a m a 

a moment a f t e r she f in ishes this speech. 

While diction and choice of imagery c rea te much of the s t ra ined 

effect of Spasmodic poet ry , the use of inver ted word o r d e r , excess ive 

punctuation, and other such s t ra ining devices is even s t ronger r ea son 

fo r calling the poems Spasmodic. It i s difficult to f ind a page of 

Spasmodic poetry that does not contain at l eas t one exclamation point; 

but m o r e typically, one f inds passages like the following one f r o m 

Do be l l ' s "Balder . " 

Ro l l O days into the y e a r s , and O y e a r s into the 
ages , and O ages into the m y s t e r y of God! 

Oh, Love, oh Life , and all ye jocund t r a in 

1 1 Smith, pp. 80-81. 



Vir tues and Joys , my lus t Company, 
Be loud around m e ! Sing because I sing! 
Call each to each as I cal l unto you! 
Love calling unto Life , 
"Oh Life! Oh L i f e ! " 
Life calling unto Love 
"Oh Love! Oh Love ! " 
"How beautiful oh Li fe ! " 
"How beautiful oh Love! " 
I am the sun singing behind the mounta ins! ^ 

La rge number® of dashes c rea t e rhythmic i r r e g u l a r i t i e s both when 

exclamation points a r e not used, and in conjunction with them. Spasmodic 

use of dashes is evident in this passage f r o m Fes tus ; 

Come, un iversa l beauty, then, 
Thou apple of God's eye, 
To and through which all thing* w e r e m a d e - -
Things dea th less - - th ings that die. 
Oh! l ighten-»l ive before us t h e r e - -
L e a p in yon lovely f o r m , 
And give a soul. She comes ! It b r e a t h e s - -
So b r i g h t - - s o s w e e t - - s o w a r m , 

Our s ac r i f i c e i s over : let us r i se ;*^ 

At t i m e s , the numerous commas , semicolons , and per iods a lso s e rve 

to c r ea t e m o r e pauses than seem n e c e s s a r y . This excess ive punctuation, 

combined with f requent use of a l l i te ra t ion, often c r e a t e s cacophony when 

harmony s e e m s in o r d e r . 

But harmony i s seldom even a pa r t of the tone of Spasmodic wr i t ing , 

as the poets do not seem to r e s t r a i n any emotion that they fee l . With this 

l 2 S . Dobell, pp. 242-243. 

^ B a i l e y , F e s t u s , pp. 192-193. 
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e x c e s s of emot ion comes conflict, which, i s not harmonious without a 

r e s t r a i n i n g f o r c e . The Spasmodic® a t tempt to e x p r e s s emot ion by 

s ta t ing i t s e f f ec t r a t h e r than by descr ib ing i t s cause . Indeed, they m a y 

not have unders tood i t s cause . Stating the e f fec t of an emotion c r e a t e s 

such l ines a s t he se , spoken by a lady in "A Li fe D r a m a , " 

Woe ' s m e ! ' t i s v e r y sad , but 
•t i s m y doom 

To hide a ghas t ly gr ief within 
m y hea r t . 

The r e a d e r cannot deny that the lady i s sad , and p e r h a p s he i s even 

s o r r y that she i s sad , but u n l e s s the r e a d e r i s p a r t i c u l a r l y sad when 

he begins read ing , he does not f ee l h e r s a d n e s s . Ra the r than c rea t ing 

a mood that the r e a d e r can s h a r e , the poet seem® to be asking the 

r e a d e r to f e e l pity. "When I Have F e a r s " by John Keats i l l u s t r a t e s 

by c o n t r a s t wha t the Spasmodic exp re s s ion of emot ion f a i l s to do: 

When I have f e a r s that I m a y c e a s e to be 

Before m y pen has glean'd m y teeming b ra in , 
Before high-piled books, in c h a r a c t ' r y , 

Hold l ike r i ch g a r n e r s the f u l l - r i p e n ' d gra in ; 
When I behold, upon the n igh t ' s s t a r r ' d f a c e , 

Huge cloudy symbols of a high r o m a n c e , 
And think that I m a y neve r l ive to t r a c e 

The i r shadows, with the m a g i c hand of chance; 
And when I f e e l , f a i r c r e a t u r e of an hou r , 

That I shal l never look upon thee m o r e , 
Never have r e l i s h in the f a e r y power 

Of unref lec t ing l o v e ! - - t h e n on the sho re 

1 4 Smith, p. 15. 
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Of the wide wor ld I s tand alone, and think 
Till Love and F a m e to nothingness do sink. 

Here , the r e a d e r can fee l the inevitabili ty of death, which always comes 

too soon, and thus he i s saddened. Rather than witnessing a m e l o -

d ramat i c moan, he sha re s a d ramat ic moment with the poet. 

The Spasmodics , too, shared many of the emotions of the Br i t i sh 

Romantic poets , but they added exuberance to a l ready exuberant 

express ions of emotion, which i s , in teres t ingly , the s ame technique 

that i s used in s a t i r e and thus causes Spasmodism to be an unwitting 

parody of Romant ic ism, That the Spasmodics w e r e express ing s ince re 

emotions is unquestionable; but i t i s a l so unquestionable that the i r 

exaggerat ion of romant ic techniques and ideas both b l u r r e d and weakened 

the i r pu rposes . Since the Spasmodic poets w e r e influenced mainly by 

Byron and Shelley, the t e r m " r o m a n t i c i s m " used in this d iscuss ion wil l 

r e f e r pa r t i cu la r ly to the roman t i c i sm of Byron and Shelley. Pe rhaps 

Wordsworth , in his " P r e f a c e " to the Lyr ica l Bal lads, def ines a m a j o r 

underlying philosophy of these Romantics when he says that " . . . ail 

good poet ry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful fee l ings . The 

poet ry of both the Romantics and their Spasmodic fol lowers is 

^ J o h n Keats, "When I Have F e a r s , " Selected Poe t ry and L e t t e r s , 
edited by Richard H. Fogle (New York, 1962), p. 152. 

^ W i l l i a m Wordsworth, " P r e f a c e to the Lyr ica l Bal lads , " A 
G r a m m a r of L i t e r a r y Cr i t i c i sm , edited by Lawrence Sargeant Hall 
(New York, 1965}, p. 233. 
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c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y both spontaneous and over f lowing w i t h emot ion . It i s 

important to note , h o w e v e r , that Wordsworth g o e s on to s a y in M s 

" P r e f a c e , " 

. . . P o e m s to w h i c h any va lue can be at tached w e r e n e v e r 
produced on any v a r i e t y of subjec t s but by a m a n w h o , 
being p o s s e s s e d of m o r e than usua l o r g a n i c s e n s i b i l i t y , 
had a l s o thought long and deeply . 1 7 

Thus, w h i l e m u c h of the p o e t r y of B y r o n and She l l ey w a s e m o t i o n a l , i t 

w a s s o m e w h a t t e m p e r e d by thought. Spasmodic p o e t r y , on the o ther 

hand, g u s h e d for th under the i m p e t u s of d iv ine insp ira t ion . 

Romant ic g l o r i f i c a t i o n of the individual i s ev ident throughout 

S p a s m o d i c w r i t i n g , and w h e n th i s g l o r i f i c a t i o n i s taken to the e x t r e m e , 

it c r e a t e s the e g o c e n t r i c d r a m a s that w i l l be s tudied in deta i l in th i s 

t h e s i s . Spasmodic w r i t i n g s e m b o d y a l l of the i m p l i c a t i o n s of g l o r i f i c a t i o n 

of a elf: s t r e s s on e x p e r i e n c e in the l earn ing p r o c e s s , showing that e v e n 

m u r d e r i s a n e c e s s a r y e x p e r i e n c e if one i s to know a l l p h a s e s of 

e x i s t e n c e ; hos t i l i t y t o w a r d s f o r m a l ph i losophy , f o r it t ends to take the 

p l a c e of individual e x p e r i e n c e ; a v io lent oppos i t ion to c l a s s i c a l i d e a l s of 

h a r m o n y and b a l a n c e , f o r they p l a c e f a l s e r e s t r a i n t s upon individual 

e x p r e s s i o n ; and a g l o r i f i c a t i o n of e m o t i o n and p a s s i o n , f o r it i s of the 

s e l f . 

While other V ic tor ian p o e t s w i t h Romant ic leaoai»g;s , such a s 

Matthew Arno ld , a t t empted to r e c o n c i l e the ir ph i lo sophic b e l i e f s wi th 

* 7 Ib id . , pp. 2 3 3 - 2 3 4 . 
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the j a r r i n g l y changing wor ld , sea rch ing f o r a new " s e a of f a i t h " o r 

seeking happiness in the thought that "the be s t i s yet to be , " the 

Spasmodics comfor t ed t h e m s e l v e s wi th the belief that an undefined 

Genius and Immor ta l i ty ex is ted and that they p o s s e s s e d both of t h e s e 

qua l i t i e s . They put t he i r " . . . f a i th in the poe t ' s m i s s i o n and the 

sanct i ty of subjec t ive i m p u l s e " without ques t ion , and they t h e r e f o r e 

did not f o r m u l a t e the s e r ious doubts on which a workab le philosophy i s 

buil t . The Spasmodics s ensed the l o s s of fa i th and i nc r ea s ing 

m a t e r i a l i s m of the i r age and r e a c t e d to i t emot ional ly , but because the 

s o u r c e s of t he i r emot ional r eac t ion w e r e neve r cons ide red , th i s emot ion 

clouded the i r philosophy r a t h e r than s t imula t ing c r e a t i v e thought. While 

o ther Roman t i c -Vic to r i an poets weighed Romant ic p r e c e p t s aga ins t 

t he i r own w o r l d and thus n e c e s s a r i l y modi f i ed them, the Spasmodics 

only magni f i ed , and thus b l u r r e d Romant ic p r e c e p t s . 

It logical ly fo l lows , then , that r a t h e r than es tab l i sh ing a s e r i o u s 

mys t ique of na tu r e , e i ther the s a m e a s or d i f f e ren t f r o m that of the i r 

Br i t i sh Romant ic p r e d e c e s s o r s , the Spasmodics cons ide r ed n a t u r e a s 

an e x t r e m e l y powerfu l , e s sen t i a l ly sympathet ic f o r c e of vague or igin; 

r a t h e r than questioning the na tu re o r the s o u r c e of Imaginat ion o r 

Insp i ra t ion , t e r m s that a r e synonymous to the Spasmodic , they lauded 

18 
J e r o m e Hamil ton Buckley, The Vie tor ian Temper ; A Study in 

L i t e r a r y Cul tu re (New York, 1964), p. 62. 
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i t s exis tence and considered anyone who p o s s e s s e d this undefined quality 

to be a consequently undefined Genius. Man, to the Spasmodic, was 

bas ica l ly good when Ms philosophic quest of the moment made him such, 

as when he d iscovered God, and he was bas ica l ly evil at other t imes . 

The high emotional pitch of Spasmodic wri t ing, however , leads 

one to fee l that the Spasmodics r eac ted to a strong external f o r c e , even 

though the i r react ion was vague and only parodied the e a r l i e r reac t ions 

of the i r Romantic p r e d e c e s s o r s . The s t imulus fo r the Spasmodic 

reac t ion can be seen through an understanding of the c l imate of the ea r ly 

pa r t of the Victorian per iod. 

When Philip Bailey published F e s t u s in 1839, "bold and 

imaginat ive poe t ry was not looked on with favor by those having l i t e r a r y 

authori ty. The Romantic per iod is considered to have begun its 

decline in 1824 with Byron ' s death, and to have ended in 1829 when 

" . . . the editor of Blackwood's challenged and kil led the edi tor of 

20 

London's Magazine in a duel. " Although these magaz ines r e p r e s e n t 

conflicting views, they w e r e both in s t rumen t s of the Br i t i sh Romant ics . 

The shocking effect of this duel "opened the way fo r the new Wes tmins te r 

Review, founded in 1824 by J e r e m y Bentham and J a m e s Mill , l e a d e r s 

*^Alan D. Mc Kill op, "A Victorian Faus t , " Publications of the 
Modern Language Associat ion, XL (1925), 758. 

^ H e n r y M. Battenhouse, English Romantic W r i t e r s (New York, 
1958), p. 304. 
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21 
of the Utilitarian m o v e m e n t , o r Ben thamism. In th i s phi losophy, 

" . . . a chilly light of reason fwas] applied to mora l s . . . . Poetry 

Itself w a s ca l l ed upon to m a k e a def ini te concess ion to the gospel of 

22 
ut i l i ty . " P u b l i s h e r s developed the a t t i tude that poe t ry w a s not 

23 

p ro f i t ab l e , and they t h e r e f o r e publ i shed v e r y l i t t l e of it, This a t t i tude 

t oward poe t ry w a s evident throughout the r e i g n of Wil l iam IV, f r o m 1830 

to 1837, and at the beginning of Victor ia ' s r e i gn , " . . . a p e r i o d of cold 

r e a s o n , " m a r k e d wi th " . . . a s e l f - su f f i c i ency which e x p r e s s e d i tse l f 
24 

in e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y unemot ional wr i t ing . " As Sir Edmund Gobse s a y s , 

'•the b e s t that could be sa id of the popular a u t h o r s w a s tha t they w e r e 

25 

sens ib le . " Henry Taylor, a leading poet at the t i m e , e x p r e s s e d the 

then common view that in poetry, "reflection must take the place of 

m e r e ' f ee l ing , ' thought the p lace of i m a g e r y . P a s s i o n . . . w a s to be 
26 

r e g a r d e d as a direct danger and d isadvantage . " As G r e t a Black 
o b s e r v e s , further development of Taylor ' s v iews " . . . would have 

27 
cl ipped the wings of poe t ry and shackled imagina t ion . " 

2 1 Ibid. , pp. 304-305. 
2 2 S i r Edmund Gos se , "Phi l ip J a m e s Bai ley, >* The Fortnightly Review, 

CCCCXXXI (November 1, 1902), 761. 

2^McKillop, p. 758. 

2 ^ G o s s e , p . 760. 

2 5 I b i d . 2 6 I b i d . , p. 762. 

2 7 G r e t a A. Black, "P . J . Ba i l ey ' s Debt to Goe the ' s ' F a u s t ' In His 
' F e s t u s , M o d e r n Language Review, XXVIII (April, 1933), 167. 
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The Vic tor ian Spasmodics sensed th is r e s t r a i n t , but would not , 

because of t he i r r oman t i c impulses , allow t h e m s e l v e s to be r e s t r a i n e d . 

Led by Phi l ip Bailey in 1839, the Spasmodics r ebe l l ed aga ins t the cold 

r e a s o n of t he i r age. Since rebe l l ion , p a r t i c u l a r l y youthful rebell ion, 

i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by e x c e s s , i t can be seen that Spasmodic exces s s t e m s 

f r o m ex te rna l , as wel l a s f r o m in te rna l s t imula t ion . 

The public was obviously p r e p a r e d f o r Bai ley, Dpbell, and Smith, 

f o r each poet achieved t r e m e n d o u s f a m e - - s u d d e n l y - - i m m e d i a t e l y 

following h is f i r s t publicat ion. Tennyson and Browning w e r e s t i l l e i the r 

ignored or laughed a t , but the public " . . . r u s h e d to buy copies of 

28 

. . . F e s t u s . " Though public t a s t e soon changed to a w o r s h i p of 

Tennyson, and thus , Bai ley, Smith, and Dobell los t t he i r popular 

pos i t ions , the shor t popular i ty of the Victor ian Spasmodic poets w a s not 

without c r i t i c a l not ice . 

The two ma in c r i t i c s of the Spasmodics w e r e William Edmondstoune 

Aytoun and George Gilfillan. The former w a s a P r o f e s s o r of Literature 

a t Edinburg f o r twenty y e a r s , having wr i t t en poe t ry and t r a n s l a t i o n s 
7Q 

f r o m German and Lat in in addition to c r i t i c i s m ; the l a t t e r w a s a 

^ A m y C r u s e , The Vic tor ians and The i r Reading (Boston, 1935), 
p. 184. 

2 ^MacKenz ie Bel l , "W. E. Aytoun, " The Poe t s and the Poe t ry of 
the Nineteenth Century , edited by A l f r e d H. Miles (London, 1905), 
IV, 447-450. 
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benevolent, educated min i s t e r who did much to guide the t a s tes of the 

ea r ly Victor ian reading public through l ec tu r e s , s e r m o n s , and 

30 

published c r i t i ca l a r t i c l e s . Both c r i t i c s wro te "glowing" comments 

about Spasmodic poet ry , but while Gilfil lan glowed with fa ther ly kindness 

and hope f o r the increas ing g r e a t n e s s of the Spasmodics and fo r al l 

poe t ry , Aytoun glowed with mi r th ; Aytoun bur lesqued the Spasmodic 

e lements that Gilf i l lan lauded. Aytoun tended to be objective in hi© 

c r i t i c i s m , in the r e spec t that he analyzed Spasmodic poetry r a t h e r than 

Spasmodic poets . Gilfi l lan, on the other hand, was subject ive, being 

m o r e i m p r e s s e d by the poet ' s quantity of " . . . that w a r m , impuls ive , 
31 

childlike glow, which all men agree in calling ' h e a r t ' " and by how 

much he loved chi ldren than by the a r t i s t i c o r philosophical m e r i t s of 

the poetry. Gilfil lan was the Spasmodics ' patron saint; Aytoun was 

the i r hangman. 

It mus t be noted that although Gilfi l lan was ex t remely kind in his 

c r i t i c i s m , he was not unprincipled. To the modern , comparat ively 

objective and r e s e r v e d l i t e r a r y c r i t i c , Gi l f i l lan 's comments appear at 

f i r s t to be those of a sent imental fool; his enthusiasm and opt imism 

seem glib. But a m o r e extensive reading of Gilfillan shows that he had 
Robertson Nicoll, ed i to r , "Introduction, " Gil f i l lan 's L i t e r a r y 

P o r t r a i t s {London, n. d . ) , pp. vl l -xix. 

^ G e o r g e Gilf i l lan, Gi l f i l lan 's L i t e r a r y P o r t r a i t s , edited by 
W. Rober tson Nicoll (London, n. d. ), p. 68. 
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r ead widely and that he was not completely ind i sc r imina te , even though 

he was abundant in Ms p r a i s e . He recognized and hailed the m e r i t s of 

such figure® as Shelley, Hazlitt , and Lamb at a t ime when other c r i t i c s 

32 

unde r r a t ed them. That he eventually rev i sed and considerably 

lowered his es t imat ion of Spasmodic poet ry , pa r t i cu la r ly of Dobell 's 

"Balder , " i s a f u r t h e r indication that Gilfi l lan was m o r e than a 

nostalgic patron. 

Gil f i l lan 's ro le as a Spasmodic pa t ron, however , i s the aspec t 

of his l i t e r a r y c a r e e r that i s of p r i m a r y i n t e r e s t h e r e . Both Sydney 

Dobell and Alexander Smith, a s well as many other young w r i t e r s at 

the t ime , owe much of the i r f ame to Gilf i l lan 's support. "For about 

f ive y e a r s (1849-1854), George Gilf i l lan 's position a s a c r i t ic was one 

of ve ry g r ea t influence. It may be doubted whether even Car ly le had 
33 

m o r e power over young minds . " Both Dobell and Smith sent m a n y of 

the i r ea r ly manusc r ip t s to Gilfil lan and received strong encouragement , 

backed with f la t te r ing a r t i c l e s and a s s i s t ance in finding publ i shers . 

Such noted f igu re s as Car ly le , the Brontes , and George Meredi th sha red 
34 

Gilf i l lan ' s view fo r a while , but i t s eems l ikely that this ag reement 

w a s the resu l t of Gi l f i l lan ' s infectious enthus iasm ra the r than because 

erf common cr i t i ca l pr inc ip les . 
3 2 Nico l l , p. xvii i . 
33 

Ib id . , p. vii . Ibid. , pp. x i -x i i i . 
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Gilfi l lan s ta tes Ms concept of the na tu re of good poet ry in a 

l ec tu re on Shakespeare: 

The att i tude of the t rue poet i s exceedingly s imple and 
subl ime. He i s not an inqui re r , asking cur ious quest ions at 
the un ive r se - -no t a tyrant speculator , applying to i t the 
splendid t o r t u r e of investigation; his attitude is that of 
admira t ion , recept ion, and p ra i s e . He loves , looks, i s 
enlightened, and shines-~even a s Venus rece ives and r e n d e r s 
back the light of he r pa ren t sun. ^ 

Gilfil lan had this "atti tude of the t r ue poet" a s a guiding pr inciple in 

his own thought as a c r i t ic in addition to considering i t as a c r i t e r ion 

for a good poet. As has been noted before , however , William 

Edmondstoune Aytoun was nei ther loving nor accepting in his role a s 

c r i t ic and was ever lurking nea r . Gi l f i l lan 's reputat ion was damaged, 

along with that of the Spasmodic poets , when Aytoun published (in 1854) 

F i r m i l i a n or The Student of Badajos: A Spasmodic Tragedy. Aytoun 

i s bru ta l in his c r i t i c i sm of Gilfi l lan within this s a t i r i c d r ama , 

re fe r r ing to him by his pen name , Apollodorus. The r e a d e r i s 

introduced to Apollodorus through a lengthy, self-pi tying monologue, 

ending in an encounter with a "genius": 

I s e a r c h fo r genius, having i t myse l f , 
With keen and ea rnes t longings. I survive 
To disentangle, f r o m the imping wings 
Of our young poets , the i r c rus taceous slough. 
I watch them, as the watcher on the brook 
Sees the young salmon wres t l ing f r o m i t s egg, 

3 ^Gil f i l lan , p. 185. 
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And reve l s in i ts fu tu re br ight c a r e e r . 

Ha! what se raphic melody i s this ? 3 ^ 

At this point, Sancho, a hawker of f r u i t s and vegetables en t e r s , singing 

a r emarkab ly ear thy " lyr ic , " 

Down in the garden behind the wal l , 
Mer r i l y grows the b r igh t -g reen leek; 

The old sow grunt® a s the aco rns f a l l , 
The winds blow heavy, the l i t t le pigs squeak. 

One for the l i t t e r , and th ree fo r the t ea t -* 
Hark to their mus ic , Juanna my sweet ! ^ 

And he re Aytoun be ra t e s Ci l f i l lan ' s concept of the "true poet" as "s imple 

and subl ime, " for upon hear ing Sancho's song, Apollodorus says , 

Now heaven be thanked! he re i s a genuine ba rd , 
A c r e a t u r e of high impulse , one unsoiled 
By c o a r s e convent ional izes of ru le . 
He labours not to sing, fo r Ms br ight thoughts 
Resolve themse lves at once into a s t r a in 
Without the aid of balanced a r t i f i ce . 
All hail , g rea t poet! 

Thus, Aytoun combines r idicule and wit to cal l Gilf i l lan a misguided 

idea l i s t and to bur lesque the style of the en t i re Spasmodic school. 

Aytoun main ta ins this tone throughout his s a t i r i c work , mocking both 

Spasmodic theme and style. 

F i rmi l i an , the Spasmodic poe t -he ro of the d r a m a , i s consumed 

with the d e s i r e to gain knowledge through exper ience , the only way he 

3 ^William Edmondstoune Aytoun, "F i rmi l i an or The Student of 
Badajoz: A Spasmodic Tragedy, " Poems of William Edmondstoune 
Aytoun (London, 1921), p. 334. 

3 7 Ib id . 3 8 Ib id . 
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will be able to wr i t e the epic poem that he has conceived, a p roces s 

which i s expounded by each Spasmodic poet in h i s m a j o r d r a m a . The 

poet gains mos t exper iences that he cons iders n e c e s s a r y jus t by living 

and feel ing, but he bel ieves that he mus t make a conscious e f for t to 

l e a r n the nature of sin, o r evil, in F i r m i l i a n ' s case because h i s epic i s 

to deal with Cain. To gain this n e c e s s a r y exper ience , F i r m i l i a n plans 

a s e r i e s of m u r d e r s . F i r s t he poisons t h r e e of his old drinking 

companions; but he f ee l s no change in the state of h is soul as a r e su l t . 

He then m u r d e r s thousands of people by bombing a cathedral , and 

pushes his oldest and dea re s t f r i end , the famous poet Haveri l lo, to his 

death. As fa te would have it , Haver i l lo ' s body c rushes Apollodorus when 

i t f a l l s . But, a l a s , F i rmi l i an f inds that none of h is ac t s have ful ly 

taught him the na tu re of sin; he mus t look e l sewhere to find inspira t ion 

for his g r ea t work. He looks towards m y s t i c i s m , which pa rod ies 

Spasmodic rel igious ques t s , and f inds only danger the re . He then look® 

in the d i rec t ion in which al l Spasmodics f inal ly look, towards Love. 

Here , again, Gilfillan and Aytoun a r e in d i rec t opposition in the i r 

es t imat ions of Spasmodic poetry. Gilfillan says , 

We re jo ice . . . to recognise in our younger generat ion of 
p o e t s - - i n Yendys, ^DobeUj and Smith, and Bigg and Bai ley- -
symptoms that a bet ter o rde r of things is at hand, and that the 
pr inc ip le , "the Grea tes t of these i s Love, " so long acknowledged 
in rel igion, shall by and by be fe l t to be the law of p o e t r y - -
unders tanding, too, by love, not a m e r e liking to al l things, not 
a m e r e ind i f fe ren t i sm, r a i s e d on i t s elbow to contemplate 
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objec t s , but a w a r m , s t rong, and enacted p r e f e r ence f o r all 
things that a r e "lovely and t r u e , and of a good repor t . 

But while Gilf i l lan sees the Spasmodics1 concept of love as beautiful 

and t r u e , Aytoun doubts thei r s incer i ty and thei r depth of understanding 

of the power and na ture of love. F i rmi l i an sees through love his 

port ion of the universa l salvation that i s evident in Bai ley 's Fes tu s , as 

wil l be d i scussed m o r e ful ly l a t e r . F i rmi l i an says , 

H enceforward then, a vaunt, ye d i refu l thoughts 
That have oppres sed the caverns of my b ra in ! 
I am discharged f r o m guil t , and f r e e f r o m blood 
Which was but shed through misconceived de s i r e ! 
How glor ious i s the l ightness of the soul 
That g leams within m e now! I am like one 
Who a f t e r hours of h o r r i d darkness pas sed 
Within the umbrage of a thunder* cloud, 
Beholds once m o r e the liquid light of day 
Streaming above h im, when the splendid sun 
Calls up the vapours to his own domain, 
And the g r ea t heap moves slowly down the va le , 
Muttering, in anger , f o r i t s v ic t im lost! 4® 

F i r m i l i a n has found the solution to his p rob lems through love, 

. . . love, love, l o v e ! - - t h e m a s t e r of the w o r l d - -

Love, whose strong hes t a l l living things obey- -
Love, the lo rd -pa ramount and pr ince of a l l 
The he roes of the whirl ing un ive r se ! 4 1 

But in s tandard Spasmodic fashion, F i r m i l i a n f ee l s that he m u s t 

exper ience love to i t s fu l l e s t , that love of one woman, of Mar iana , 

3 9 Gil f i l l an , p. 68. 

40 
Aytoun, p. 348. 

4 1 Ibid. , p. 347. 
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i s not sufficiently fulf i l l ing. He thus p roposes to m a r r y t h r ee women, 

f o r , 

42 

"It i s by union that al l things a r e sweet . " 

But Mar iana and Lilian somehow do not f ee l in the i r hea r t s that they 

can share F i r m i l i a n ' s love with Indiana, who happens to be a Negres s . 

Thus, they r ighteously stalk off to tel l the au thor i t ies , who a r e the i r 

r e l a t ives , of F i r m i l i a n ' s c rue l t r ea tmen t of them. Indiana, a f r a i d fo r 

h e r l i fe , seeks comfor t f r o m F i rmi l i an : 
I shake f r o m head to foot with so re a f f r i g h t - -
What wil l become of m e ? ^ 

But Indiana's plight i s too mundane to be of Spasmodic concern; 

F i r m i l i a n ' s thoughts a r e with his g r ea t work. He comfor t s Indiana by 

saying, 

Who c a r e s ? Good n i g h t ! 4 4 

Any norma l Spasmodic he ro cannot be f r e e of c a r e f o r long, however , 

and t u r n s to despair ing thoughts. In the f inal scene of F i rmi l i an , 

Aytoun u s e s the ful l s t rength of his s a t i r i c powers to d ramat ize 

Spasmodic despa i r . F i rmi l i an is haunted through the doggerel v e r s e s 

of a "Chorus of Ignes Fa tu i ' ' with guilt f o r h is deeds. Aytoun's br i l l iant 

4 2 I b i d . , p. 350. 

4 3 Ib id . , p. 352. 

4 4 Ibid. 
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bur lesque of the shal lowness of Spasmodic despai r in this pa r t i cu l a r 

scene compels quoting f r o m it at considerable length. 

Chorus of Ignes Fatu i . 
Follow, follow, follow! 
Over hill and over hollow;; 
When a s i n n e r ' s foots teps s t r a y - -
Cheering him with light and song, 
On his doubtful path along. 
Hark, h a r k ! The watch-dogs bark . 

T h e r e ' s a c r a s h , and a splash, and a blind m a n ' s c ry , 
But the Poet looks t ranqui l ly up a t the sky! 

F i rmi l i an . 
Is it the echo of an inward voice, 
Or sp i r i t -words that make my f l e sh to c reep , 
And send the cold blood choking to my h e a r t ? 
I ' l l shift my ground a l i t t le— 

Chorus of Ignes Fatu i . 
F l i cke r , f l i cke r , f l i c k e r ! 
Quicker s t i l l , and quicker . 
Four young m e n sate down to dine, 
And st i l l they passed the rosy wine; 
Pu re was the cask, but in the f lask 
There lay a ce r t a in deadly powder - -

F i rmi l i an . 
O h o r r o r ! h o r r o r ! ' twas by m e they died: 
I ' l l move yet f a r t h e r on - -

Chorus of Ignes Fatu i . 
In the vaults under 
Burs t s the r ed thunder; 
Up goes the ca thedra l , 
P r i e s t , people, a n d b e d r a l ! 

Ho! ho! ho! ho! 

F i rmi l i an . 
My bra in is whirling like a po t t e r ' s wheel! 
O Nemes i s ! 
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Chorus of Ignes Fatui. 
The Muses sing in their charmed ring, 
And Apollo weeps for him who sleeps, 
Alas! on a hard and a stony pillow--
Haverillo! Haverillo I 

F i rmi l ia 
I shall go mad! 

And Aytoun seemingly cannot r e s i s t a f inal , piercing blow at Gilfillan, 

for the chorus goes on to say; 

Give him some respi te- -give him some p r a i s e - -
One good deed he has done in his days; 
Chaunt it , and sing it , and tell it in chorus- -
He has flattened the cockscomb of Apollodorus! ® 

But Firmil ian, now in the depths of Spasmodic despair , finds no comfort 

in this respi te: 

Small comfort that! The death of a shard-beet le , 
Albeit the poorest and the pal t r ies t thing 
That crawls round refuse , cannot weigh a grain 
Against the ponderous avalanche of guilt 
That hangs above m e ! O me miserab le ! 
I ' l l grope my way yet fu r the r . ^ 

The evil in F i rmi l ian ' s past haunts him even more intensely: 

F i rmi l ian! Fi rmi l ian! 
What have you done to Lilian? 

There ' s a cry f rom the grotto, a sob by the s t ream, 
A woman's loud bai l ing, a little babe's sc ream! 

How fa red it with Lilian, 
In the pavilion, 
Fi rmil ian, F i rmi l ian! 

4 5 Ib id . , pp. 352-353. 

4 6Ibid. 

Ibid. , p. 354. 
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Fi rmi l i an . 
H o r r o r ! I 'm l o s t ! - -

Chorus of Ignes Fatui . 
Ho! ho! ho! 
Deep in the snow 

Lies a black maiden f r o m A f r i c a ' s shore ! 
Hasten, and shake h e r - -
You never shall wake h e r - -

She'l l r o a m through the glens of the Atlas no m o r e ! 
Stay, s tay, s tay! 
This w a y - - t h i s w a y - -

T h e r e ' s a pit be fo re , and a pit behind, 
ĵj IS 

And the seeing man walks in the path of the blind! 

F i r m i l i a n d ies , never understanding or feeling with any depth, and one 

can unders tand why the Spasmodic school died with him. Aytoun use® 

humor , a quality that the Spasmodics notably lacked, as a weapon which 

l e f t the school completely defense less . 

Aytoun's c r i t i c i s m , however , has m o r e m e r i t than humor alone; 

aside f r o m ridiculing Spasmodic thought, which Gilfil lan could defend 

on the bas i s of nobility of sent iment , a quality that the Victor ian public 

at the t ime demanded f r o m i ts poets , Aytoun showed that the defec ts 

caused by lack of r e s t r a i n t in Spasmodic poetry could not be overlooked. 

As the pa s sages quoted above i l lus t ra te , Aytoun made a mockery of the 

Spasmodic s tyl is t ic excesses : the i r f requent o v e r - u s e of rhyme , often 

s t ra ining or t r i te ; the i r o v e r - u s e of punctuation; the i r often i r r e l evan t , 

f requent ly mis leading , and somet imes inappropr ia te imagery; and the i r 

j a r r ing ly uneven m e t e r and tone. Aytoun par t i cu la r ly s e a r s the 

4 8 Ibid. 
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Spasmodic logic that produces this uneven quality in. h is P r e f a c e to 

F i r m i l i a n when he says , 

I a m perfec t ly aware that this poem is unequal, and that 
some passages of it a r e in fe r io r in i n t e r e s t to o thers . Such 
w a s m y object , f o r I am convinced that the re can be no beauty 
without b reaks and undulation. ^ 

Aytoun's use of the t r ag ic d r a m a as a f o r m fo r Ms bur lesque of 

the Spasmodic school i s an additional, r eason fo r i ts e f fec t iveness , f o r 

the bulky, unwieldy dramat ic poem was the f o r m favored by the 

Spasmodic for his presenta t ion of the na ture of the un iverse . Although 

he wro te l y r i c s , the l y r i c s w e r e usually smothered within the bulk of 

verbiage of the d r ama . Spasmodic d r amas have quali t ies f a r d i f ferent 

than those p r e s c r i b e d by the c l a s s i c definition of d ramat i c unity, f o r 

they genera l ly cover a per iod of s eve ra l y e a r s , oceans of space , and a 

mult i tude of action. Bai ley 's F e s t u s takes the r e a d e r throughout the 

un ive r se , and although Smith 's "A Life D r a m a " and Dobel l ' s "Balder i ! 

a r e confined to the ea r th in thei r set t ings , the poet -protagonis t within 

each d rama has a s his ma in goal the d ream of wri t ing a vas t poet ical 

work that would encompass al l of the universe . The Spasmodist v i r tual ly 

d i s r e g a r d s any of the technical p rob lems of d r a m a in his work , using the 

f o r m a s a f r a m e w o r k f o r the exposition of his ideas r a t h e r than using 

living c h a r a c t e r s to d ramat ize them. Each of the Spasmodic d r a m a s has 

l i t t le act ion, a lmost no plot development, incredibly long speeches , and 

4 9 Ib id . , p. 296. 
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staggeringly abrupt changes of mood with vi r tual ly no motivat ion, not 

to mention foreshadowing. Cha rac t e r development i s such that if the 

c h a r a c t e r s w e r e not named it would be impossible to tell whether the 

cha rac t e r w e r e male or female , educated or uneducated, f ive or seventy 

y e a r s old. 

Close study of each of these d r a m a s , with a chapter devoted to 

each m a j o r Spasmodic w r i t e r , will r evea l s imi l a r i t i e s in ideas , in 

addition to f o r m and style, of m e m b e r s of the Spasmodic school of 

poets . It wi l l be seen that the poet® sha red an in t e r e s t in th ree m a j o r 

themes : love, evil, and immor ta l i ty . Af ter close considerat ion of the 

Spasmodic w r i t e r s in chap te r s two, th ree , and fou r , i t wil l then be 

seen in chapter f ive that seve ra l well-known Victorian w r i t e r s , 

pa r t i cu la r ly Alf red , Lord Tennyson and Elizabeth B a r r e t t Browning, 

have shown strong Spasmodic influence in some of the i r wr i t ings . 



CHAPTER II 

"HE SPAKE INSPIRED": 

PHILIP JAMES BAILEY 

Remoter sat Ba i l ey - - s a t i r i c a l , s u r l y - -
Who studied the language of Goethe too soon, 
Who sang himself h o a r s e to the s t a r s ve ry ea r ly 
And c r a c k ' d a weak voice with too lofty a tune. 

Philip Bailey had in his manner a dignity that d i s a r m e d Edmund 

Gosse , a t ranquil i ty that awed William Winter , and a f i r e that exci ted 

Al f r ed Tennyson--but only fo r a shor t t ime. Of the enormous 

populari ty of Bai ley 's F e s t u s , Gosse says that "In many a distant 

home, in A m e r i c a even of tener than in Great Bri ta in , a vis i t to some 

inval id ' s room would revea l the p re sence of two volumes on the bed, 

2 
the one a Bible, the other Fes tus"? four y e a r s ago, however , Rober t 

Bir ley validly devoted an en t i re l ec tu re to F e s t u s in a s e r i e s that was 

3 
cal led "Sunk Without T r a c e . " Both Bailey and F e s t u s have become 

* Robert Buchanan, Spectator , XXXIX {September, 1866), quoted 
in Gre ta A. Black, "P. J . Bai ley ' s Debt to Goethe 's ' Faus t ' In His 
• F e s t u s , M o d e r n Language Re~skew, XXVIII (April , 1933), 172. 

^Gosse , p. 775. 

•^Robert Bir ley, Sunk Without T r a c e (London, 1963), pp. 172-207. 

29 
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obscure , but both m a n and work remain signif icant h is tor ica l ly . 

Philip Bailey was born in Nottingham on Apr i l 22, 1816, and he 

died in the same place on September 6, 1902. ^ His f a t he r , Thomas 

Bailey, was himself a "poet, journa l i s t , polit ician, and annal is t of 

Nottingham"" and is said to have encouraged his son Philip to study 

l i t e r a tu r e at an ea r ly age. Phil ip Bailey s t a r t ed wri t ing v e r s e when 

he w a s ten y e a r s old, ^ and his f a the r w a s , in con t ra s t with the age in 

7 

which he l ived, recept ive to new ideas of any kind. Thomas Bailey 

continued to support his son ' s e f for t s at wri t ing poet ry , a s i s evident 

in the l e t t e r s that they exchanged f o r many y e a r s . The Br i t i sh 

government a lso supported Bai ley 's work , f o r beginning in 1856 until 

the t ime of his death, Phil ip Bailey rece ived a Civil L is t Pension of 

100 pounds. Despite this support f r o m the Br i t i sh government , 
g 

however , he never rece ived honors . 

In addition to Bai ley 's i n fo rma l education under his f a t h e r ' s 

guidance, he studied at Glasgow for a number of y e a r s . Lit t le i s 

known about this f o r m a l phase of Bai ley 's education except that he 

^"Phi l ip J a m e s Bailey, " The Afcihaenaeumi (September 13, 1902), 
p. 350. 

5Ibid. ^ Black, p. 168. 

^Gosse, p. 763. 

^"Phi l ip J a m e s Bailey, " The Athae^aetm(September 13, 1902), 
p. 350. 
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ma t r i cu l a t ed at Glasgow in 1831 and was cal led to the ba r at Lincoln ' s 

Inn in 1840. He never a t tempted a legal p rac t i ce , however, and 

devoted the r ema inde r of his e ighty-s ix y e a r s to study and wri t ing. 

In 1901, Glasgow " ra the r tardi ly confe r red on him the degree of LL. D. " 9 

Throughout his l i fe , Bailey "had an att i tude of a r r e s t e d inspi ra t ion , a s 

if waiting f o r the heavenly spark to fa l l again, a s i t had descended f r o m 

1836-1839, and a s i t seemed never incl ined to descend again. 1839 

i s the publication date of F e s t u s , Bai ley 's m a j o r work , of which m o r e 

wil l be said l a te r in this chapter , and it s e e m s that the " s p a r k " never 

did descend again, despite the volumes that Bailey continually wrote 

a f t e r F e s t u s was published. 

In 1850, when Festus was already in its second edition, The Angel 

World was published. Although the public was anxious to see more of 

Bailey's work, The Angel World was poorly received because it lacked 

fervor.** Bailey continued writing and publishing, however, and 

produced a fairly large number of poetic works which have v i r tual ly 

eluded literary crit icism. The Mystic appeared and disappeared in 1855. 

"Of the l a t e r publications of Mr . Bailey, " comments Edmund Gosse , 

1 
"it i s kinder not to speak in detail . " He ment ions m o s t of them: 

9 Ibid. 

*®Gosse, p. 760. 

1 1 Ib id . , p. 771. 1 2 I b i d . , p. 773. 
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The Age, of 1858, was a s a t i r e on the ma imer s and m o r a l s of 
the day, in heroic couplets; Universa l Hymn, in Thomsoaian 
blank v e r s e , of 186?, was cut up, in the usua l way, to f eed 
that poet ical Oliver Twist , the insat iable Festus; Nottingham 
Cas t le , of 1878, was an attempt at an h i s to r i ca l ode in the 
grand style. 

In addition to these books, Bailey published in 1883 Causa Br i tannica , 

A Poem in Latin Hexameters with English P a r a p h r a s e s . None of these 

poems w e r e accepted by the public, but a s Gosse has mentioned in 

connection with Universal Hymn, "if a poem was rece ived by the c r i t i c s 

and the public with m a r k e d disfavour , [Bailey] would be even with them 

14 

by putting i t bodily in the next edition of F e s t u s . " This i s no m o r e 

than slight exaggerat ion, f o r while F e s t u s appeared anonymously in 

1839 a s an 8000-line poem, it was composed of 40,000 l ines in 1889 in 
IK 

i ts eleventh and f inal edition in England. 

In e s sence , then, Phil ip Bailey devoted hie l i fe to the wri t ing of 

F e s t u s . He lovingly spoke of i ts publication h is tory to William Winter 

in an informal conversa t ion with him in 1897: 
"In Amer ica , " sa id the poet, "my F e s t u s has pas sed 

through th i r ty edit ions, while in England i t has slowly and 
painfully toiled through eleven; and f r o m A m e r i c a I have 
never received a sixpence for it. But I am glad to think that 
I have many r e a d e r s and f r i e n d s in that g r ea t country. " 

13Ibid. 14Ibid. , p. 772. 

^ B i r l e y , p. 173. F o r the purposes of th is d iscuss ion , the f i f th 
edition of Fes tu s wil l be used. 

* ^William Winter, Old Fr iends : Being L i t e r a r y Recollect ions of 
Other Pays (New York, 1909), p. 337. 
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At that t i m e , F e s t u s continued to c o m p r i s e a l a r g e p a r t of Ba i l ey ' s 

thoughts . Winter d e s c r i b e s "a s ingular and p r ec ious m a n u s c r i p t tha t 

[Bailey] had m a d e . It w a s a s chemat i c i l l u s t r a t ion of the des ign of 

F e s t u s : 

. . . in shape a s e m i c i r c l e , the l ines radia t ing f r o m c e n t r e 
to c i r c u m f e r e n c e , the ce l e s t i a l , i n t e r m e d i a r y , a s t r a l , and 
t e r r e s t r i a l s cenes being dis t inguished by r ed , blue, and 
black ink; the whole showing the unity and ha rmony of h i s 
design. 

And Bai ley f e l t that his poem w a s uni f ied , cons ider ing the v a s t n e s s of 

i t s scope. In a l e t t e r to Rober t son Nicoll and Thomas Wise , he wro t e 

tha t i t was obvious of F e s t u s , 

. . . that no m o r e o r d e r l y and method ica l poem i s to be 
found in the whole r ange of Engl ish l i t e r a t u r e ; no v a s t e r 
nor m o r e comprehens ive theme; no poet ica l scheme 
embrac ing sp i r i tua l , e th ica l , phys ica l and me taphys i ca l 
b e a r i n g s m o r e cons is ten t ly wrought toge ther in re la t ion 
to in te r -dependen t p a r t s . ^ 

The unifying theme in F e s t u s i s "the doc t r ine of U n i v e r s a l i s m , 

the belief tha t a l l m e n would be saved, " a belief in which "the 

Redemption . . . c o m e s to be God r edeeming Himself and putting r ight 

20 
what He Himself has done"; but the loose ly t ied n a r r a t i v e f o r m of 

1 7 Ib id . , p. 339. 

1 8 Ib id . 

19 
Bai ley, L i t e r a r y Anecdotes , p. 414. 

20 
Birley, p. 179. 
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F e s t u s does l i t t l e to p rov ide a unifying f r a m e w o r k f o r t h i s t h e m e . 

Bai ley d e s c r i b e d both the t h e m e and the f o r m of F e s t u s in a l e t t e r to 

h i s f a t h e r on A p r i l 26, 1836, when he f i r s t s t a r t e d wr i t i ng the poem: 

It i s a poem; a d r a m a t i c poem (if tha t m a y be t e r m e d d r a m a t i c 
which b o a s t s no p lo t , no act ion; and only a few c h a r a c t e r s ) 
. . . . The p lan i s th i s . A young m a n d e l i v e r e d ove r to 
L u c i f e r , who devotes h imse l f en t i r e ly to the m o r t a l ' s g r a t i f i c a -
t ions . The body of the poem is occupied wi th m e d i t a t i o n s , 
a r g u m e n t s , and ref lect ion® upon a l l s o r t s of s u b j e c t s and 
s e n t i m e n t s , p r inc ipa l l y on h e r e a f t e r , a f u t u r e s t a t e , r e w a r d s 
and p u n i s h m e n t s f o r s in , and h a p p i n e s s to come . Ends wi th Ms 
g r a d u a l r epen t ance and D e a t h - - a n d salvation. '5 ' '1 

Bai ley wan ted "to i l l u s t r a t e an a l t e r n a t i v e t heo ry , not only of Divinity, 

22 
but Humani ty . " He be l i eved that "the doc t r ine of U n i v e r s a l i s m had 

n e v e r been in t roduced into p o e t r y , and in tha t r e s p e c t F e s t u s w a s 

23 

d i f f e r e n t than anything tha t had p r e v i o u s l y a p p e a r e d . " F e s t u s w a s to 

be Ba i l ey ' s a n s w e r to m a n k i n d ' s d i l e m m a s . 

F r o m the f i r s t page of F e s t u s , the r e a d e r i s a w a r e tha t j udgmen t 

day i s upon h im . In God ' s own w o r d s , a s a t t r i bu t ed to h i m by Bai ley: 

. . . the whi te w i n t e r of t h e i r age i s c o m e , 
The w o r l d and a l l i t s wor ld ; and al l sha l l end. ^ 

^ Phi l ip J . Ba i ley , quoted in Alan D. McKillop, "A Vic to r i an 
F a u s t , " Pub l ica t ions of the Modern Language Assoc ia t ion , XL. (1925), 
744. 

22 
Bai ley , L i t e r a r y Anecdo tes , p. 417. 

2 3 Black, p. 168. 

24 
Bai ley , F e s t u s , p . 1. 
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The wor ld i s doomed, but the saintly shall never sway f r o m fa i th . 

Bailey p o r t r a y s the fai th of the Seraphim in appropr ia te ly t r i t e v e r s e : 

God! God! God! 
Years on y e a r s ! 
And what appea r s 
Save God to love ? 
God! God! God! 
All Thou dost make 
Lies like a lake 
Below Thine infinite eye; 
Years on y e a r s ! 
And all appea r s 
Save God to die. ^5 

Bailey u se s F e s t u s , God, and Luci fer as his main c h a r a c t e r s in 

Fes tu s . The Holy Ghost, Son of God, and var ious sa in ts and m o r t a l s 

play minor ro les . The poet knows that he is young and ta lented, and 

ra t ional izes the lack of r e s t r a i n t in Ms work: 

Life is at blood-heat every page doth prove. 

Bear with it. Nature means Necessi ty . ^ 

The r eade r m u s t , t he re fo re , suspend rea l i ty to follow F e s t u s , a chosen 

m o r t a l , in his f l ight with Luci fe r throughout the ear th , the moon, the 

s t a r s , heaven, and hel l . 

At the beginning of the poem, Luci fer i s up in heaven fo r the f i r s t 

t ime since his fa l l and asks God if he can have the soul of a m o r t a l 

named Fes tu s . God gran t s th is r eques t , so Luci fer goes back to ea r th 

2 5 Ib id . , pp. 1 -2 . 

2 6 I b i d . , "Dedication. " 
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to tempt F e s t u s . F e s t u s , who is a proud and ideal is t ic young poet, does 

not s u r r e n d e r to Luci fer and p roc la ims that he is not ready to die. 

Luc i fe r o f fe r s Fes tus the opportunity to gain exper ience without actual ly 

su r render ing his soul, and thus, the two set off together for the spi r i tual 

wor ld . Fes tu s i s kept alive throughout th is exper ience , so he is 

continually allowed to go back to ea r th , whe re he has t ime fo r ref lec t ion 

and recons ide ra t ion of his exper iences , and opportunity to sin f u r t h e r . 

Bailey handles the technical diff icul t ies of such rapid t r ans fo rma t ions 

by giving Luci fer the power to pro tec t F e s t u s . The following i s one 

ins tance of this technique: 

Recife.®' thou calmly on yon m a r b l e s lab, 
As though as leep . The world will m i s s Thee not, 
Its complement is pe r fec t . I will mind 
That no imper t inent medd le r t roubles the re 
Thy t r anced f r a m e . ^ 

F e s t u s contains a s e r i e s of intel lectual and emotional explorat ions 

of ma in Spasmodic themes : love, evil , and the a f t e r - l i f e . Through 

questioning, probing, and exper ience , Fes tu s gradual ly gain® knowledge 

and wisdom and grows c loser to God. With appropr ia te se t t ings f o r each 

d iscuss ion , Bailey gradual ly br ings the wor ld to an end. Despite F e s t u s ' 

gain in wisdom, the world continues to wallow in ignorance. Bailey 

vividly desc r ibes judgment day and the ear th a f t e r des t ruc t ion , being 

explicit in his descr ipt ion, and ends the work with Fes tus saved and one 

2 7 I b i d . , p. 150. 
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with God. He dec la re s the a l l - impor tance of God through God's mouth: 

World without end, and I am God alone. 
The Aye, the Infinite, the Whole, the One. 

I only shall be - -when the wor lds have done 

My boundless Being wil l be but begun. 

According to Bailey, God is Love, and Love is a l l - impor tan t . 

Love pervades much of Spasmodic wri t ing and is a main theme of Fes tus . 

Knowledge of evil as a w a y to godliness and the doctr ine of un iversa l 

salvat ion in an a f t e r - l i f e a r e the other m a j o r themes . 

F e s t u s i s a Spasmodic Don Juan. Apparently an a t t rac t ive young 

m a l e , he is hopeless ly romant ic when f i r s t p resen ted and follows a 

pa t t e rn of capturing and breaking the f ema le h e a r t s that he encounters . 

As Lucifer t r i e s to convince him of the benefi ts of joining hie evil r a n k s , 

F e s t u s a sks Luci fer what he can of fe r that i s g r e a t e r than love. Luci fer 

r ep l i e s that he can give him many loves. Fes tu s t e m p o r a r i l y accept® 

th is p r o m i s e . He deviates f r o m the Don Juan pa t t e rn , however , when he 

gives C la ra f inal and last ing happiness , repa i r ing her sha t te red h e a r t 

a f t e r once breaking it* 

Physical and spi r i tual love combine in F e s t u s ' re la t ionships , and 

he s incere ly f e e l s and pledges total devotion to each of Ms beautiful 

m o r t a l goddesses in turn. At the beginning of the poem, he is totally 

c rushed by the loss of Angela through death. When Luci fe r takes F e s t u s 

2 8 Ib id . , p. 562. 
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to Angela ' s sp i r i t , Fe s tu s says: 

Dear a r t thou to m e now, as in that hour 
When f i r s t Love ' s wave of feel ing, spray-l ike broke 
Into br ight u t t e rance , and we said we loved. ^ 

1(1 
To Lucifer he says , "I wi l l not, cannot be without h e r . " But in a 

scene with C l a r a that short ly fol lows, he says: 

1 know that thou dost love m e . I in vain 
Strive to love aught of ea r th or Heaven but thee. 
Thou a r t my f i r s t , l a s t , only love; nor shall 
Another even a t tempt my hea r t . 3* 

But when Fes tus chances upon Angela again, in "another and a be t te r 

32 
wor ld , H he says: 

When I fo rge t that the s t a r s shine in a i r - -
When 1 fo rge t that beauty i s in s t a r s - -
When I fo rge t that love with beauty i s - -
Will I fo rge t thee: t i l l then, al l things e l se . ^ 

Before the r eade r ha® t ime to think about Angela, he f inds F e s t u s 

engaged in a lengthy, f la t te r ing d i scourse with Helen, another beautiful 

woman. When Helen s ense s that perhaps Fes tu s i® not fa i thful , and that 

Ms love wil l not l a s t , F e s t u s says: 

I love thee, and will leave thee never , 
" ^ A 

Until my soul leave® l i fe fo r ever . 

2 9 f b i d . , ?• 32. 

3 0 I b i d . , P» 33. 

3 1 Ibid. , P- 72. 3 2 I b i d . , p. 152. 

3 3 I b i d . , P- 167. 3 4 Ib id . , p. 180. 
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Fes tu s knows that i t i s his F a t e to b reak al l women ' s h e a r t s , and he 

t h e r e f o r e f e e l s that i t i s r ight . When Mar ian r ep roaches him as a f a l s e 

f l a t t e r e r , he r ep l i e s : 

It i s my fa te 
To love, and make who love me hate . 3® 

By the t ime Pec tus r e a c h e s i t s f ina l ve r s ion , "Helen and Mar ian have 

to l i s ten to a speech by Fes tus of 1994 l ines . " 3 ^ 

Festu© has m o r e associa t ion with Helen in the poem than he does 

with any other woman. Mention of Angela in a conversa t ion with Helen 

i s the only point a t which Fes tus r e m e m b e r s one woman in the p re sence 

of another; thus , it i s ' t h e only t ime that Bailey a t tempts to p lace Festus* 

re la t ionships with women in the f r a m e w o r k of his sins and eventual 

37 

fo rg iveness . " 

Despite his enormous love fo r Helen, F e s t u s soon m e e t s Lucifer's 

m o r t a l love, E l i s s a , and f a l l s in love with h e r J 

I have loved thee t i l l I can love nought beside. 
My h e a r t i s drenched with love as with a cloud . . . 
X have all things but thee-»shun men l ike s n a k e s - -
Women, l ike p i t s . 3® 
Never did angel love i t s Heaven--nor King 
Crown, as I thee. 

3 5 Ib id . , p. 195. 

3 6 B i r l e y , p. 193. 3 7 Ib id . , p. 192. 

3 8 B a i l e y , F e s t u s , p. 426. 3 9Ibid. , p. 427. 
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Af t e r leaving E l i» sa , F e s t u s summons C l a r a . Although C l a r a 

f e e l s that she has been wronged , she s t i l l loves h im. F e s t u s d e c l a r e s 

tha t he can f e e l no pas s ion f o r h e r , that he s imply m u s t move f o r w a r d 

alone. C l a r a s ince re ly needs F e s t u s , however, and he f e e l s comple te 

when he can again accept and r e t u r n h e r love, "ha l a t e r v e r s i o n s Bailey 

w a s to extend g rea t ly the p a r t of C l a r a , who eventual ly m a r r i e s F e s t u s , 

The i r brief honeymoon of 2241 l ines of d i scuss ion is i n t e r r u p t e d by the 

end of the wor ld . " 4 0 

Thus, Phil ip Bai ley shows h i s conception of the a l l - i m p o r t a n c e 

of Love. He shows that because humans have f l aws , love between m o r t a l s 

does not a lways p o s s e s s the p e r f e c t honesty that i® n e c e s s a r y fo r 

happ iness . But he believe® that m o r t a l s do have the abil i ty to love and 

can be one with God only a f t e r they develop th is abil i ty. In depict ing 

F e s t u s 1 m o r t a l r e l a t ionsh ips with women , he g ives equal weight to the 

sensua l and the sp i r i tua l . He be l ieves tha t the sp i r i tua l a s p e c t of love i s 

a l l* impor tan t , however , to the soul. 

Evi l i s the e l emen t m o u r n e d with vocal f o r c e c o m p a r a b l e to the 

moan ings over loe t love o r the inabi l i ty to love. Pe t w o r d s such a s 

<%©e, " " a l a s , " "g r i eve , " and " m o u r n " a p p e a r on a l m o s t e v e r y page of 

Spasmodic poe t ry and a r e gene ra l ly connected in some way with evil . 

Once cap tu red in a cage of woe, Bai ley, too, f inds much diff iculty in 

4 0 B i r l e y , p. 201. 
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changing the a tmosphere in any manner other than increas ing the volume 

of h i s wa i l s . 

F e s t u s b e a r s the burden of m a n ' s evil in his soul. "The worm of 

the wor ld hath eaten out (h i s j hea r t . Bailey employs the conventional 

symbols of the w o r m , se rpen t , and devil to r e p r e s e n t the f o r c e s of evil 

on and in man. And at the same t ime that Bailey bemoans these evil 

f o r c e s , he sees knowledge of them as a n e c e s s a r y path to salvation. He 

"does not intend h is work to be a m e r e glor i f ica t ion of l awless impulse . 

He r e p r e s e n t s unbridled youthful pass ion as a splendid and inevi table , 

42 
but at the same t ime d i sa s t rous thing. " 

Interes t ingly, Lucifer, in F e s t u s , i s the m o s t c l ea r ly defined, 

witty cha rac t e r in the poem. Bailey repeatedly give® Lucifer s t rong, 

coherent l ines that Fes tu s f requent ly cannot comprehend. He shows 

through the cont ras t between F e s t u s ' re la t ive lack ©f knowledge and 

Lucifer's wisdom that man mus t have t remendous knowledge to ove r -

come evil and understanding of i t to r each God. Lucifer's evil proddings 

genera l ly cause Fes tus to look m o r e f irmly toward God. Luci fe r i s an 

embodiment of g r i e f , completely lacking s e l f - r e s p e c t , even though he 

frequently b r ags about Ms m e r i t s . He does all of h i s i l l deeds under an 

outward cloak of sincerity and frequently appea r s as though he wil l 

Bailey, F e s t u s , p. 20. 

4 2McKillop, p. 758. 
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achieve Ms goals . As F e s t u s says of L u c i f e r , be i s "a f i t monitor . . , 

of p l e a s u r e . " 4 ^ F e s t u s , on the o ther hand, knows, but does not embody 

evi l . Because of L u c i f e r ' s power fu l pe r sona l i t y , h is a l m o s t to ta l 

des t ruc t ion a t the end of the poem h a s s t rong emot ional impac t . Luc i f e r 

i s uniformly evi l throughout the poem, however , whi le F e s t u s moves 

f r o m the evi ls of p r i de and lus t to v i r tue and pur i ty . " F e s t u s i® saved, " 

accord ing to Gre t a Black, "because wi th a l l h is doubts he neve r doubted. " 

With i n c r e a s e d knowledge, he i s r e a d y to " p a s s on to v e r y union with 

God h imse l f . 1 , 4 4 

Bailey p r e s e n t s what s e e m s to be a r a t h e r o v e r - s i m p l i f i c a t i o n of 

evi l f o r a m a n who i s so woefu l about the s i tuat ion, p re sen t ing only the 

two e x t r e m e s * - e v i l and god l iness . Luniel d i s c u s s e s a t length the cycle 

of the beau t i fu l c rea t ion , co r rup t ion through ev i l , and the inevi table 

45 

des t ruc t ion , a lways to be fol lowed by c rea t ion once again. Since nothing 

but God i s p e r f e c t , s ays Bai ley, evi l i s a n e c e s s a r y consequence . But 

s ince God c r e a t e d the condition® f o r evil a s wel l a s good* He wi l l provide 

u n i v e r s a l salvation* 

It can be seen , then, that Bailey p r e s e n t e d view® in F e s t u s tha t 

a r e cons iderab ly d i f fe ren t f r o m those in Goe the ' s F a u s t or Mafclowe's 

Bai ley, F e s t u s , p. 30. 

4 4 B l a c k , p. 170. 

4 ^ B a i l e y , F e s t u s , pp. 489-533. 
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Trag ica l His to ry of Dr. F a u s t u s . Although the l imi ta t ions of th is t h e s i s 

do not p e r m i t fu l l d i scuss ion of the s o u r c e s of F e s t u s , ment ion of them 

wi l l add some ins ight towards an under standing of Ba i ley ' s work . Since 

Philip Bai ley w a s a m a n of l e t t e r s , ' and s ince he w a s exposed to l i t e r a r y 

w o r k s f r o m an e a r l y age , t h e r e i s l i t t le ques t ion that h is wr i t i ngs w e r e 

inf luenced by h i s l i t e r a r y p r e d e c e s s o r s , but t he re i s l ittle c r i t i c a l 

a g r e e m e n t on what the m a j o r s o u r c e s w e r e . The m a i n con t rove r sy l i e s 

in whe the r Bai ley w a s m o r e inf luenced by Goethe o r by Byron. E x t e r n a l 

and i n t e r n a l evidence s e e m s to indicate that both w r i t e r s exe r t ed 

t r e m e n d o u s inf luence in both spec i f i c and g e n e r a l ways . 

Ba i l ey ' s w o r d s to Nicoll and Wise indicate that he had, a t the 

l e a s t , r e a c t e d to the work* of Goethe and of the Br i t i sh Romant ic poe t s . 

He c o m m e n t s that he f e e l s he has handled m a n ' s theological p r o b l e m s 

m o r e e f fec t ive ly , tha t i®, with l e s s confusion in F e s t u s than had p rev ious 

phi losophical w r i t e r s . He c r i t i c i z e s Goe the ' s F a u s t , cal l ing i t , 

. . . that va s t j umble of Greek and Gothic f ab le la id be fo re 
the wor ld by Goethe in h is d ivis ional and t h e r e f o r e aes the t i ca l ly 
u n s a t i s f a c t o r y product ion, Faus t ; the author of which, 
abandoning a l toge ther the mot ive and p u r p o r t of the o r ig ina l 
nat ional legend he had se t h imse l f to handle . 

He f e e l s s u p e r i o r to Byron . . in h i s i n t e rmi t t en t s cep t i c i sm and 

r e i t e r a t e d Man iche i sm, " and to Shelley ". . . i n h i s r ap id and i r r a t i o n a l 

a t h e i s m . 

46 Bai ley, L i t e r a r y Anecdotes , p . 416. 

4 7 Ib id . , p. 415. 
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Despi te Ba i ley ' s negat ive commen t s about t hese m e n , however , 

t he i r inf luence on h im is not d isguised. Con tempora ry r e v i e w e r s a lmos t 

unanimously commented at the t ime F e s t u s w a s f i r s t publ ished in 1839 

that Bai ley had put Goe the ' s F a u s t in a pa la table f o r m . It i s in th is f i r s t 

48 

edit ion p a r t i c u l a r l y tha t Goethe ' s inf luence can be seen. Goethe had 

been in vogue s ince the beginning of the nineteenth cen tury , "although 

Faus t ' did not begin to come into i t s own in England until the a p p e a r a n c e 
49 

of Lo rd F . Leveson Gower ' s t r ans l a t i on in 1823. " Goe the ' s death in 

1832 a r o u s e d even m o r e i n t e r e s t in h im than had been p r e s e n t b e f o r e . 

Severa l l a t e r c r i t i c s note m a r k e d d i f f e r e n c e s be tween Goethe and 

Bai ley. McKillop notes that "Goethe i s s ecu l a r and r e a l i s t i c , w h e r e a s 
5ft 

Bailey i s concerned wi th a b s t r a c t theological sa lvat ion. " Black 

commen t s that "the ment ion of the w o r d love b r ings u s to a n even g r e a t e r 

d ivergence between Ba i ley ' s work and Goethe ' s . What have a l l Ba i l ey ' s 
51 

shadows, women in name only, in common wi th G r e t c h e n ? " It i s in 

the c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n of Luc i fe r that c r i t i c s genera l ly s ee the g r e a t e s t 

inf luence of Goethe. McKillop o b s e r v e s tha t "the f i g u r e of Luc i fe r i s a 

combinat ion of e l emen t s f r o m Milton, Byron, and Goethe, but in h i s Black, p. 171. 

4 9 l b i d . , p. 167. 

5 0 McKi l lop , pp. 750-751. 

5 1 Black, p. 170. 
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re la t ion to God and man he is c lose r to Mephistopheles than to Milton's 

52 

Satan or to Byron ' s Luc i fe r . " 

In addition to Goethe 's Influence, McKillop says that "no youth 

wri t ing verse® in England in the twenties and th i r t i e s could escape 
53 

Byron ' s influence. " The Don Juan cha rac t e r i s t i c s of F e s t u s have 

been shown, .as wel l a s "the cha rac t e r i s t i c Byronic theme of r e m o r s e 

fo r a los t love . . . » jfor] pass iona te , dis i l lusioned youth i s the ve ry 
54 

core of Byroni«m and of F e s t u s . " -

Rober t Bir ley a l so notes Byron ' s influence on Bailey, saying that 

"Bailey, in fac t , was m o r e influenced by Byron than by Goethe, and 
5 5 

Fes tu s i s f requent ly a v e r y Byronic young man. 11 Bir ley suspec ts 

that although "Univereal ism was no new bel ief , . . * Bailey found the 

idea that evil was something fo r which God mus t accept responsibi l i ty 

in a dialogue in Cain. " It i s in "the style and poetic 'dict ion of F e s t u s , " 

however , that Bailey mos t shows the influence of Byron 's d ramat i c 

56 
poems . 

5 2McKUlop, p. 749. 

5 3 I b i d . , p. 753. 

S 4 Ib id . , p. 754. 

^ Bir ley, p. 181. 

5 6 I b i d . , p. 180. 
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Alan McKillop crystalliz.es the re la t ive influence of Goethe and 

Byron on Bailey, He a ays . 

It wil l appear that into the loose outline of Faus t Bailey put much 
f r o m the English romant ic poets , pa r t i cu la r ly Byron, and added 
much of his own. This granted, it is ce r t a in that Faus t gave 
Bailey his genera l schema of presenta t ion . 

Bai ley 's indebtness to F a u s t i s genera l r a t h e r than pa r t i cu l a r . 
Setting aside the re la t ion to Goethe, and considering the poet ry 
r a t h e r than the theology, we m a y say that Fes tus de r ives f r o m 
the English romant ic group. 

With the s t rength of youth, good health, an education, and f inancial 

secur i ty , Phil ip Bailey r a i s ed the emotional pitch of his' 'Romantic 

p r e d e c e s s o r s . He had the a s su rance of youth, the impa i red sensi t ivi ty 

of one who doubts but never 'doubts, and the lack of r e s t r a i n t of a rebe l . 

Combined in one individual, these e lements c rea ted the f a the r of the 

Spasmodic school of poets , Phil ip J a m e s Bailey. The envoi to F e s t u s 

shows the intensity of Bai ley ' s pass ion and Me r ea son fo r writ ing: 

Read th i s , wor ld ! He who wr i t e s is dead to thee, 
But s t i l l l ives in these leaves . He spake inspi red: 
Night and day, thought came unhelped, unde s i r ed , 

Like Mood to his hea r t . The course of study he 
Went through w a s of the sou l - rack . The degree 

He took was high: i t was wi se wre tchedness . 
He suf fe red per fec t ly , and gained no l e s s 

A p r i s e than, in his own to rn hea r t , to see 
A few bright seeds: he sowed them--hoped them t ru th . 

The autumn of that seed is in these pages . 
God w a s with him; and bade old Time, to the youth, 

5 7McKillop, p. 749. 

5 8Ibid. , p. 752. 
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Unclench his hea r t , and teach the book of ages. 
Peace to thee, wor ld ! - - f a r ewe l l ! May God the Power , 

Aaad God the iuove--aad God the Grace , be ou r s ! " 

^ B a i l e y , ! ,L'Envoi, " Fes tus . 



CHAPTER III 

"OFT AN UNHAPPY THOUGHT": 

ALEXANDER SMITH 

In 1854, f if teen years af ter Pesfrua was f i r s t published, Alexander 

Smith showed that he shared the intensity of Philip Bailey's passion by 

publishing "A Life Drama, " a dramatic poem of smaller scope, but 

equal in exuberance to Festus . Smith was only nine years old when 

Festus was published, but he went through adolescence in the height of 

Bailey's popularity. Alexander Smith had been born in Kilmarnock on 

December 31, 1830. In contrast with Bailey's secure childhood, Smith 

often knew poverty. He was a voracious reader starting at an early age, 

and because of his fami ly ' s poor financial condition, the ma jo r par t of 

Ms education was obtained through individual, unguided reading. After 

finishing grade school, he was forced to serve as apprentice to Ms 

fa ther , a pat tern des igner . 1 Smith grew up in Glasgow, but was in the 

"habit of spending his summer holiday in the Highlands of the Western 

Is les , where he composed a great deal of ve rse and recited it* to his 

* Herbert B. Grimsdltch, "Alexander Smith: Poet and Essayis t , 11 

London Mercury, XII (July, 1925), 284. 

48 
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companion while tramping among the glens and mountains. It was 

during these summer vacations that he wrote the f ragments of ve rse 

that la ter became "A Life Drama.11 

"A Life Drama" was the f i r s t of Alexander Smith's ma jo r poetic 

works and i s representat ive of both his style and his themes. It is a 

description of a young poet 's search for identity, for satisfaction of an 

undefined need. He searches for fulfillment through morta l love, by 

achieving fame through his poetry, and through the worship of nature, 

He achieves happiness, however, only when he finds both God and love. 

"A Life Drama" is a loosely connected se r ies of scenes depicting 

various episodes in the young poet Wal ter ' s life during a three year 

period. Most of the lines a re spoken by Walter, although other charac te rs 

a r e introduced in a number of scenes. Walter has two loves during the 

course of the drama, an unnamed Lady and Violet; as well as severa l 

acquaintances, Mr. Wilmott, a peasant, and Arthur; and two f r iends , 

Edward and Charles. The ve r se -d rama begins with a lengthy monologue 

by Walter in which he mourns the burden on the shoulders of man and his 

hopeless and insignificant position in the face of a magnificent, but 

melancholy universe. He lus ts for fame; he is despondent. But not for 

long, for in the second scene the beautiful Lady comes upon Walter asleep 

in the woods and they fal l in love. All i s happy until the Lady discloses 

2Ibid. , p. 285. 
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tha t she i s be t ro thed to an old m a n and that she i s obliged to marry 

h i m . 

Walter i s once again plunged into d e s p a i r . He has conceived of. 

a mighty poem, a desc r ip t ion of the c rea t ion , development , and 

des t ruc t ion of the wor ld , a s h i s l i f e ' s w o r k , the work that wi l l br ing 
i 

h im f ame ; but he cannot f ind the s t r eng th to w r i t e i t . He ha® been l e f t 

an empty shel l by the l o s s of h i s love. Wal te r f inds some rel ief in a 

conversa t ion with Edward , and the two decide to go t o B e d f o r d s h i r e , 
x 

w h e r e they wi l l s ee " . . . va r ious spec imens of that biped, ' Man. " 

The t r i p t u r n s out to be a p l easan t one, f o r i t i s t h e r e that Wal ter m e e t s 

the beaut i fu l Violet. They f a l l in love, and Wal ter i s f i l l ed wi th e c s t a s y 

in the w a r m t h of Viole t ' s love , that i s , on page 132. of "A Life D r a m a . " 

On page 133, the r e a d e r f inds Wal te r a t midnight on a d e s e r t e d b r idge 

p r e p a r i n g to jump to b is death. 

Wal te r has once again plunged into de spa i r , p r o m p t e d by a vaguely 

def ined guil t that he suddenly f e e l s in h is love f o r Violet. An ou tcas t 

g i r l happens upon the b r idge a s Wal te r i s about to jump, and he tell® h e r 

tha t he i s not f i t to l ive . Af t e r speaking wi th h e r f o r a whi le , however , 

he dec ides to l ive and i s once m o r e consumed by h i s lus t f o r f a m e . He 

succeeds in wr i t ing a poem that i s immedia te ly accep ted by the public, 

but he f inds that even th i s popular i ty i s not fu l f i l l ing . In a conversa t ion 

^Alexander Smith, "A Life D r a m a , " P o e m s (Boston, 1854), p. 93. 
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with Edward, Char les says of Walter : 

. . . Oft an unhappy thought, 
Telling a l l i s not wel l , f a l l s f r o m Ms soul 
Like a d i seased f ea the r f r o m the wing 
Of a ®ick eagle; a scorched m e t e o r - s t o n e 
Dropped f r o m the ruined moon. ^ 

Wa l t e r ' s f r i e n d s have fai th , however , that he wil l f ind happiness in 

renewed fa i th ia God, and he does. Walter goes back to Violet, and 

through love, they renew thei r fai th together . 

It can be seen that Wa l t e r ' s changes in att i tude towards l i fe a r e 

r a the r abrupt . Smith u se s these changing at t i tudes to exp re s s var ious 

a spec t s of h is ideas . He p r e s e n t s many points of view throughout "A 

Life D r a m a " about each of the themes common to the Spasmodics , 

giving a lmos t equal weight to each point of view, r a t h e r than approaching 

the theme® f r o m a single point of view. Thus, although he br ie f ly 

r e so lves W a l t e r ' s p rob lems a t the end of the d rama , and s ta tes , in that 

way, what the r e a d e r would a s sume to be his point of view, the r e a d e r 

has difficulty in seeing the r ea son fo r Smith 's solutions; they seem to 

be a r b i t r a r i l y chosen solutions r a t h e r than the inevitable r e su l t of a 

s e r i e s of events. This i s seen in Smith ' s t r e a tmen t of love, which i s , 

as with other Spasmodic works , a cen t ra l theme of "A Life Drama, " 

Considering Wal t e r ' s happiness through love at the end of the d rama 

and his exhi larat ion through love at va r ious other points during the d r a m a , 

^Ibid., p. 145. 



52 

i t i s f a i r l y c lea r that Alexander Smith bel ieves that love i s a l l - impor tan t . 

Probably the c l e a r e s t express ion of this belief i s in a song sung by Violet; 

Nothing r ema ins but Love: the wor ld ' s round m a s s 
It doth pervade , a l l f o r m s of l i fe it s h a r e s , 
The inst i tut ions that like moments pass 
Are but the shapes the masking sp i r i t w e a r s . 
Love is a sanct i f ier ; ' t i s a moon 
Turning each dusk to s i lver . A pure l ight, 
Redeemer of al l e r r o r s - - ® 

But despi te this express ion of the a l l - impor t ance of love, i t i s intensely 

decr ied at other t i m e s during the d r ama . Af te r seeing a beautiful child, 

Wal ter exc la ims: 

. . . . O bright and singing babe! 
What wil t thou be h e r e a f t e r Why should man 
Perpe tua te th is round of m i s e r y 
When he has in his hand the power to c lose i t ? 
Let t h e r e be no w a r m h e a r t s , no love on ea r th . 
No Love! No Love! Love bringeth wre tchedness . 

Soon a f t e r decrying love, however , Walter i s distmcbed by Edward ' s 

ca l lousness towards Ms ambit ious fee l ings . He chides Edward fo r having 

the ve ry att i tude that he has jus t expressed : 

. . . he who s n e e r s at any living hope 
Or asp i ra t ion of a human hear t 
Is ju s t so many s tages l e s s than God, 
That un iversa l and a l l - s ided Love. 

The a l l - impor tan t Love at th is point in the d r a m a is God, and only God, 

5 I b i d . , p. 157. 

6 l b i d . , p. 71. 

7 I b i d . , pp. 84-85. 
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but Smith also declares other types of love a s the only ones. Love is 

sometimes nature, sometimes poetry, and sometimes woman*~each 

presented a® the ultimate in love. 

Countless conceits throughout "A Life Drama" show that Alexander 

Smith sees love in nature, part icularly in the s ta r s and moon. Near the 

beginning ol the drama, Walter declares that he draws his strength f rom 
fi 

the moon. A representat ive conceit in which love and the moon a re 

intertwined is in the Lady's speech when she discovers Walter sleeping 

in the wood®. 

Love! Love! Old song that Poet ever chanteth, 
Of which the listening world is never weary. 

Soul is a moon, Love i s i ts loveliest phase. ^ 

The s t a r s , too, a r e objects of Walter ' s love throughout the drama; he 

loves ' them overmuch. "*** But in the last line of another scene, in a 

mood of intense disillusionment, Edward cr ies : 

What c a re the s t a r s for us ? * * 

Walter does not answer Edward1® words, and at the end of the drama, 

he says to Violet: 

. . . Let the still night shine! 
A s t a r ' s a cold thing to a human hear t , 

** I j 
And love is better than their radiance. 

8Ibid. , p. 8. 

9Ibid. t p. 15. 1 0 Ib ld . , p. 123. 

1 1 | W d . , p. 98. 1 2 Ib id . , p. 160. 
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Walter worships poetry as his love at the beginning of "A Life 

Drama, " and he is consumed by his desire to be a great poet throughout 

the poem. In one conversation with Violet, -Walter says: 

So gradual, one passion slowly died, 
And f rom its death the other drew f r e s h l ife, 
Until 't was seated in his soul alone: 

1 % 
The dead was Love--the living, Poetry, 

La te r , however, he says to Violet: 

. , . My Beautiful! 
I would not give thy cheek for ail Ms songs--
Thy k iss for all his fame . . . . 

Thus, love of woman has become the all-consuming love; but despite 

his words , Walter is still consumed by his love of poetry, going on to 

write his great work. 

Certainly, man ' s ideas fluctuate; this is evident in everyone that 

an individual knows, including himself. But there a r e reasons for 

these fluctuation#. Without some consideration of the motivation for 

change® in an individual's point of view, his thoughts a r e more puzzling 

than they a r e convincing. Thus, when a reader i s confronted with a 

fluctuating main charac ter , without sufficient knowledge of the reasons 

for his changes of views, the r eade r ' s perception of the individual, and 

thereby, the ideas that he verbal izes , becomes blurred ra ther than 

deepened. That is what becomes of Alexander Smith's concept of love 

1 3 M i , p. 113. 

1 4 i b id . , p. i s i . 
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in "A Life D r a m a . " Although Wal te r f inal ly f inds fu l f i l lmen t in love of 

God, the r e a d e r is not shown why Wal te r i s able to f ind th is fu l f i l lmen t 

at the end of the d r a m a when he w a s not able to f ind i t a t the beginning. 

Smi th ' s concept of the na tu re of evil i s a l so r a t h e r vaguely def ined 

in "A Li fe D r a m a , although t h e r e i s not as much d ivers i ty in the 

handling of this theme a s t h e r e i s in the d i scuss ion of love. Smith s e e s 

evi l in the m a s s e s in the ci ty , evil in the " i ron w o r l d " tha t i s closing 

in, and evi l in W a l t e r ' s ques t f o r f a m e . He s e e s a l l of these things a s 

evi l ma in ly b e c a u s e they a r e a p a r t f r o m God. Thi® would be a powerfu l ly 

unif ied concept if i t w e r e developed, but a s with h i s concept of love, 

Smith does not suff ic ient ly develop any on© of these a s p e c t s of evi l f o r 

i t to be convincing. 

Smith s o m e t i m e s c o n s i d e r s the wor ld a s a n evi l in f luence , dec la r ing 

tha t the e x t e r n a l f o r c e s of the w o r l d pollute m a n on the outs ide , but l eave 

him p u r e insides 

. . . Bet te r f o r m a n , 
Were he and Na ture m o r e f a m i l i a r f r i e n d s ! 
His p a r t i s w o r s t that touches tibia b a s e wor ld . 
Although the o c e a n ' s i nmos t h e a r t b® p u r e , 
Yet the sa l t f r i n g e that daily l i cks the sho re 
Is g r o e s wi th sand. 

He g ives m a n m o r e respons ib i l i ty f o r the evi l in th® w o r l d in a speech 

by Edward . Af t e r Wal te r e x p r e s s e s h i s d e s i r e to save the wor ld , Edward 

says ; 

1 5 I b i d . , pp. 10-11. 
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So would not I. 
Because the pangs of earth, shall n e ' e r be eased. 
We ®leep on velvets now, ins tead of leaves; 
The land is covered with a net of i ron . 
Upon whose sp ider - l ike , f a r - s t r e t c h i n g l ines , 
The t r a in s a r e rushing; . . . 

Wal te r ! this height of c ivi l i sa t ion 's tide 
Measu re s our wrong. We've made the i m m o r t a l Soul 
Slave to the Body. 'T i s the Soul has wrought 
And laid the i ron roads , - - evoked a power 
Next might ies t to God to dr ive the train® 
That bring the country butter up to town; b 

At a t ime when the g reen countryside in England was abrupt ly turning 

gray a s a r e su l t of the rap id growth of indust ry , r a i l r oads , and towns, 

i t was hot uncommon for the poet, or any sensi t ive individual, to decry 

these a spec t s of civilization a s evil. But to the Spasmodic Smith, 

these e lements caused him to c ry : 

'The wor ld is old, - - O ! very o ld - -
The wild winds weep and rave , 

The wor ld i s old, and g ray , and cold, 
Let i t drop into i ts g r ave ! * 7 

Walter b u r s t s into song at the thought of people within the city: 

In the s t r ee t , the tide of being, how it su rges , how 
It ro l l s ! 

GodS what base ignoble f a c e s ! Godf what bodies 
wanting souls ! 

'Mid this s t r eam of human being, banked by houses 
ta l i and g r i m . 

Pale I stand this shining mor row with a pant f o r 
woodlands dim, . . . 

1 6 Ibid. , p. 87. 

1 7 Ib id . , p. 22. I 8 Ib ld . , p. 26. 
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Frequently, as In th is case , Smith holds the poet apart f rom the evil 

m a s s e s , for he can still look at the s ta r s . Later in the drama, Walter 

says: 

I'd grow an Atheist in these towns of t rade . 
Were ' t not for s ta r s . The smoke puts heaven out 
I meet sin-bloated faces in the s t ree t s , 
And shrink as f rom a blow . . . . 

1 see no t race of God, till in the night, 
While the vast city l ies in dreams of gain. 
He doth reveal himself to me in heaven, " 

But just as often a a Walter i® apart f rom the evil world, he embodies 

evil. When contemplating suicide, Walter says? 

. . . Woe is m e ! 
My soul breeds sins as a dead body worms! 

They swarm and feed upon me . . . . 

Here, the typical symbol of the worm represents evil; Smith part icularly 

follows Philip Bailey's model in this respect . What appears to be Smith's 

concept of the greates t evil in Walter, however, is his lust fo r fame, 

even though this lust i s frequently described as Walter ' s desire to save 

humanity. At many points in the drama, Walter declares that achieving 

fame will lead him to God. 
Thou shalt not 'scape me , World! I ' l l make thee weep; 
I 'll make my lone thought c ross thee like a spiri t , 

I ' l l r e s t myself , O World! a while on thee, 

*9Ibid., pp. 123-124. 

2 0 Ib id . , p. 134. 
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And hall in ea rnes t , half in j e s t , I'll cut 
My name upon thee, pass the a r c h of Death, 
Then on a s t a i r of s t a r s go up to God. 2* 

But a t other t imes , Walter sees that f a m e would not lead him to God. 

He f ee l s that this i s because of his own insignif icance, not because lus t 

f o r f ame is evil in i t se l f . He says of achieving godliness through f ame : 

Thi0- - th i s were easy to bel ieve, w e r e I 
The planet that doth nightly wash the e a r t h ' s 
F a i r s ides with moonlight; not the shining w o r m . 
But a s I a m - - b e a t e n , and foi led, and shamed, 
The a r row of my soul which 1 had shot 
To bring down F a m e , dissolved l ike shaf t of m i s t , 
This painted fa lsehood, this m o s t damned l ie , 
F r e e z e s m e like a f iendish human face , 
I ts hateful f e a t u r e s gathered in a snee r . 2 2 

But although Alexander Smith depicts lus t f o r f a m e a s evil , i t i s probable 

that Wa l t e r ' s fa i th in God would never have been renewed if he had not 

seen for himself the smal l sa t i s fac t ion that i s found in f ame alone. In 

th is r e s p e c t , Alexander Smith e x p r e s s e s a m a j o r theme of F e s t u s , that 

of knowledge of evil as a w a y to God. Again, however , Smith does not 

ful ly desc r ibe Wal t e r ' s a t ta inment of this knowledge, and thus , the 

r e a d e r r e m a i n s puzzled about exactly what Smith ' s view of evil i s . 

It has been evident throughout this d iscuss ion of Smith 's ideas on 

love and evil that he bel ieved in an a f t e r - l i f e , a heaven of some kind that 

m a n strive® fo r . But in con t ras t with Bai ley 's guided tour ©f heaven in 

2 1 Ibid., p. 142. 

22IWd. , p. 8. 
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Fes tus , Smith Bays little about Ms concept of the nature of the a f t e r -

life or the qualifications for admission to heaven. It can be assumed 

that he considered such admission desirable, but he devotes some of 

the most highly emotional lines of "A Life Drama" to a deprecation of 

the a f te r - l i fe . When speaking to a peasant, Walter says: 

Black is this world, but blacker is the next; 
There is no r e s t for any living soul: 
We are immor ta l s - -and must bear with us 
Through all eternity this hateful being; 
Rest lessly flitting f rom pure s tar to s t a r , 
The memory of our sins, deceits, and c r imes , . 
Will eat into us like a poisoned robe. 

These lines describing an a f te r - l i fe , juxtaposed with Waiter 's des i re 

to reach heaven, create a b lurred impress ion of Alexander Smith's 

heaven. Charles Kingsley makes a biting, but seemingly valid comment 

about this aspect of "A Life Drama. " He says that "true, (Smith) has 

writ ten a great deal of nonsense; nonsense in mat te r as well as in manner . 

24 

But therein, too, he only followed the reigning school. " "A Life Drama" 

was generally accepted enthusiastically by the public, giving Smith sudden, 

but short-l ived fame. And indeed, "A Life Drama" has some vir tues. 

As Kingsley says in the same essay in which he calls Smith's work 

nonsense* 

2 3 Ib id . , pp. 73-74. 

24 
Charles Kingsley, "Alexander Smith and Alexander Pope, " 

Li te rary and General Lectures and Essays {London, 1898), p. 69. 
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Though the "Life D r a m a " itself i s the m e r e s t cento of 
re f lec t ions and images , without coherence or organizat ion, 
d ramat ic or i logica l , ye t single scenes , l ike that with the 
peasant and that with the fa l len outcas t , have f i r m se l f -
consis tency and c l e a r n e s s of conception . . . . 

It can a lso be noted that Alexander Smith obviously loved language and 

f requent ly c rea ted ly r i c s that a r e pleasing to the e a r . This i s 

pa r t i cu la r ly notable in his conceits involving the moon and the s t a r s . 

Although they f requent ly seem i r r e l evan t , they a r e p leasant to hea r . It 

i® this quality of Smith1® wri t ing that George GilfiUan mos t lauded. He 

says that "Smith i s na tura l ly a m a s t e r of m u s i c , and needs only a 

ca r e fu l cul ture to complete the m a s t e r y . " Whether Smith ever 

"completed the m a s t e r y " i s doubtful, but the mus ica l quality i s p r e s e n t 

in hi® wri t ing. 

During the same yea r that "A Life D r a m a " was published, 1854, 

Alexander Smith was employed a s Sec re t a ry to the Universi ty of Edinburgh. 

It was h e r e that he col laborated with Sydney Dobell on a volume of poems 

cal led Sonnets on the War , which w a s published in 1855.. T h i s volume 

w a s rece ived r a the r coldly because of Aytoun'g c r i t i ca l at tack in h is 

s a t i r e Firmilian. Dobell and Smith ' s ease in col laborat ing, however , 

shows the s imi la r i ty of the i r views. 

2 s I b l d . , p. 68. 

^ G e o r g e GilfiUan, Gilf iUan's L i t e r a r y P o r t r a i t s , edited' By 
W. Rober tson NicoU {London, n. d . ) , p. 70. 

^Grimsdi tch , p. 285. 
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Smith wrote two other volumes of poems, City Poems, published 

in 1857, and Edwin of Deira , published in 1861. Both of these volumes 

a r e somewhat ref ined in diction compared to "A Life Drama, " but they 

a r e extensions r a the r than developments of Smith 's themes and thus do 

not bear detailed discussion he re . There was t remendous c r i t i ca l 

cont roversy over p lag ia r i sm in each of these volumes, cont roversy 

that had already begun with the publication of MA Life Drama. " Although 

it is c lear that Smith took " . . . a s his models Shelley, Keats, and 

the i r fo l lowers , the charge of p lagiar i sm was never proved o r 

disproved. W. Robertson Nicoil observes that Bailey " . . . believed 

that Smith had plagiar ized f r o m Mm, and late in l i fe stated this ve ry 

strongly . . . both in speech and in pr int . But cer ta inly, Smith was 

unconscious of p lag ia r i sm. In the p roces s , however, the controversy 

led Alexander Smith away f rom the writing of poetry and into the prose 

medium. He published severa l volumes of essaye which met with 

c r i t i ca l approval, Dreamthorpe, published in 1863, being the mos t popular 

of these, 

Alexander Smith died of typhoid fever in 1867 when he was thirty-

% 1 

seven y e a r s old. Respected by many, belit t led by o the r s , his poetic 

works remain representa t ive of the Spasmodic school. 

^ K i n g s l e y , p. 65. 
^ W . Robertson Nicoil, "Introduction, " Gilfl l lan'e L i t e r a ry 

. P o r t r a i t s (London, n. d.}, p. xvi. 
^°Grims ditch, p. 286. 3*Ibid. 



CHAPTER IV 

"THROUGH ALL THE CIRCLING CYCLES, LOVE IS LOVE": 

SYDNEY DO BELL 

Strike off the clay mold f rom the bronze Apollo, throw 
your cr i t ics to one wind and their sermons to the other, let 
Self be made absolute as you take up your pen and wr i te , like 
a god, in a sublime egotism, to which your own likes and d is -
like® are unquestioned law. * 

The source of Sydney Dobell 's Spasmodism, more extreme than 

that of Smith or Bailey, can be readily understood when one considers 

his childhood. F i r s t - b o m son of a family of Primit ive Christ ians who 

held the belief that there was to be a " . . . re turn to the apostolic 

pract ice , " Dobell was told by his parents as soon as he was capable of 

any understanding that he " . . . was the chosen instrument of God for 

this work. 1,2 Since his parents also believed that children should be 

sheltered f rom individuals with opposing religious beliefs, Dobell was 

intensely and austerely educated at home. J Thus, "at the age of three , 

* Sydney Dobell, "Clay and Bronze, " Foundations of English Style, 
edited by Paul M. Fulcher {New York, 1928), p. 188. 

^George Woodberry, Li te rary Memoirs of the Nineteenth Century 
(New York, 1921), p. 121. 

3 
Mrs . Sydney Dobell, "Introductory Memoir, " The Poems of 

Sydney Dobell (London, n. d .) , p. vili. 
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Sydney Dobell announced that he p re fe r r ed mental diversion to eating 

and drinking . . . , and at the age of eight, " . . . Ms diary {was] 

5 

filled with theology and hie waste-paper with verses . " In addition t© 

the resulting, deep» rooted mora l s ternness , Dobell constantly struggled 

against his failing health, and la ter in l ife, against the failing health of 

his wife. He spent long hours during adolescence working in his f a t h e r ' s 

shop because of the poor financial condition of hi® family, by that time 

composed of ten children. For Dobell, a sensitive individual, these 

influences created a " . . . feeling of isolation and superiori ty, " which 

when combined with his strong sense of Christ ian duty would naturally 

cause him to feel that he was divinely inspired. Dobell*s a ims were 

lofty, though vaguely defined, throughout hi® life, and his poor health 

caused him to fight harder than most individuals would need to in an 

attempt to accomplish his aims. Since he had li t t le money and his 

religious views were opposed to those generally held by the then dominant 

Church of England, he did not seek expression for "God's words" through 

the ministry; ra ther he adopted the Spasmodic style of writing and 

pursued a l i t e ra ry ca ree r . 

% i r Edmund Gosse, "The Centenary of a Spasmodist, " Silhouettes 
{London, 1925), p. 329. 

^Woodberry, p. 121. ^Ibid., p. 122. 

^Alfred H. Miles, editor, The Poets and the Poetry of the 
Nineteenth Century (London, 1905), V, 211. 
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The Roman, Do bell 's f i r s t ma jo r work, a frantical ly patriotic 

dramatic poem, was published in 1850, a t ime when patriotic sentiments 

were high. Thus, it was warmly received, giving Dobell sudden, much 

desired fame. Both public and cr i t ics were optimistically attentive when 

his Balder, Pa r t I was published in 1854. 

George GilfiHan hailed Balder as H . . . the r ichest volume of 

O 
recent poetry next to Fes tus" and was convinced along with other 

Spasmodic- sympathisers that Dobell was a "genius, " But upon more 

cr i t ical analysis of Balder, even Dobell's moat f i rm supporters , including 

George Gilfillan, were somewhat disappointed. Gilfillan represents 

Dobell's admi re r s when he says: 
Balder, with all i ts power and bri l l iance, has certainly 

a degree of disease in it. It is a great organ cracked. Its 
selection of a subject was an e r r o r , and i ts t reatment of it i s 
disfigured with obscuri t ies and affectations, which, but for its 
vast counterbalancing power, would have entirely sunk i t . . . . 
Its very finest passages are m a r r e d by diffusion and diabetes 
verborum. In this we speak the sentiments of the wisest and 
the ablest of Mr. Dobell's friend®, who all look upon Balder 
as on the whole a magnificent mistake, and some of whom 
entertain the hope that Par t F i r s t will be Pa r t Last . ^ 

Despite the remaining fragment# of faith of some cri t ica, however, 

Balder was generally received with unqualified ridicule; Dobell's fame 

quickly faded. It i s this Spasmodic work in par t icular that William 

^George Gilfillan, Gilfillan'® Li te ra ry Por t ra i t s 
W. Robertson Nicoll (London, n. d . ) , p. 46. 

9 Ib id . , p. 61. 

, edited by 
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£dmonds toune Aytoun burlesques in Firmil ian, for it is even more 

extreme in its Spasmodismi according to the definition stated in this 

thesis , than ia either T,A Life Drama" or Festue. It i® pertinent, then, 

to consider Balder in some detail. 

The plot of Balder i® such that it is difficult to tell what is 

happening, or if anything i s happening, throughout the drama. All that 

can be gathered, essentially, is that there a r e two main charac te rs , 

Balder, a young poet, and hi® wife Amy. Balder speaks while sitting at 

his writ ing'desk or while pacing the floor of his study, 'Amy speaks while 

sitting in a rocking chair or while lying in bed in an adjoining room. As 

the poem progresses , the reader is exposed to a ser ies of outcr ies , 

alternately f rom Balder and f rom Amy. The only other charac te rs in 

the drama a re the couple's infant child; Dr. Paul, a physician; and an 

ar t i s t . The child is used for little more than subject mat ter for Amy's 

self-pity; the doctor stand® next to, but does not interact with either 

Amy or Balder; and the a r t i s t se rves as a sounding-board for some of 

Balder 's discourses . 

Balder i s consumed with the ambition to wri te a grea t epic poem, 

the ever-present desire of the Spasmodic poet-hero, and seeks the 

knowledge that will enable him to wri te this epic. It is to be an allegory 

on the nature of the universe, containing such abstractions as Patience, 

Genius, War, Just ice, and Death. Balder has knowledge of each of these 
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ideas , with the exception of Death. He is thus haunted with the des i r e 

to l ea rn of it: 

Death, Death, Death! 
I have seen every face but thine to-day! 
And to behold thee, from sunr i se till now, 
How have I s t ra ined these eyebal ls! 

Since Balder believes that he is destined to wr i t e this g rea t epic, he 

wonders how fate wil l lead him to l ea rn of Death. While st i l l wondering, 

he hea r s Amy ' s eve r -p re sen t wails and r ea l i s e s that she i s wailing about 

the weakening s t rength of their infant child. Balder i s thus re l ieved, 

feeling that the death of their child would be a relat ively easy way to 

l ea rn the nature of Death. He revea ls the egotist ical na ture of h i s feeling® 

when he says , 

Yes, I redeem the mother with the child! 
Fa te , take thy p r i c e ! If this hand shakes to pay i t , 
'Ti® with the t rembling eagerness of him 
Who buys an Indian kingdom with a bead. 
•Tls past . I r i s e up chi ldless , but no l e s s 
Than I . . . . 1 1 

But fa te i n t e r f e r e s with this smooth plan, as it so often doe© fo r the 

Spasmodic, and Balder not only loses his child, but is consequently 

plagued by ever - inc reas ing , depressed wails f r o m Amy. He fee l s that 

he has gained no g rea t e r understanding of Death and thus becomes 

increasingly ambitious a t the same t ime as he becomes l e s s productive. 

*®John Nichol, The Poet ical Works of Sydney Dobell (London, 
1875), II, 63. 

1 1 Ibid. , p. 76. 



67 

He can no longer completely ignore Amy although Ms main concern with 

her is still pr imar i ly that she is interfering with the divinely inspired 

course of hie work. Balder hears Amy say that she wants to die, so he 

decides that he must kill he r , and he does so by stabbing her while she 

i s asleep. Balder i s thus left alone to continue his walls in a state of 

ut ter despair, 

Dobell has created in Balder a situation in which there i s little 

interaction and certainly no communication between charac te rs , a 

situation that is evident, although not to such a great degree, in "A 

Life Drama" and Featuc. If the impossibility of real communication 

between human beings were the theme of Dobell 's dramatic poem, he 

might have successfully presented this idea; but this is not the case. 

Dobell's concern in Balder seems to be with the conventional Spasmodic 

themes: love, evil, and immortal i ty, for it is of these ideas that both 

Amy and Balder most often speak. Thus, Dobell has created a poem 

which i l lus t ra tes lack of communication between individuals at the same 

time as he has attempted to comment on ideas which t rea t man as a part 

of a whole system, not as an inescapably alone, non»communicative being. 

The resulting drama is as inherently contradictory as Edward Albee's 

American Dream would have been had he attempted to present the Platonic 

concept of love through Mommy and Daddy. Albee's resul t would be a 

combination of ridiculousness and incoherence, exactly the effect that 

Dobell has created in Balder. 
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But even if the form of Balder were appropriate for Dobell's ideas, 

it i s doubtful that the ideas would be more coherent, for as is t rue of the 

other members of Ms school, Dobell presents teo many idea®, without 

res t ra in t , that no single idea is developed. Fur ther difficulty i s 

encountered because Dobell never completed Balder, and whereas he 

leaves Balder in complete despair at the end of Fa r t 1 and thus give® n© 

indication of a solution for his dilemma, he might have made a c lea re r 

statement of his views had he completed the work. Because Dobell 

deals with the same general subjects as the other Spasmodic poets do, 

i t i s important at least to discus® what he saye, even though the vague 

nature of his ideas makes specific analysis impossible. • 

Fo r Dobell, as fo r Smith and Bailey, love is sometimes nature, 

sometimes poetry, and sometimes woman. He considers spiri tual love 

as supreme, but he differs f rom hie fellow Spasmodics in that rather 

than subordinating the physical aspects of love to the spiri tual aspects , 

he virtually ignores the physical. Balder ha® only one love, Amy, as 

compared with Festus* harem and Wal ter ' s two loves; although Balder 

hails Amy's beauty, he des i res purely spiritual union with her , and that 

only ra re ly . As Gilfillan notes, while "Smith's idea of love, though not 

impure, is passionate; that of ^Dobell] is more Platonic than Plato 's own. 

1 ^Gilfillan, p. 59. 
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By showing that m a s i s incapable of love without divine guidance, 

Dobell indirectly expres se s in Ba lde r the view common to the Spasmodics-

God i s love. Amy loves h e r child, but Dobell p r e s e n t s th is love a s an 

incomple te , godless love that t akes away the s t r eng th of both m o t h e r 

and child. JDobell shows that Ba lde r , too, i s incapable of any depth of 

love; Ba lder does not look to God, but r a t h e r , s eeks only vain f a m e . 

Without love , and thus , God, ne i the r c h a r a c t e r can l ive . Man, says 

Bo bel l , m u s t love: 

13 

Love on, love on, f o r Love i s a l l in a l l ! 

Dobell s h a r e s Smith and Ba i l ey ' s view tha t love i s a l l - Impor t an t . He 

says , 

. . . whi le the moons of t ime shal l f i l l and wane , 
While t h e r e i s e a r t h below and heaven above, 
Whereve r m a n i s t r u e and woman f a i r , 
Through a l l the c i rc l ing cyc les Love i s Love! 
And when the s t a r s have f l o w e r ' d and fall'n away, 
And of th is ea r th ly bal l 
A l ittle dus t upon e t e rn i ty 
Is a l l tha t shal l r e m a i n , 
Love shal l be Love . . . . 

It m u s t be r e m e m b e r e d , however , that despi te Dobel l ' s commen t s 

about the impor t ance of love, h i s c h a r a c t e r s r e m a i n unable to exper ience 

the g lor ious love tha t both Walter and F e s t a s f i nd a t the end of "A Li fe 

^ S y d n e y Dobell , The P o e m s of Sydney Dobell; Selected wi th an 
In t roductory Memoi r (London, n. d . ) , p . 28?. 

l 4 I b i d . 
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D r a m a " and Fes tus . Dobell state® hi® view® on the na ture and ro le of 

evil somewhat m o r e c lea r ly , though, than he doe® his views on love. 

Dobell u ses Balder to i l l u s t r a t e the evil inherent in a se l f i sh lus t 

fo r f a m e , f o r this is the compelling fo r ce that dr ives Balder to his 

every ac t of se l f -des t ruc t ion . Balder uses this lus t fo r f ame , which he 

often cons ide rs to be his p redes t ined path to immor ta l i ty , a s the r ea son 

fo r all of h is act ions . Thus, he m u s t l e a r n of Death to achieve immor ta l i ty , 

a p r o c e s s which eventually br ings him to m u r d e r . Balder mournful ly 

desc r ibes the evil within him: 

. . . Vain labour to vain end. 
Even le t them gorge the i r fu l l . My pr ide i s c a r r i on 
And st inks to be devoured. Hie in you hel l -dogs 
And split your hides I The re i s no good in me; 
Why cavil in what fashion I shall wea r 
The n e c e s s a r y evil of an e s sence 
Inexorably bad? If that which l ives 
In th is detes ted a r m had w a r m e d the sap 
And swelled the b ranches of some innocent t r e e , 
A m u r d e r e r would have plucked it. 

Despite Balder'® unhappy condition at the end of P a r t I, however , it i s 

likely that If the work had been completed. Balder would have eventually 

found God, f o r Dobell 11 . . . intended to concentra te and personi fy the 

spi r i tual malaidies of h is t ime, eventually bringing ^Balder] f r o m doubt 

16 
to fai th. " Thus, Dobell has p re sen ted the view of evil common to the 

1 5 Nichol , p. 278. 

U M i l e s , p. 212. 
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Spasmodic®--man must know evil to know good. The growth ol this idea 

throughout Spasmodic poetry i s an interesting one, for i t ref lec ts the 

Spasmodic tendency to exaggerate an idea ra ther than to develop it. 

Philip Bailey certainly bemoaned the evil in the world, and Festus 

was tempted by sin, to a degree. Festus learned of great evil® through 

his close contact with Lucifer , but basically, Festus learned of evil 

without actually embodying it . Alexander Smith also moaned about the 

evil in the world, and Walter in "A Life Drama" needed to learn of evil 

by achieving the fame that resul ts f rom selfish ambition before he was 

able to know the good of doing God's work. Walter occasionally felt that 

there was evil within him, but this was balanced by his ability to love. 

Dobell, on the other hand, created Balder as an embodiment of evil and 

elaborated on the evil that Walter and Festus learned while on the path to 

God by having Balder actually commit a murder . Dobell's elaboration on 

the concept that knowledge of evil leads to God becomes an unintentional 

sa t i re through its absurdity, although Aytoun f a r surpasses even Dobell 

when he ha® Firmil ian kill thousand® of people in his quest for knowledge, 

and thus, for immortal i ty. 

Since each of the three Spasmodic poets considered himself to be 

divinely inspired, it is natural that each believed in a divine power. 

Bailey and Smith both remained relatively humbled before this power. 

They created their charac ters to believe in the Christian God and to believe 



72 

that Poetry was the means by which they could serve Him. As has been 

previously noted, Dobell also felt that it was his duty to speak Gocl's 

words, but he, more than the other members of the school, boldly set 

for th through Balder the belief that "chosen" men possess and must use 

God-like powers, even without divine guidance. Balder, like his 

Romantic p redecessors , only with even m o r e emotion, does not str ive 

for immortality; he already possesses it. Balder:has been "chosen": 

. , , That I should do i t , 
And be the king of men, and on the inform 
And perishable substance of the t ime 
Beget a better world, I have believed 
Up thro ' my mystic years , since in that hour 
Of young and unforgotten extacy 
I put my question to the universe, 
And overhead the beech- t rees murmured "Yes. 

Since Balder has been chosen, he des i res to wield his superior talents 

as wo«ld a god and lusts for the opportunity to do so: 

That bard who lies 
.Like the old knight i ' the picture, at the root 
Of our heredi tary t r ee , {first s i re 
Of the long line where Sfaakepear© is not last) 
And by his posture measu re s height with none, 
Beheld a "House of Fame. " For me , I seek 
A s terner archi tecture and a dome 
More like the heavens, upon that hill which he 
Who climbs is strongest among living men, 
The seat of templed Power. Not Fame but Power. 
Or Fame but as the noise of Power, a voice 
That in the face is wind, but in the ear 
Truth, Knowledge, Wisdom, Question, Speculation, 
Hope, F e a r , Love, Hate, Belief, Doubt, Fai th,Despair 

1 7Nichol, pp. 16-17. 
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E v e r y s t rong gus t that sh i f t s the sa i l s of m a n , 
And so f a r w o r t h the u t t e rance ; . . . 

. . . Not F a m e , but Power . 
18 

Power l ike a god ' s , and wielded a s a god! 

That Balder did not t h r ive while wielding th is power on e a r t h indicated 

that Dobell did not sanc t ion a philosophy of comple te f r e e d o m of ac t ion 

f o r the chosen m a n , but tha t he be l ieved that he w a s divinely i n s p i r e d 

ind ica tes that he s h a r e d Bai ley and Smi th ' s belief in immor t a l i t y , 

Dobell s ays as l i t t le a s Alexander Smith does concerning the 

n a t u r e of an a f ter- l i fe , but he shows belief in the ex is tence of one in 

A m y ' s w i s h e s f o r death and d e s c r i b e s a r a t h e r conventional Heaven 

through h e r mouth: 

That I might die , and be a t r e s t , O God! 

That I might die and s leep the s leep of p e a c e ! 
That I might die and know the ba lm of death 
Cool t h r o ' m y l imbf and a l l my s i lenced h e a r t ! 
O God, that I might die , that I might ctte!*9 Ah Heaven! they s leep upon the f lowery banks , 
And daylight f l o w e r s f i l l them with h o n e y - d r e a m s , 
And p l e a s u r e d smi l ee do light t h e i r languid l ips . 

Ah! Heaven! they l i e bes ide the living s t r e a m . 
And the super f luous s t r e a m o ' e r - w e l l s his banks . 
And laps sweet w a t e r s to the i r happy l ips . 

Where they do m o s t enjoy m y need i s wor s t ; 
The living cup they spi l l would save m y l i fe; 
The joy that w e a r i e s t hem would give m e r e s t . 

1 8 Ibid. , p. 21, 

l 9 I b i d . , p. 232. 2 0 I b i d . , p. 192. 
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A picture of the conventional Chris t ian heaven, then, i s combined with 

a belief in the absolute supremacy of the individual, with no at tempt to 

reconci le the two. 

The bewildering effect of Dobell 's ideas i s intensified by his use 

of Spasmodic style. Guided by a f i r m belief that unres t ra ined exerc i se 

of the imagination is the only source of t rue poetry, he created g ross ly 

uneven, often ridiculous l ines. Aytoun had difficulty exaggerating such 

lines as the following when he wrote his bur lesque. Balder descr ibes a 

battle: 

At f i r s t a r o a r of warning, "To the n o r t h ! " 
Then like the shriek of al l a ravished land, 
"O Europe, Europe, Europe, Europe, E u r o p e ! " 
And then like the world*a t rumpet blown to w a r , 
"The North, the North, the North, the North, the 

N o r t h ! " 2 1 

Bobell wrote two volumes of poems a f t e r the publication of Balder , 

P a r t Is Sonnets on the War (1855), in which he collaborated with Smith, 

and England in Time of War (1856). Both volume® were received negatively, 

even though they were somewhat be t t e r , ostensibly because of Aytoun's 

previous at tack. It Is mos t l ikely, however, that the public was ready 

for a change f r o m Spasmodic emotionalism. As John Nichol notes , 

The whole Spasmodic school had sprung into existence; 
we had had the "Life Drama"- -Gera ld Massey-- "Night and the 
Soul"- -Poems by Quallon--hosts of rhapsodies , as vague as 
d r e a m s , and not half so natural; plays of the new o rde r , where 

2 1 Ibid. , p. 50. 
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some one talked about his feel ings and fa te , through scores 
of d r e a r y pages , with "a pause, " "a long pause, " and "a very-
long pause ; " ©x held par ley with the most patient of beaut ies , 
in mos t interminable dialogues, broken up by mos t unmeaning 
dit t ies. No wonder that we were in no very favourable mood 
to receive Mr Dobell 's new volume, or that it® remarkab le 
power and originality were too soon lost sight of in an 
exaggerated appreciat ion of i ts defec ts . 2 2 

Balder ' s utmost express ion of despai r , u t tered even while he i s seeking 

comfor t f r o m the skies , is aptly r e f e r r e d to by J e r o m e Buckley as 

23 
" . . . the mos t remarkab le line in blank v e r s e . . . . " Balder c r i e s : 

You white fu l l heavens I 
You crowded heavens that mine eyes l i f t but now 
Shining and void and azu re ! ** 

Ah 1 ah I ah I 
Ah! ah? ah! ah! ah! ah! ah! ah! ah! a h ! 2 4 

Dobell r eaches the epitome of Spasmodism and thus m a r k s the end of 

the Spasmodic school. 

2 2 J o h n Nichol, F ragments of Cr i t ic i sm (Edinburgh, I860), p. 91. 

23 
J e r o m e Hamilton Buckley,' The Victorian Temper : A Study in 

L i t e r a ry Culture (New York, 1964), p. 56. 
2^N4chol, The Poetical Works of Sydney Dobell, p. 260. 



CHAPTER V 

SPASMODIC WORKS O F M A J O R VICTORIAN P O E T S 

The Spasmodic style i s evident not only in the poetry of m e m b e r s 

of the Spasmodic school, but in the poet ry of some m a j o r Victorian 

w r i t e r s a s well . As Rober t Birley notes , "One of the g r e a t e s t d i s -

advantages of reading Bailey is that a f t e rwards one i s constantly noticing 

passages in the g r e a t Victor ian poets which could be incorpora ted into 

Fee tus without quest ions asked. Jack Lindsay, a Br i t i sh c r i t i c and 

b iographer of George Meredi th says that not only a r e there Spasmodic 

pas sages in the works of the Spasmodic®' contemporaneous wri ter®, 

but that a lmos t any poet who wro te at this t ime could be called a 

2 

Spasmodic. ' Although Lindsay ' s s ta tement may be valid in a genera l 

sense , a dist inction should be made between the Spasmodic poet and the 

poet whose wr i t ings re f l ec t e lements of Spasmodic style. Spasmodic 

poets , a s has been seen, wro te without discipl ine of thought because 

they believed that they were divinely inspi red . They had unqualified 

1 Rober t Bir ley, Sunk Without Trace : Some Forgot ten M a s t e r -
p ieces Recons idered (New York, 1963), p. 205. 

^Le t te r f r o m Jack Lindsay, Br i t i sh l i t e r a r y c r i t i c , Cast le 
He ding ham, Halstead, E s s e x , May 14, 1965. 

76 
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faith in their powers and therefore t reated the themes of love, evil, 

and immortal i ty in a lofty manner, never questioning the validity of 

their ideas in t e r m s of the mundane world. The ma jo r wr i t e r s , in 

contrast , generally weighed their ideas against their perception of the 

actual conditions in their world and thus disciplined their thoughts by 

means of genuine questioning. Although they believed as the Spasmodic® 

did in the importance of the poet 's task and his responsibility for 

expressing the "truth, " they believed that they needed to search for 

this t ruth and could not simply consider their unrestrained thoughts 

as messages f rom Cod. 

The Spasmodic element® in poems of m a j o r Victorian wr i t e r s thus 

can be seen more clearly in their style of writing than in their ideas. 

As has been seen in the works of Bailey, Smith, and Do bell, Spasmodic 

style i® character ized by a lack of res t ra in t which resul ts in lengthy, 

highly emotional poems. These poems deal with t ragic subjects, 

usually with loss of love; but because they lack either the tension or 

the lyrical perfection necessary to attain t ragic dimension, they a re not 

actually t ragedies. Most evident in Spasmodic poetry is a frequent 

repetition of words, over -use of punctuation, inflexibly elevated diction, 

and elaborate, stereotyped imagery. These elements of style a r e 

strikingly present in Alfred, JLord Tennyson's "Maud, " and Elizabeth 

Barre t t Browning's Aurora Leigh, both of which were published during 
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the 1850's , the t ime when Alexander Smith and Sydney Dobell w e r e 

publishing thei r Spasmodic d r amas . 

Tennyson is r epor ted as saying upon the publication of Fes tua that 

" . . . he could sca rce ly t r u s t himself to say how much he admi red i t 

% 

for f e a r of fall ing into extravagance. " But it appea r s that Tennyson 

admit ted his affinity f o r F e s t u s , and l a t e r f o r other Spasmodic work®, 

fo r he published "Maud" in 1855, a lengthy na r ra t ive poem that i s 

essent ia l ly Spasmodic. Edmund Gosse comments on Tennyson 's 

re la t ionship with the Spasmodic school and on the pa r t i cu la r influence 

which Sydney Dobell exer ted on him; 
. . . Pe rhaps the mos t in teres t ing f ac t connected with Sydney 
Dobell was the ex t raord inary and t e m p o r a r y influence which he 
exe rc i sed over Tennyson, a l r eady famous and f i f teen y e a r s his 
sen ior . It was a r emarkab le impetus which led the f o r e m o s t 
w r i t e r of the day to enro l himself fo r a moment among the 
Spasmodist w r i t e r s of monodramat ic l y r i c s . . . . During the 
long y e a r s when the Tennyaonian idolat ry was rampant this 
re la t ionship was carefu l ly ignored* and has never been p roper ly 
examined, but the point i s one deserving c r i t i ca l attention. The 
Spasmodis ts adored Apollo in an absurd chapel , but Tennyson 
worshipped there with them in 1854. ^ 

Tennyson exp re s se s the in t rospect ive thoughts of an embi t t e red 

young man in "Maud, " a loosely s t ruc tu red na r r a t i ve poem that r e s e m b l e s 

the Spasmodic d r a m a with the exception of ass igning p a r t s to c h a r a c t e r s . 

^"Philip J a m e s Ba i l ey , " The Athaenaem (September 13, 1902), p. 350. 

^Sir Edmund Gosse , "The Centenary of a Spasmodist , " Silhouettes 
(London, 1925), pp. 333-334. 
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Tennyson uses rhymed iambic lines with a consistency not found in the 

Spasmodic dramas , but he frequently in ter jects variations which create 

the unevenness typical of Spasmodic works. The speaker ' s soul-

searching s a r e as emotional as a re Baider 's and a re expressed with 

equal lack of res t ra in t . 

Embittered and incapable of love at the beginning of the narra t ive , 

the speaker bemoans the essential evil in man, and thus, in the world. 

He says, 

Ah, what shall I be at f if ty 
Should Nature keep me alive, 
If I find the world so bitter 
When I am but twenty-five ? 

He resolves to escape f rom the mundane world into the world of books, 

but this only causes him to feel more lonely, and thus, more bi t ter . 

Hope comes to the speaker , however, as it does to other Spasmodic 

protagonists, in the fo rm of love. The speaker r emembers a woman, 

Maud, whom he knew as a young child and becomes nostalgic about her 

memory . He sees he r by chance one day and begins to think of the 

possibili t ies of a better world: 

Then the world were not so bitter 
But a smile could make it sweet. ^ 

5 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Poetical Works of Alfred Tennyson 

(New York, n. d . ) , p. 233. 
6Ibid. , p. 225. 
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He Is cautious at f i r s t in admitting his love fo r Maud, although his 

thoughts a r e constantly of her ; but when he once touches he r hand, he 

is he lp less ly consumed with h i s love fo r her and f inds the wor ld a r o s y 

place: 

Rosy i s the West, 
Rosy is the South, 

Roses a r e h e r cheek®, 
And a r o s e her mouth. 

But th is e c s t a s y does not l as t long; i t does not l a s t f o r any Spasmodic. 

The speaker has f inal ly been able to a r r ange a garden rendezvous with 

Maud, and a f t e r lengthy, excited doubts about her a r r i v a l , she appea r s . 

But before they have an opportunity to exchange anything m o r e than a 

loving gree t ing , Maud's b ro the r , who "gorgonizes" the speaker with an 

g 

"icy Br i t i sh s t a r e " and one of Maud's su i tors appear in the garden . 

Maud's b ro the r challenges the speaker to a duel, and in a f i t of r age , 

the speaker k i l l s the b ro the r . Thus, despite the i r undying love fo r 

each o ther , the speaker and Maud can never be m a r r i e d . Af ter a per iod 

of so l i ta ry despa i r , the speaker longs fo r the a r m s of his " t rue love 
a 

to be round him once again, " 7 but that can never be. 

With the loss of h is love dark on Ms hea r t , the speaker once again 

bemoans the evil in man , with even louder moans than he had previously 

u t te red . He excla ims: 

7Ibid. , p. 229. 
8 Ibid. , p. 228. ^Ibid. , p. 237. 
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Arise , my God, and str ike, fo r we hold Thee just , 
Strike dead the whole weak race of venomous worms, 
That sting each other here in the dust; 
We a r e not worthy to live. 

The speaker waists to die, but is forced to continue existing in a living 

death; 

DEAD, long dead, 
.Long dead! 
And my hear t is a handful of dust, 
And the wheels go over my head, 
And my bones are shaken with pain, 
And into a shallow grave they a re thrust , 
Only a yard beneath the s t reet , 
And the hoofs of the horses beat, beat, 
And the hoof® of the horses beat, 
Beat into my scalp and my brain, 
With never an end to the s t ream of 

passing feet , 
Driving, hurrying, marrying, burying, 
Clamor and rumble, and ringing and clat ter , 
And here beneath it is all is bad, 
For 1 thought the dead had peace, but it 

i s not so; 
To have no peace in the grave, i s that 

not sad? ^ 

This despair cannot las t too long for the Spasmodic, however, and the 

speaker finds his hope in the service of God. Since this speaker i s not 

a poet, and Mnce his country is at war , he finds that God's work l ies in 

the service of Ms country. He believes that he can improve mankind 

through war : 

1 0 Ib id . , p. 235. 

1 1 Ibid., p. 238. 
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. . . God's just wrath shall be wreak 'd 
on a giant l iar; 

For the peace, that I deemed no peace, i s 
over and done, 

It is bet ter to fight for the good, than 
to ra i l at the ill; 

I have fel t with my native land, I am 
one with my kind, 

I embrace the purpose of God, and the 
doom assign 'd. 

It can thus be seen that "Maud,11 like the Spasmodic d ramas , has 

as i ts main theme a consideration of the nature of love. It i s significant, 

however, that the speaker finds that the mos t satisfying form of 

expression of love is in giving service to his country. Thus, Tennyson 

shows concern with an actual problem confronting hia age, the Crimean 

war , at the same time as he shows concern with the abs t rac t theme of 

love. H© reconciles his belief in the al l- importance of love with worldly 

problems by showing that love can be meaningfully channeled into love 

for his country. 

Tennyson also expresses his awareness of evil in man with equal 

emotional intensity to the Spasmodics, but as in his t reatment of love, 

he descr ibes evil in t e rms of actual observations more often than they do. 

Rather than just calling man evil, Tennyson describes the nature of the 

hypocrisy that he believes makes man evil. In one of the more sensitive 

1 2 Ib id . , pp. 240-241. 
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p a s s a g e s in "Maud, " a p a s s a g e in which Tennyson ach ieves the genuinely 

biting ton© that the Spasmodic poet does not quite r e a c h , Tennyson 

d e c r i e s the hypocr i t i ca l pacifist: 

L a s t week c a m e one to the country town, 
To p r e a c h our poor l i t t l e a r m y down, 

This b r o a d - b r i m ' d hawker of holy th ings . 
Whose e a r i s s t u f f d with M s cotton, 

and r ings 
Even in d r e a m s to the chink of h i s pence . 
This hucks t e r put down w a r ! can he tell 
Whether w a r be a cause o r a consequence ? 

Tennyson a l so sugges t s a way tha t al l m e n , not j u s t the Spasmodic poe t -

h e r o , can w o r k to r emove the evi l f r o m the wor ld . Rather than set t ing 

oneself aga ins t w a r , he says , 

Put down the pa s s ions that m a k e e a r t h Hel l! 
Down wi th ambi t ion , a v a r i c e , p r ide , 
Jea lousy , down! cut off f r o m the mind 
The b i t t e r sp r ings of anger and f e a r ; 
Down too, down at your own f i r e s i d e , 
With the evil tongue and the evil e a r . 
F o r each is at w a r with mankind. 

In "Maud, " Tennyson dea ls wi th the p r o b l e m s of th is l i f e , r a t h e r 

than with the p r o b l e m s of an e t e r n a l l i fe that a r e commonly e m p h a s i z e d 

by the Spasmodic®. It i s in s ty le , m o r e than in theme , that "Maud" i s 

Spasmodic . Tennyson u s e s Spasmodic e x c e s s e s in abundance, f o r he , 

l ike Bai ley , Smith, and Dobell , of ten b e c o m e s so involved in the sounds 

^ I b i d . , p. 226, 

1 4Ibid. 
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of words that he seems to d isregard meaning in Ms choice of them, 

Repetition of words, piles of adject ives, and abundant all i teration can 

be seen throughout "Maud. " While loving Maud f rom a distance, the 

speaker wonders: 

15 
Cold and c lear-cut face , why come you so cruelly meek, 

He descr ibes his memory of Maud's beauty: 

Growing and fading and growing upon me without 
a sound, 

Luminous, gemlike, ghostlike, deathlike, half the 
night long 

Growing and fading and growing, till I could bear 
it no more . 

This infatuation with words tends to cloud both the meaning and the 

mood that Tennyson seeks to express in "Maud. " 

Elizabeth Barre t t Browning's Aurora Leigh also contains Spasmodic 

elements. Je rome Buckley comments that " . . . Aurora Leigh (1856), 

more than any of her other effor ts , throbbed with a Spasmodic faith in 

17 

the poet 's miss ion and the sanctity of subjective impulse. " Beginning 

with Aurora Leigh's bir th to an Italian mother and Brit ish fa ther , 

Elisabeth Barre t t Browning describes Aurora ' s life as an aspiring 

poetess. Aurora i s ra ised by a matron Bri t ish aunt who gives her only 

1 5 Ib id . , p. 221. 

1 6 Ib id . , p. 222. 

17 
Je rome Hamilton Buckley, The Victorian Tempers A Study in 

Li te rary Culture {New York, 1964), p. 62. 
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mate r ia l security and an education designed to make Aurora a proper 

Victorian wife. Aurora is able to rebel against this education only 

because '«he discovers her f a the r ' s l ibrary . She exclaims; 

Books, books, books! 
I had found the secret of a ga r re t - room 
Filed high with cases in my f a the r ' s name; 
Piled high, packed large, - -where , creeping in and out 
Among the giant foss i l s of my past, 
U k e some email nimble mouse between the r ibs 
Of a mastodon, I nibbled here and there 
At this or that box, pulling through the gap. 
In heats of t e r r o r , haste , victorious joy, 
The f i r s t book f i r s t . And how I fel t it beat 
Under my pillow, in the morning's dark. 
An hour before the sun would let me read! 
My books! 

She considers the "world of books"*9 to be as rea l as any world. 

And both worlds have God's providence, thank God! 

But closest to God for Aurora L.eigh, as for any Spasmodic, is the poet. 

She r e f e r s to poets as 

. . . the only t ru th- te l le rs , now left to God, - -
The only speakers of essential t ruth. 
Opposed to relat ive, comparative, 
And temporal truths; the only holders by 
His sun-ski r ts , through conventional grey glooms; 
The only teachers who instruct mankind, 
F rom just a shadow on a charnel wall, 
To find man ' s veritable stature out, 

18 
Elizabeth Barre t t Browning, Aurora Leigh; A Poem in Nine 

Books (New York, 1890), p. 27. 

1 9Ibid. , p. 26. 

2 0Ibid. 
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Erec t , subl ime, - - the m e a s u r e of a man, 
And tha t ' s the m e a s u r e of an angel, says 
The apost le . 

The m a j o r conflict that Aurora encounters with her asp i ra t ions to 

poetic height is in he r love for a m o r t a l , h e r cousin Romney Leigh. 

Romney r e p r e s e n t s the p rac t i ca l man , the Uti l i tar ian of he r age: 

. , , Always Romney Leigh 

Was looking fo r the w o r m s , I f o r the gods. 

Auro ra Leigh s t ruggles with her love fo r Romney throughout the v e r s e -

novel, to rn in her conflict between the poe t ' s ideal i s t ic concept of love 

and the f laws in m o r t a l love, a conflict f requent ly exp res sed by the 

Spasmodics . In speaking to a woman who is a lso in love with her 

cousin, Auro ra e x p r e s s e s he r fee l ings about love; 
I love love! t r u t h ' s no c leaner thing than love. 
I comprehend a love so f i e r y hot 
It burns i t s na tu ra l veil of august shame, 
And stands sublimely in the nude, a s chaste 
As Medicean Venus. But I know, 
A love that burns through vei ls , wiU burn through 

m a s k s , 
And shr ivel up t r eache ry . What, love and l ie f 
N a y - - 2 3 

Aurora continue® to be to rmented by he r love f o r Romney; she f ee l s the 

lonel iness and apa r tne s s f r o m the wor ld of the a r t i s t and is embi t te red 

by this feel ing fo r a while: 

2 1 Ib id . , p. 28. 

2 2 I b i d . , p. 18. 

2 3 Ib id . , p. 100. 
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Love you say? 
My lord , I cannot love. I only f ind 
The rhymes fo r love, - - a n d tha t ' s not love, my lord . 

She f ee l s somet imes that love of men is of u l t imate impor tance: 

. . . s ince 
We needs m u s t hunger, - - b e t t e r , f o r m a n ' s love, 
Than God's t ru th! be t t e r , f o r companions sweet , 
Than g rea t convictions! ^5 

But a t other t imes , her concept of love i s m o r e abs t r ac t , romant ica l ly 

expanded to equate love with na ture : 

. . . love 
Includes the whole of na ture , rounding it 
To love . . no m o r e , - - s i n c e m o r e can never be 
Than jus t love. ^ 

Auro ra a l so sees t remendous impor tance in m a t e r n a l love throughout 

Auro ra Leigh, somet imes considering it the only r e a l love. As a r e s u l t 

of this a l l -consuming sea rch for meaning in love, Aurora d i scovers that 

the only rea.1 .Lowe i s that which i s God's. She e x p r e s s e s this concept of 

love in a passage that could be the conclusion of any one of the Spasmodic 

d ramas : 

. . . A r t i s much, but love is m o r e . 
Q Art , my Ar t , thou'rt much , but Love i s moref 
Art symbolises heaven, but Love is God 
And makes heaven. ' 

2 4 i b i d . , p. 186. 

2 5Ibid,. , p. 172. 

2 6 l b i d . , p. 217. 

2 7 Ib id . , P« 341. 
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Elizabeth Barret t Browning expresses the feeling common to the 

Spasmodics-*God is Love, 

It would b© misleading, however, to consider Aurora Leigh purely 

as a Spasmodic poem because much of the discussion in it is concerned 

with concrete problems confronting individuals living during the early 

par t of the Victorian period. As Je rome Buckley notes, 

There were . . . elements in Aurora Leigh quite alien to 
Spasmodic a r t . The will to approach social i ssues directly, 
the emphasis on immediate human values, the scorn of the 
aes thete ' s recourse to poetic imagery derived fa r leas f rom the 
School of Gilfillan than f rom the "ant i - romantic" preachments 
of Carlyl© and Kingsley, 

Elizabeth Barre t t Browning's discussions of the education of Victorian 

women; her commentaries on the inhuman working conditions in 

fac tor ies and on the caEl®usn.e:&s of the rich; and her occasional awareness 

of the staggering effects of science are all elements that make Aurora 

Leigh more than a Spasmodic tragedy. The combination of these pract ical 

comments with lofty discussions of the nature of love, however, crea tes 

a bulky, uneven work that i s much like the Spasmodic's dramatic poems. 

Aurora Leigh expresses the view on a r t that c rea tes such a work: 

. . . Trus t the spiri t , 
As Sovran nature does, to make the form; 
For otherwise we only imprison spir i t , 
And not embody. ^ 

Buckley, p. 62. 

7Browning, p. 164. 
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Although she la ter qualifies this statement by saying. 

There ' s more than passion goes to make a man, 

Or book, which is a man too, 

her style of writing often ref lec ts lack of res t ra in t . As Buckley says, 

Mr®. Browning " . . . retained the highly emotional attitude towards 

aesthetic and religious problems which character ized the work of many 

younger Spasmodics. "3* Although Mrs. Browning generally describes 

the causes for Aurora Leigh's emotional react ions, there a re t imes 

when she just sits back and ut ters a Spasmodic "Ala®! Alas! " or 
I t 

HAlas, and woe to us. " She also occasionally expresses Spasmodic 

ecs tasy : 
But oh, the night J oh, b i t te r -sweet! oh, sweet I 
O dark, O moon and s ta r s , O ecstasy 
Of darkness! O great mystery of love , -* 
In which absorbed, loss , anguish, t reason ' s self 
Enlarges r a p t u r e , - - a s a pebble dropt 
In some ful l wine-cup, over -b r ims the wine! 

It can therefore be seen that Elizabeth Barre t t Browning fel t t remendous 

affinity fo r the Spasmodic school of poets and that she expressed this 

feeling in Aurora Leigh, which she considered to b® the work " . . . into 

3 0Ibid. , p. 169. 

3 Buck l ey , p. 62. 

32 

Browning, p. 15. 

3 3 Ib id , , p. 262. 

34Ibid. , p. 346. 
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35 

which her highest convictions upon Life and Art have entered. " 

The existence of two such predominantly Spasmodic poems in the 

wri t ings of two m a j o r "Victorian poets indicates that e i ther the Spasmodic 

poets exer ted strong influence on their contemporar ies , or that the re 

was a general need at the beginning of the Victorian period fo r Spasmodic 

express ion of feeling. Tennyson's publication of "Maud" while he was 

Poet Laurea te tends to indicate that there was a need fo r this emotional 

exuberance in poetry at the t ime, a need expressed both by the a r t i s t 

and by the public. 

•^ Ib id . , Dedication. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Spasmodic wr i t ing , as has been seen, i s a pulsating a f f i rmat ion 

of the poe t ' s belief in h is divinely insp i red p o w e r s - - a belief that the 

solution to the w o r l d ' s p roblems is to be found within the poe t ' s mind . 

This wri t ing is the work of individual® suspended in the ea r ly Victor ian 

e ra - - ind iv idua l s who fe l t the bewilderment of their age without ever 

understanding it® cause . While m a j o r Victor ian poets t r i ed to cope 

with this bewilderment through observat ions and questioning of 

exist ing conditions, the Spasmodic® looked inward fo r thei r a n s w e r s . 

The resul t ing in t rospect ive works gave express ion to the emotions that 

the Victorians fe l t , but did not add anything to an understanding of the 

source of these emotions. 

The Victor ian Spasmodics w e r e young; the i r ideas and s tyle of 

wri t ing w e r e not m a t u r e and w e r e not developing f u r t h e r because of 

the i r essent ia l ly non-intel lectual nature . In the pass ion of youth they 

became at tached to the pass ionate Br i t i sh Romantic style, a style 

c r ea t ed in a d i f ferent intel lectual c l imate than that of thei r own age. 

While the Br i t i sh Romantic poets had based thei r emotional outburs ts 

91 
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on considered idea®, the Spasmodics shared only their emotion and 

imitated the outbursts without their urnderlying thought. The intense 

subjectivity of the Spasmodics hindered them f rom seeing that if they 

"were to rea l i se their own vitality, they had to str ike out in new 

directions; they had to discover their own styles, f o r m s , and cr i t ical 

standards. Thus, while the Spasmodics were steeped in an 

exaggeratedly Romantic world, "the Victorian e ra rapidly recognized 

i ts proper spokesmen in wr i t e r s who were strenuously conscious of 

2 

Victorian problems. " While the Victorians found sympathy with their 

problems in Spasmodic poetry and therefore received these work® 

enthusiastically, they found no enlightenment in them, no more insight 

than they had already possessed, and therefore eventually rejected 

them* 

* Jerome Hamilton Buckley, The Victorian. Temper; A Study in 
Li te ra ry Culture (New York, 1964), p. 17. 

2Ibid. 
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