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ALFRED E. SMITH 1583

to the heart of his auditor, who generally makes a short
speech but can make a long one, but never makes a poor or
uninteresting one; and he is a fine campaigner. If the men
who think as he does on matters outside of politics and gov-
ernment were not so timid, he would certainly be nominated
Such as they are, he undoubtedly will not be. The only
thing that can save him will be a change of understanding
on their part.

A SONNET

By BaperTE DEUTSCH

Mild gold that lies about the roots of trees;
The sky warmed by a clump of rusted haws;
The scentless autumn winds like slow grey bees
Storing their sweet in winter’s leonine jaws;
All treasure else may tarnish, but not these.
Like tawny linens in the tombs of kings,

The fabric of our austere memories

Shall have made tawdy the less common things.
If but this weaving might as long endure!
That, as we draw more near the homeless bed
Where each must lie alone, we might be sure

Of being with such plain things comforted.
But time, like an insane Penelope,

Unravels as she weaves her tapestry.
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MICHAEL FIELD

By ARTHUR SYMONS

gests to the intellect, and to that only. Hence his

difficulty, which is not a poetic difficulty; not a

cunning simplification of method like Shake-
speare’s who gives us no long speeches of undiluted, un-
dramatic poetry but poetry everywhere like life blood. Not
only is he one of the greatest of our poets; he is also one of
the most passionate, one of the most dramatic in imagina-
tion, and one of the most obscure; therefore, I rank him
with John Donne, who stands out of our tradition, who are
without ancestors. Nor have I forgotten my first and only
meeting with Browning on the 23rd of August, 1889, the
year in which he died; I still recall his violence of voice,
it had the whole gamut of music in it, it thrilled one, it
vibrated one, by certain touches of rare magic in it.

R OBERT BROWNING, in his later period, sug-

Baudelaire wrote : “It would be a wholly new event in the
history of the arts if a critic were to turn himself into a poet,
a reversal of every psychic law, a monstrosity; on the other
hand, all great poets become naturally, inevitably, critics.
It would be prodigious for a critic to become a poet, and
it is impossible for a poet not to contain a critic.” This is
one of his sweeping statements; he, himself, was equally in-
fallible as critic and as poet; but that is the case with very
few French poets and very few English ones; Browning is
no exception to this rule; he was easily carried away by his
impulses and by his emotions. So it happened that in the
spring of 1885, Browning, at a dinner given by Stopford
Brooke, said suddenly: “I have found a new poet,” to which
several voices responded : “Michael Field.”

1584
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In 1885 I reviewed their Father's Tragedy in “Time,”
which I said that Gallirrhoé proved them to be genuine
poets; that this volume was full of the air and the feeling of
the forest; that it gave one a sense of the vengeance of the
outraged Earth. I made their acquaintance in 1889; I saw
them at intervals for several years, at Reigate, at Richmond
and in Paris. On the 12th of June, 1890, I took them with
me to the Forest of Fontainebleau; we had an expensive
lunch at the Restaurant de Franchard. In 1892, I pointed
out to them the apparition, the vision, of Paul Verlaine, in
Paris, as he came out of a shop on the other side of the road
with a huge roll of French bread under his arm. I have
never forgotten that vision of Verlaine nor the shop we often
frequented, which is still to be seen at one corner of the rue
Racine which gives on the Boulevard Saint Michel. In
1886 Katherine wrote to Havelock Ellis saying: “The
Father’s Tragedy, save Emmeline’s song and here and there
a stray line, is indeed Edith’s work; for the others, the work
is perfect mosaic; we cross and interlace like a company
of dancing summer flies, if one begins a character his com-
panion seizes it and possesses it; if one conceives a scene or
situation, the other corrects, completes.”

In the American edition of Underneath the Bough I find
this note, dated September 8th, 1898. “For some years my
work has been done for the younger generations—not yet
knocking at the door, but awaited with welcome. Mean-
while, readers from further England—if they will pardon
my so classing them—have given me that joy of listening
denied to me in my own island; and to them I offer this
book of lyrics, adding such new songs as I count my sweet-
est to those of ‘the Old World Series,” some of which, I have
reason to hope, have won places in their hearts.” Many
of those lyrics were written by Katherine to Edith ; some of
them have outbursts of an almost uncontrollable passion, but
for the most part they are tinged with rhetoric and with a
violence which is somewhat unreal.
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Certain of their lyrics have been compared with those of
Francis Thompson; there can be no comparison between
them, yet in the case of the latter, that a writer who at his
best is so fiery and exuberant should ever take Patmore for
a model, should really try to catch his tricks of expression,
is very curious—for poets who have an individuality to ex-
press ought not to be drawn away by any natural affinity
with such poets, for instance, as Crashaw and Patmore.
Crashaw and Patmore—we come back to the old antagonism
—_can any poet serve two such masters? Imagine Patmore
rewriting, according to his own standard of composition,
The Flaming Heart or Crashaw treating in his own way
the theme of Delicae Sapientiae de Amore! 1 do notunder-
stand why the writer of the life of Michael Field should
have said : “Tt is doubtful whether Laura or Beatrice or the
Dark Lady had a tenderer wooing.” Verses such as these
have the qualities which must soon perish. One sonnet of
Shakespeare is as imperishable as one of his Tragedies;
Death rendered Beatrice’s apothesis conceivable; and Dante
may be said to have re-discovered the Platonic mystery,
whereby love is an initiation into the secrets of the spiritual
world. Tt was the initiation§ of sublime nature into the es-
sence of pure impersonal enthusiasm; there was cven too
little alloy of earth in Dante’s passion for Beatrice.
Petrarch’s love for Laura was of a different type; the unrest
of earthly desire, forever thwarted, but recurring with im-
perious persistence, and the rebellion against the emotions
the lover realized to be lawless, broke his peace. “There is,”
says John Addington Symonds, “an old Greek proverb that
‘to desire the impossible is a malady of the soul” With this
malady in its most incurable form the poet was stricken.”
In the most sombre and tragic sonnets and songs of Christina
Rossetti there is one subject into which she can infuse not so
much her tenderness as the anguish of a heart given sorrow-
fully over to the memory of a passion spent somehow in
vain, disregarded or self-repressed. She has found singu-
larly moving words for the supressed bitterness of a disap-
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pointed heart, the agony of unuttered passion reaching to a
point of ascetic abnegation, a devout frenzy of patience
which is the springing of the bitter seed of hope dead in a
fiery martyrdom. I cannot find one single lyric which is
in any sense perfect in Michael Field’s volumes of verses;
only, here and there, in a few of the last lyrics written by
Edith Cooper, there are startling effects, at once imaginative
and pathetic.

Writing # “Landor I quoted this sentence of Coleridge,
which might almost be applied to the dramas of Michael
Field. “What is it that Landor wants to make him a poet?
His powers are certainly very considerable, but he seems
to be totally deficient in that modifying faculty which com-
presses several units into one whole. The truth is, he does
not possess an imagination in its highest form — that of
stamping it piu nell’uno.” There is in their verse too careful
a search after metaphor and elaborate speech, their method
in dialogue is a logical method ; the speeches are linked by
a too definite and a too visible chain; they do not spring up
out of those profound subconscious affinities, which in the
work of the great dramatists, mimic Nature with all her
own apparent irregularity.

Still, at their finest, there is in them something fierce,
subtle, strange, singular—which can become sinister; there
is nothing in them which is primitive or elemental, nothing
which conveys a sense of that extreme and vehement and
violent passion without which no actual tragedy can exist.
They have some sense of style, some individuality of their
own; they have no vision of great events, no enthralling
emotion ; but, in the younger one, a rare kind of spirituality
which can become exquisite, morbid, intense. Do not look
for construction, nor for that “infinite variety” which only
great drama must possess; they have but little sense of com-
plexities and of the enormous complexity of our hearts and
our passions. There is nothing of that abnormality—they
attempted it in the Borgia—that ought violently to stir ‘the
senses and awaken our sensations out of their torpor; nothing
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that startles or suddenly arrests us. They rarely — there
are certainly many exceptions—give one a thrill, the thrill
of one whose imagination can make beat the hearts of mul-
titudes; who can arouse in our nerves some lurking suspi-
cion of what is hidden in the obscure corners of exasperated
minds, who, as they shatter and piece together, after they
have shattered it, the little mocking mirror of our exist-
ences, fling before our vision those petulent puppets who as
they yearn for joys untasted and for desires unsatiated dis-
count their days and accept so inexorably the precious
pieces.

The curious thing is that two women of such different
temperaments could have done such an immense amount of
work; that they were always themselves—self-contained;
and that only one of them, the younger, could weave spider’s
webs in some Ariadne’s loom, colored and gracile, fragrant
and scented. It was in their second dramatic period—when
they were almost ignored—that they came to a certain ex-
tent into contact with the so-called Decadent Movement;
the period of Wilde, Dowson, Beardsley, Yeats, Conder; the
period of The Yellow Book and of The Savoy. This was
the period when Walter Pater outshone all his contempo-
raries; in November, 1890, he gave a lecture at the Lon-
don Institution on Prosper Mérimée. I was there and
among others were the Michael Fields; it was Edith (who
had never met Pater) who gave this wonderfully perfect
revelation of the man and the writer. “There is great de-
termination, a little brutality (in the French sense) about
the lower part of the face; yet it is under complete control.
His voice is low, and has a singularly sensitive resonance
in it—an audible capacity for suffering, as it were His
courteous exterior hides a strong nature; there is something,
one feels, of Denysg ’AuxeRois in him — a Bacch a
Zagreds.” ‘To give a lecture in public was for Pater a
sefere humiliation; and the agony of the act of reading it
communicated itself to the main part of the audience. On
that occasion some of his friends gathered round the plat-
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form to congratulate him; he expressed a hope that the
audience was able to hear what he said. “We overheard
you,” said Oscar Wilde. “Ah, you have a phrase for every-
thing,” replied the lecturer, the only contemporary, Wilde
declared with pathetic inaccuracy, who ever influenced him.
In regard to this I remember a story of some one who was
present at a dinner given by W. E. H. Lecky at the Author’s
Society, in which he said that he was sorry there were no
great writers alive, and no stylists to compare with those
who had passed away. “A few paces off from me,” he said,
“sat Walter Pater, George Meredith and Austin Dobson.”

I fail to understand such praise as this “for the gen-
ius of Michael Field, uniting as it does the two prin-
cipal elements of art, Dionysian and Apollian, is there-
fore, of its nature an illustration of Nietzsche’s theory.”
It is the very acme of absurdity to have said of their
sacrglegious attempt or attack on the unsurpassable
genius of Sappho in a book named Long Ago that came out
in 1889, that “ the leader of the sally was herself a flame
of Dionysian fire,” and that there would appear to be “a
real resemblance between Michael’s intensity, her exuber-
ance and quick lyrical impulse, and the legendary Sappho.”
Why use the word “legendary”? Swingburne says, referring
to the attack on his"Anactoria; one of his unsurpassable cre-
ations, that he has striven to cast his spirit into the mould
of hers; that in rendering Sappho’s very words into English,
“T have tried to bear witness, how, more than any other’s,
her verses strike and sting the memory in lonely places, or
at sea, among all loftier lights and sounds—how they seem
akin to fire and air, being themselves ‘all air and fire’; other
element there is none in them.”

What they actually did was to take a few lines from the
Greek of Sappho; then to attempt to translate those lines;
then to add variations on these themes of their own invent-
ing. One of the most passionate and tragic fragments of
Sappho I give in my own rendering :—
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“The waning moon out of the sky has vanished,
The seven Pleiades out of the heaven have gone.
It is midnight, the hours drag at my heart, banished
Is slumber from mine eyelids. I sleep alone.”
Out of these four lines they made five stanzas of eight lines.
This is the last stanza :—
“The moon is gone, yet he delays
The stars are set, but Sappho stays
And can it be that death,
Jealous, be sped
To suck from me my Phaon’s balmy breath?
I stifle on my heart the funeral moan:
I do not weel the dead;
I lie alone.”

Compared with the Greek these, as well as the other
lines are puffed out and enfeebled by alterations, they are
colorless and bloodless.

Only two women who ever wrote verse had in them “a
flame of Dionysiac fire”; Sappho and Sante Theresa; in
both “a flaming heart” burned outward to escape the in-
tolerable pain of its reclusion. Nietzsche himself imagined
he had “almost the soul of a Mageaa ; so that, with his hal-
lucinatory vision, he divines Apollo as the God of Dreams,
Dionysus as the God of Intoxication; the chorus is the lyric
cry, the vital ecstasy ; the drama is the projection into vision
of the exterior, temporary world of forms. That myth of
Dionysus Zagrecus, “a Bacchus who had been in hell,” is
the foundation of the marvelous new myth of Walter Pater,
and this pagan afterthought is a translation, in which one
hardly knows whether most to admire its learning, its in-
genuity, or its passionate imagination.

Again, it is out of the question to compare for one moment
Emily Bronté with Michael Field, as in this sentence:
“However fully one may recognize the truth that there
is no sex in genius, I suppose we shall always be startled at
the appearance of an Emily Bronté or a Michael Field.” To
begin with, the world was not in the least startled by the ap-
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pearance of either of these; yet, in spite of this, Emily
Bronté remains always a woman of unique genius: she is
the only woman in whom there has been seen the paradox of
passion without sensuousness; in whom passion was alive
as flame is alive in the earth; there was in her a passionate
great dark unconscious instinct as of primitive nature-wor-
ship. “But,” says Swinburne, “the pure note of absolutely
right expression for things inexpressible in full by prose
at its highest point of adequacy—the formal inspiration of
sound which at once reveals itself, and which can fully
reveal itself by metrical embodiment alone, in the sym-
phonies and antiphonies of regular word-music and definite
instinctive modulation of corresponsive tones—this is what
Emily had for her birthright” No one who has read
Wuthering Heights—which is one of the most magnificent
novels ever written, which as a novel can only be compared
with some of Webster's Tragedies—can fail to recognize
that what he is reading is a tragedy, simply because it is the
work of a writer whose genius is essentially tragic. Those
who believe that the pure-bred Gypsy Heathcliff was called
into existence by the accident that his creeper had witnessed
the agonies of her unspeakable brother, might believe that
Aeschylus wrote the Eumenides, because he had witnessed
the uncomfortable results of matricide. “The love which
devours life itself,” again to quote Swinburne, “which dev-
astat@ and desolates the future with unquenchable and
raging fire, has nothing less than flame or sunlight.”

Now, what shall be said in favor of the Michael Fields?
Strangely gifted, had they the creative power of the born
Dramatist? Had they any individual genius, any startling
originality? Are their characters in any sense vitally alive?
It seems to me certain that the younger one who wrote The
Father’s Tragedy (1885) assuredly had touches or flashes
of genius. TItis baneful and full of omens, it is literally the
father’s annihilation, from the fact that he has let his wild
son, David Rothsay, die of starvation in prison. Because
he was wanton, he was condemned to die in soul; because

&
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of his dishonorable marriage, to die in heart; for his unde-
served punishment, to die in body; a triple death, three-fold
starvation. These prison scenes are terrible; they fill one
with a sense of awe and of pity, for so fair a flower of youth
to be so rudely plucked from its roots and so left to perish
on the mere straw of one naked cell. She naturally gives
one none of the unsurpassable agony and mental and physi-
cal degradation of Marlowe’s King Edward the Second;
as when he cries:

“Let this gift change thy mind, and save thy soul.
Know that I am a King: Oh, at that name
I feel a hell of grief. Where is my crown?
Gone, gone; and do I still remain alive?
But that grief keeps me waking, I should sleep;
For not these ten days have these eyelids closed.”
Yet, in his agony, Rothsay can utter such lines as these :—
“Death was a shadow—I myself am Death.
I fed and never knew it; now I starve.
Here is the skeleton I've seen in books!
I am naked now, and Death is not dead;
O, God! he lives in me—in me must die;
And I must watch him with these burning eyes
Like candles set aflare upon my corpse.”

HAPPY ENDING
By MARGARET WIDDEMER

This is that winter snow

We dreaded so:

And yet the days that shorten,

The winds that blow,

Seem like a rest from color and from light:
After a hurrying day, a placid night.

Perhaps that Death we wish came net so soon

May be that dreamed-of gift,

That longed-for boon

Fach man holds in his heart, too vague for words—
Something beyond tomorrow:

An end to sorrow:

An evening nest for lost, wing-wearied birds!
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