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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

It is curious but never-the-~less true that Francis
Thompson, one of the major poets of the nineteenth century,
is also one of the least understood and conéequently one
of the least appreciated by the average reader. That he is
too Catholic to be catholic has become & popular paradox
with just enough truth in it to be pleasantly false. For
the fact remains that even by the ordinary Catholic reader
he is neither fully grasped nor justly rated.

The customary charge, and it is a valid one, brought
by even the Catholic reader against the poems of Thompson
is that they are obscure. lilany reasons may be assigned for
this obscurity. The poems abound with intricate Iimagery.
They apparently lack sequence of thought. Unusual words and
phrases, Letin and archaic English, are found on every line.
They deal constantly with the supernatural, and are packed
with minute autobiographical references.

It is the purpose of this thesis to prove that, despite
the validity of these objections, the poems of Franclis Thomp-
son can be read intelligently and appreciatively if the read-

er possesses a definite knowledge of the events in Thompson's




1ife and a clear understanding of his poetic theory.

In order to grasp fully the meaning of any lyric poem,
it is necessary, from the very nature of this kind of poetry,
to possess a definite knowledge of the poet's biography. As
Dom Verner Moore in a monograph on Shelley so aptly states:

«soeThe more one studies poets and their

lives the more one realizes that their

poetry is conditioned by the personal

element of their inner experience. Their

poetry is a cryptogram to which the blog-

raphy supplies the key. The two together

reveal a human individual in his inner-

most being....The poetry is written in a

code that only those can understand who

know the poet. (1)
If this is true in the case of any lyric poet, it is even
more certain when the poet under consideration is Francis
Thompson. e himself in a letter to Wilfrid Meynell admits
that "verse written as I write it is nothing less than a con-
fessional far more intimate than the sacerdotal one." (2)
Wilfrid lieynell, in an unpublished letter to the writer of
this thesis, dated July 11,1934, writes, "And of course his
poetry is packed with autobiography."”

The reason for choosing Thompson's poetic theory as the
second major obstacle in the path to an intelligent inter-
pretation of his poems is rather obvious. In the first place,
Thompson intersperses most of his longer poems with discourses

on the destiny of a true poet, on poetic inspiration, and on

the capriciousness of true poetic fancy. And he usually
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veils these passages 1in luxurious imagery destined to baffle
the reader who does not possess a previous knowledge of
Thompson's poetic theory.

Moreover, in the chapters on Thompson's poetic theory
will be grouped answers to many of the charges of obscurity
mentioned above, namely, his use of imagination and imagery
in a peculiar way, the irregularity of his metre, and the
lack of thought sequence.

It is obviously impractical and almost impossible to
show the necessity for autobliographical information by ana-
lyzing all or even most of his poetry. Some choice must be
made. This thesis willl discuss thoroughly but one of Thomp-

son's poems, Sister Songs. This poem has been chosen for two

reasons. 1t is one of Thompson's greatest poems, if not the
greatest, and it is one of the most obscure. It was shortly

after the publication of Sister Songs that Arnold Bennett

wrote in the Woman for July 3, 1895:

My belief is that Francis Thompson has a
richer natural genius, a finer poetical
equipment than any poet save Shakespeare.

Show me the divinest glories of Shelley

and Keats, even of Tennyson, and I think

I can match them all out of this one book. (3)

In the poem itself Thompson writes:

Oh! may this treasure galleon of my verse,

Fraught with its golden passion, oared with
cadent rhyme,

Set with a towering press of fantasies,

Drop safely down the time. (Pt. 11, 11,587-590)
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Thompson also realized the obscurity of Sister 3Songs. Lines
616-628 in Part 2 read:

Yet wail, my spirits, waill

So few therein to enter shall pervail.

Scarce fewer could win way, if thelir desire

A dragon baulked, with involuted spire,

And writhen snout spattered with yeasty fire.

For at the elfin portal hangs a horn

Which none can wind aright

Save the appointed knight

Whose lids the fay-wings brushed when he was born.
All others stray forlorn,

Or glimpsing through the blazoned windows scrolled,
Receding labyrinths lessening tortuously

In half obscurity.

If the poem Sister Songs can be intelligently enjoyed through

a knowledge of the facts of Thompson's external and internal
1ife and through an understanding of his poetic theory, then
poems less difficult of interpretation can easily be apprec-
iated by means of a similar study.

| The purpose of the thesis, then, is to show that the
meaning of the poems of Francis Thompson can only be unraveled
fully by one who understands the autobliographical references
in the poems and the poetical theory of the poet. This will

be done by examining Sister Songs, explaining the personal

references by means of the known facts of the author's life,
and clarifying the meaning of the entire poem by an exposition
of hig poetic theory.

All the autobiographical passages in Sister Songs refer

to two important phases of Thompson's life, his relations

with the lleynell family, and his experiences as an outcast on




the London streets. These two divisions will form the
gsecond and third chapters of the thesis.
The fourth chapter will contain Thompson's views on

poetry mentioned in Sister Songs, namely, the poet a dedicated

spirit, the alliance of pain and poetry, and the inspiration
of the poet. The fifth chapter will be a continuation of
the discussion of poetic theory, treating mainly imagery,

imagination, form, and metre.




NOTES TO CHAPTER OKE

loore, Thomas Verner, Percy Bysshe Shelley, pe. 5.

Meynell, Everard, The Life Of Francis Thompson, p. 103.
Any quotations from this biography will refer to the
first edition.

ibid., p. 149-150




CHAPTER TWO

THOMPSON ARD THE MEYNELY FAMILY

Sigster Songs; an Offering to Two Sisters was written in
a penny exercise book in 1891. The original title of the poenm
was Amphicypellon, Wrought and Upbrimmed for Two Sisters, with

an Inscription. (1) At the instigation of Mr. Meynell the

title was changed twice and finally assumed its present form.
The poem is an expression of Thompson's love for the two Key-
nell girls, Sylvia and Monica, and was presented to these two
sisters in 1895 as a Christmas gift. (2)

Since this chapter purposes to examine excerpts from
the poem that have reference to Thompéon'a relations with the
Meynell family, it will contain both a brief summary of
Thompson's life and a minute explanation of those portions
which treat of his friendship with the Meynells.

Born in 1859 at Preston in Lancashire, Francis Thompson
entered St. Cuthberts in Ushaw with the intention of study=-
ing for the priesthood, but after seven years was advised
to leave. Shortly afterwards he entered the medical school
of Owens College in Manchester. After acquiring the habit
of taking drugs he left Manchester in 1884 without a degree,
quarrelled with his father, and ran away to London. For

three years he lived there as a tramp, half crazed with drug,
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writing bits of prose and poetry on odd scraps of paper.
In 1889 he contributed a poem to Wilfrid Meynell's Merry
England. Recognizing the genius of the contributor, Meynell
got in touch with Thompson, sent him first to a private hos-
pital in ILondon, then to a Premonstratensian Priory at Stor-
rington to recover his drug shattered health. In 1890 Thomp-
son, returning to London, lived constantly under the influence
of the Meynells. Two years later he retired to the intensely
Catholic atmosphere of the Capuchin monastery at Pantasaph,
Wales. Four years later he returned to London, contracted
consumption, and died after & long illness on Nov. 13,1907,
Thompson, then, owed a great debt to the Meynell family,
e¢nd especially to Wilfrid Meynell, for discovering and nur-
turing his poetic talent. One way in which he paid that debt
was by writing Sister Songs in praise of two of the Meynell
children. Yet in this very payment he contracted another debt,
for the Meynell children were providing the ingpiration for
both this and other great lyrics. Three poems were dedicated
to Konica, "The Poppy"s "To Monica Thought Dying", and "To
Xonice after Nine Years". ®The Making of viola®“ was written
to commemorate the birth of the fifth Meynell child; "To My
Godchild” honored Francis, the youngest of the Meynell child-

ren; and the seventh child offered the inspiration for "To

Olivia".
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For the children of one family to have inspired directly
such a wealth of poetry -would seem enough to justify the lavish
praise recurring throughout Sister Songs. But to Thompson the
children meant more than this. They were the mediate inspira-
tion for almost all of his poetry. In the first part of Sister
Songs, he writes of Sylvia:

This tiny, well-beloved maid!

To whom the gate of my heart's fortallce,

With all which in it is,

And the shy self who doth therein immew him,
'Gainst what loud leaguerers battailously woo him,
I, bribed traitor to him,

Set open for one kiss. (11. 257-263)

Lest this protestation that the shy Thompson opened his
heart completely to a small girl seem a mere poetic effusion,
let the reader recall when and under what circumstances Thompson
first met Sylvia Meynell. Before coming to Storrington Thompson
had never experienced true peace. At Ushaw he strove to lead
a life for which he was totally unfit. At medical school his
depressed spirits craved happiness and found it only in lau-
danum. On the London streets he met only sin and squalor and
the brusque city life. Then in the short space of a year he
was removed from shattered dreams, from uncongenial employ=-
ments, from a world he could not understand, from the squalor
he loathed and the sin he despised, and placed between virgin

hille and the southward dreaming sea and in the company of in-

nocent children. No wonder, then, that he reverenced these
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children and their childish ways. No wonder that this innocent
atmosphere warmed and brought to fruition the budding genius
within him. No wonder he makes such lavish protestations of
devotion to these children. |
Following the lines quoted above is a short description

of Thompson's days in London. This autobiographical referende
will be explained in Chapter Three. At ﬁhe end of the descrip-
tion he reverts to the influence of Sylvia and her kiss which
awakened in him sleeping memories and forced him to fashion
these memories in song.

Therefore I kissed in thee

Her, child, and innocency,

And spring, and all things that have gone from me,

And that shall never bej;
All vanished hopes, and all most hopeless bliss,
Ceme with thee to my kiss. (Pt.l, 1l. 302-307)

And among these vanished hopes that returned to him must Dbe
inecluded the hope, later realized, of being the poet of the
return to God; and included in the hopeless bliss must be the
bliss of literary ambitions fulfilled.

Thompson himself was afraid that the reader might imagine
these lines to be exaggerated poetic outpourings. To make his
point certain, he adds:

Then, that thy little kiss

Should be to me all this,

Let workaday wisdom blink sage lids thereat;

Which towers a flight three hedgerows high,poorbat!
And straightway charts me out the empyreal air.

Its chart I wing not by, its canon of worth
Scorn not, nor reck though mine should breed it mirthe
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And howso thou and I may be disjoint,
Yet still my falcon spirit makes her point
Over the covert where
Thou, sweetest quarry, hast put in from herl! ,
(Pt.1, 11.323-333)
Those three passages, in particular, from Part One of
the poem may fail to move the reader and may even confuse
him, unless he understands and fully appreciates the strong
bond of love that tied together the young girl and the con-
valescent poet. In the beginning of the second part of the
poem there occur nine lines that have undoubtedly baffled
many unwary readers. They contain an occult reference to a
turning point in the ¢areer of Francis Thompson. The passage
readss
Like one who sweats before a despot‘'s gate,
Summoned by some presaging scroll of fate,
And knows not whether kiss or dagger waitj;
And all so sickened is his countenance,
The courtiers buzz, ®Lo, doomed!® and look
at him askances-
Even so stood I, I ken,
Even so stood I, between a joy and fear,

And said to mine own heart,"Now if the end be here."
(Pt-2,ll.169-177)

The courtier standing timorously at the gate of the despot

was Francis Thompson; the arviter of his fate, Wilfrid Meynell;

and the end mentioned was the end of Thompson's vagabond life.
From November,1885,until February,1887, Thompson had

wandered about the streets of London, doing odd jobs, reading

voluminously in libraries until his ragged appearance barred

him, and writing bite of prose and poetry on upninviting scraps
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of salvaged paper..Little need be said here of his sufferings
during that time. They will be treated fully in the following
chapter. Suffice it to say that at the end of two years Thomp-
son had almost reached the end of his physical and mental en-
durance. In February, 1887, he began "to decipher and put to-
gether the half obliterated manuscript of Paganism." (3)
He sent it, together with several poems, to the editor of
Merrie England, adding in a letter, "Kindly address your re-
jection to the Charing Cross Post Office.* (4) He spent his
last halfpenny on two boxes of matches, and "began the struggle
for life." (5)

The editor of Merrie England was Wilfrid lieynell. He

had founded it in 1883 for the purpose of ®"reviving in our
hearts and in the hearts of others, the enthusiasm of the
Christian faith."® (6) Let it be said at this point that Mey-

nell and his kerrie England accomplished nothing greater dur-

ing the twelve years of its existence than the discovery, in-
gpiration, and direction of the poetic genius of Francis Thomp-
son. In the years to come, when the Pen, the Weekly Register,

and Merrie England are no longer mentioned in literary his-

tories of the 19th century, Wilfrid Meynell will be remembered

and blessed as the discoverer and literary patron of Francis

Thompsone.

But February,1887, was not the date of this discovery.

Thompson's untidy manuscript reached the editor but was pigeon-
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holed for six months. Once read, however, it was recognized

as the work of one in whom genius rested. All attempts to get
in touch with the author failed. In desperation, Meynell pub-
lished "The Passion of Hary", one of the poems included with
the essay, as the best means of bringing a response from the
author. A letter came from Thompson giving a chemist's shop

in Drury Lane as his address. After a few days a messenger
located Thompson and invited him to visit the editor of Merrie
England.

Thus was the stage set for the dramatic entrance of Fran-
cis Thompson into the literary life of "fin de siecle® England.
This entrance Thompson compares, in the lines quoted above,
to the.entrance of a subject into the throne room of & regal
despot,; knowing not "whether kiss or dagger wait"™, standing
torn "between a joy and a fear®, and gasping,"now if the end
be here". What immediately followed this situation is related
thus in the biography:

Then the door opened, and a strange hand was

thrust in. The door closed, but Thompson had

not entered. Again it opened, again it shut.

At the third attempt a waif of a man came in.

No such figure had been looked for; more rag-

ged and unkempt than the average beggar, with

. no shirt beneath his coat and bare feet in bro-

ken shoes, he found my father at a loss for words.(7)

The drame was well on ite way; & drama that was to last some

twenty years, involving as principal characters, an editor,

kind, persuasive, critical, encouraging, and aflame with a




-17=
desire to revive in all hearts a knowledge and love of the
Christian faith, and a poet, shy, sensitive, gifted with a
keen literary sense but unequal to the exacting demands of a
weekly press, his feet on the streets of london, his spirit
in the clouds, lonely in the midst of company, reclusive but
lovable. The scene shifted from the London streets to a pri-
vate hospital, to a monastery, then back again to London; the
editor always persuasive, buoyant, cheerful, and thoughtfulj;
the poet at times discouraged, at others resolute, at first
brimming over with poetry, then exhausting the magic cup.
And the curtain closes with the poet on his death bed clasping
the editor's hand, "“chaffing and patting it, as if to make
a last farewell.* (8)

Those nine lines are Sister Songs' only direct reference
to the influence of Wilfrid Meynell on Thompson, but into
that passage is packed for the enjoyment of the careful reader
the devotion and worship and love of a childlike spirit for
& man who was more than father to him. Thompson, with hise
deep spiritual outlook, sume up his gratitude in a few lines
written to Meynell, when he says simply, "May God be as kind
to you as you have ever been to me." (9) It may seem that
Thompson received much and gave little in that friendship.

But after Thompson's death Meynell wrotes

Devoted friends, lament him no less for himself
than for his singing. But let none be named the
benefactor of him who gave to &ll more than any
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could give to him. He made all men his debtors,
leaving to those who loved him the memory of
his personality, and to English poetry an im-
perishable name. (10)

Since Sister Songs is primarily a hymn of praise for Syl-
via and Monica Meynell, Thompson, immediately after describing
his emotions as he stood before the editorial office of ﬁbrrie
England, writes of his first meeting with Monica. He had been
taken to the hospital by Wilfrid iMeynell.

But whileas on such dubioug bed I 1lay,

One unforgotten day,

As a sick child waking sees

Wide-eyed daisies

Gazing on it from its hand,

Slipped there for its dear amazes;

So between thy father's knees

I saw thee stand,

And through my hazes

O0f pain and fear thine eyes' young wonder shone.

Then, as flies scatter from a carrion,

Or rooks in spreading gyres like broken smoke

Wheel, when some sound their quietude had broke,

Fled, at thy countenance, all that doubting spawns

The heart which I had questioned spoke,

A cry impetuous from its depth was drawn,--

"I take this omen of the face of dawn."
(Pte2,11.184-201)

Earlier in thies chapter wheu rari uvue ol the poem was being
discussed, and the influence of Sylvia on ThPmpson was noted,
the reasons for this influence were fully explained. Conse~
quently it is not necessary to repeat that biographical in-
formation. It is sufficient to note, in elucidation of the
resson for the fulsome praise accorded to Monica in these
passages, that Monica, as Sylvia, by her innocent ways and

artless friendship, drew the shy Thompson out of the shell
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of his timidity, and silently encouraged him to begin writing
poetry. Also, by her childish love, she inspired him throughout
his life to develop assiduously his poetic genius. The stanza
quoted above refers to his decision, made under the light of
Monica's eyes, to devote his life to poetry. The following
lines show that throughout his life Monica was a continuous
source of inspiration to him.

And with this omen to my heart cam'st thou.
Even with a spray of tears
That one light draft was fixed there for the years.
And now? --
The hours I tread ooze memories of thee, sweet,
Beneath my casual feet.
With rainfall as the lea
The day is drenched with thee;
In little exquisite surprises
Bubbling deliciousness of thee arises
From sudden places,
Under the comwon traces
Of my most lethargied and customed paces.
- (Pt.2,11.201-213)

Some lines later Thompson sums up the influence of Monica on
his work.

In all I work my hand includeth thine;

Thou swing'st the hammers of my forge;

As the innocent moon, that nothing does but shine,

Moves all the labouring surges of the world.

(Pt.2,11.256=262)
To appreciate the highly emotional praise contained in

almost all of these lines it must be remembered that Thompson's
love for the children was not a mere passing fancy, momentarily

intengified by contrast with his former loveless state. Years

later when the fire of his poetic genius had died somewhat, and

;



the children were no longer children, he wrote to Monica of
"The Poppy" and of Sister Songs a congratulatory note on her
forthcoming marriage. It is dated 1903.

Extend to him, if he will allow me, the affect-

ion which you once =~ so long since -- purchased with

a poppy in that Friston field. "Keep it," you said,

(though you have doubtless forgotten what you said)

"as long as you live." I have kept it and with it

I keep you, my dearest. I do not say or show much

for I am an old man compared with you, and no com-

panion for your young life. But never, my dear,

doubt I love you. And if I have the chance to show

it I will do so. I am ill at saying all I doubtless

should say to a young girl on her engagement. I

have no experience in it, my Monicda. I can only

say I love you; and if there is any kind and tender

thing I should have said, believe it is in my heart,

though it be not here. My dear, your true fri?ndi..
11

For some 220 lines following the passages praising the
innocence of Monica, Thompson discusses in detail poetry and
the poet. These lines will be examined in Chapter Four of this
thesis under Sections C and D. However, in four different
places throughout these lines Thompson reverts to his relations
with Monica teynell. These passages do not merely repeat his
protestations of love for the child. They add the prophecy
that Monica will some day be a poet and introduce to the poem,
for the first time, Alice Meynell, Wilfrid's gifted and gra-
cious wife. Monica, a "princess of the Blood of Song", will
sing in verse because she is the daughter of Alice.

The precious streams which through thy young lips roll
Shall leave their lovely delta in thy soul.
Yhere sprites of so essential kind

Set their paces, .
Surely they shall leave behind

|
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The green traces

Of their sportance in the mind;

And thou shalt, ere we well may know it,

Turn that dantiness, a poet, --

Elfin-ring

Where sweet fancies foot and sing.

So it may be, 80 it shall be, ==

Oh, take the prophecy from me! (Pt.2,11.446-458)

Thy nescient lips repeat maternal strains.

Memnonian lips!

Smitten with singing from thy mother's East,

And murmurous with music not their own.
(Pt.2,11.363=366)

And thou, bright girl, not long shall thou repeat

Idly the music from thy mother caught. ,
(Pt.2,11.,436-437)

Thou, in thy mother's right,

Descendant of Castalian-chrismed kings =~-

O Princess of the Blood of Song!
(Pt.2,11.483-485)

It may seem strange that Thompson should so boldly pro-
phesy future poetic genius for a young child. But Thompson not
only admired deeply the poems of the child's mother, but also
respected her critical opinion. Monica had all the literary
advantages possible in life, and though the prophecy was never
fulfilled it was more than a wild guess. It was a compliment
to the powers of Alice Meynell. A book of poems by this gifted
woman had crystalized the confidence instilled in Thompson by
Wilfrid Meynell. Mr. Meynell narrates the incident thusi

I remember the first occasion on which he came

to our house in the evening. I gave him Mrs.
Meynell's little volume of poems. He took it

away to his lodgings, and when he came back he told
us how he sat up reading it that night, and finally

had thrown it down in his excitement, and said
aloud: "Then I too am a poet!" He found she had
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said things he wanted to say, and it came to
him as a revelation that they were sayable. (12)

Though sure of his ability to write, Thompson continually
showed deference to Alice Meynell's critical opinionp on liter-
ary matters. Part of one of his many letters requesting her
judgment is quoted here.

+sethe long poem, "The Anthem of Earth", was

written only as an exercise in blank verse...

So it is solely for your judgment on the metre

that I send it. (13)
Since Thompson had such complete faith in Alice Meynell's
literary judgment and technical skill, and since he greatly
admired Wilfrid Meynell's editorial achievements, he could
in good faith prophesy the gift of poesy for Monica, the
daughter of the brilliant editor and the gifted poetess to
who he was indebted "for what it has been given to me to
accomplish in poetry." (14)

The final lines of Sister Songs repeat in poetic flights

of fancy Thompson's undying love for and devotion to Sylvia
and Monica Meynell. Many of these images will be examined in
Chapter Five. Concerning the matter of this chapter only one
new elegent is introduced by the poet, namely, the deep humil-

iTy of his love. Lines 521-525 give one example.

And since my love drags this poor shadow, me,
And one without the other may not be,

From both I guard thee free.

It still is much, yes, it is much,

Only -- my dream! -- to love my love of thee.
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His humility here takes the form of fear, fear that he, soiled
by contact with sin and squalor for years, may by too impet-
uous a love tarnish the beautiful souls of the children.

His humility was also practical. It could stand the ul-
timate test of scorn. He knew that the children in their pres-
ent undeveloped state could not appreciate his love. Perhaps
when they grew older and wiser they would ridicule the love
of this incongruous vagabond. He was prepared even for that.
Flaunting his undying devotion for them in the face of the
world's scorn, he cries in the final lines of the poems

Now pass your ways, fair bird, and pass your ways,

If you will;

I have you through the days!

And flit or hold you gtill,

And perch you where you list

On what wrist, == ’

You are mine through the times!

I have caught you fast forever in a tangle
of sweet rhymes.

And in your young maiden morn

You may scorn

But you must be

Bound and sociate with me;

With this thread from out the tomb my dead hand
shall tether thee! (Pt.2,11.746-758)

It would be difficult to pick out one member of the Mey-
nell family and say that he or she was primarily responsible
for the flourishing of Francis Thompson's poetic genius. I
prefer to think of them as a group, each one in his own way
influencing the poet: Wilfrid Meynell by his discovery and
encouragement, Alice Meynell by the deep spirituality of her

character and by her keen critical acumen, the children by
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their artless, innocent simplicity. As George Meredith remark-
ed after Thompson's death, "What we have of him is mainly due
to the Meynell family." (15)

Is it any wonder, then, that the poems of Francis Thompson
are brimming over with love for the Meynells and deep grati-
tude for their kindness? The history of 1iterature will sin
grievously if it does not inseparably and eternally link to-

gether the names of Thompson and Meynell.
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NOTES TQ CHAPTER TWO

For an interesting explanation of this title confer
Life of Francis Thompson, pp. 105-106.

Sylvia, for whom Part One of Sister Songs was written,
is Madeline Meynell, the younger of the two sisters. As
Thompson refers to her in the poem as Sylvia, she will
be called Sylvia in this thesis in order to avoid confusion.
Meynell, Everard, op. cit., p.85.

Ibido, p0860

Ibid.

De La Gorcej,Agnes, Francis Thompson, p.6l.

Op. Cit-’ p.89.

Ibido, pl550.

Ibid-) p0338-

Ibido Y p.35l.

Quoted in Life of Francis Thompson, pe«340.

Megroz, Rodolphe L., Francis Thompson, the Poet of Earth
in Heaven, p.28.

13) Meynell, Everard, ope.cite., p.177. For other letters show-

ing Thompson's complete faith in Alice Meynell's literary
judgment and technical skill in prosody confer pp.297, 300,
130-131, 133, and 159 of the same work.

14) Ibido) p01280

15)

Ibido, p02470




CHAPTER THREE

THOMPSON'S OUTCAST DAYS IN ILONDON

One passage in Sister Songs, as self-revealing as any

Thompson ever wrote, describes such an important phase in his
life that it merits a chapter by itself. Containing but sixty
lines, it i a swift musical lament on the three years he
spent wandering about the streets of London. How these three
years of suffering influenced the gquality of Thompson's poetry
will be dealt with in Part B of Chapter Four. This chapter will
confine itself to an explication of the passage by means of
viographical study. ,

The part of the poem under discussion is patenﬁly a bit
of autobiography. Yet the exact interpretation of it is dif-
ficult. Upon the publication of Sister Songs critics carped
at the vagueness of this passage. Wilfrid Meynell admits the
validity of these charges in his introduction to Poems, but
contends that the difficulty is not insurmountable. The solu-
tion lies in an intimate knowledge of the facts of the poet's

life.

The charge of obscurity was apt; for who did
not know his days -- and his nights -- in the
London streets could follow such a poignant
pédce of autobiography as this.... (1)
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The exXperiences of Thompson in London related in this-
portion of the poem are readily divided into two parts: his
sufferings, physical and spiritual, and his encounter with the
street=-girl Ann.

As explained in the last chapter the lines just preceding
this passage picture the poet protesting his love for Sylvia
and opening his heart to her for a kiss. This kiss breaks
through the crust of his "shy self" and wrings from him the
memories of his sufferings of the past three years.

Once, bright Sylviola, in days not far,

once,in that nightmare time which still doth haunt

My dreams, a grim,unbidden visitant,

Forlorn and faint and stark,

I had endured through watches of the dark

The abashless inquisition of each star,

Yea, was the outcast mark

Of all those heavenly passers' scrutiny;

Stood bound and helplessly

For time to shoot his barbed minutes at me;

Suffered the trampling hoof of every hour

In night's slow wheeled car;

Until the tardy dawn dragged me at length

From under those dread wheels; and, bled of strength,

I waited the inevitable last. (Pt.1,11.274-288)
Thompson, during this period, was often in need of the necessa-
ries of life. Everard Meynell in his biography says, *I know
that Thompson suffered hunger; so much he told me." (2) The
reasgson for this is simple. Some months after he left home his
allowance was stopped. Entirely unfitted for such small jobs
as came his way -- running errands for a shoemaker, holding
horses, blacking boots, and selling papers and matches =-- he

was too proud to make a business of begging. Since he spent the
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few pennies he could gather together on laudanum, he was often
»forlorn, and faint, and stark."

The pangs of hunger, however, were slight in comparison
to his mental sufferings. Two of these he mentions specifically.
One, reserved for sensitive,imaginative spirits, was the re-
proach of the stars. He was " the outcast mark of all those
heavenly passers' scrutiny.® Standing in the midst of sin and
filth, he saw the crystal stars in a clean, fresh atmosphere
high above him, sternly reproving him. The other annoyance,
one reserved for abstracted individuals who daily walk through
busy streets, was the constant threat of danger from wheeling
traffic. In the poem Thompson changes this danger into a fig-
ure of speech and combines it with the suffering he endured
whiling away the depressing hours of the nights

Suffered the trampling hoof of every hour ‘
In night's slow-wheeled car. (Pt.1,11.284-285)

In these lines:

Stood bound and helplessly

For time to shoot his barbed minutes at me.

(Pt.1,11.282-283)

Shane Leslie sees a suggestion of the arrow-shaped hands in
the clock of Covent Garden and an allusion to the slow martyr-
dom of St. Sebastian; but to me they are but a repetition of the
lines quoted above, with a change of figure. To Thompson, who

had nothing in life to look forward to, the passage of time

was at first monotonous and then painfully slow.
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Despite these explicit references to physical and mental

sufferings, Thompson's greatest tormentswere his spiritual
sufferings. A highly sensitive person may suffer physically
more than others, it is true; but if, like Thompson, he has
a deeply spiritual outlook on 1life, he knows the narrow limits
of physical suffering. Thompson could see Jacob's ladder pitch-
ed between Heaven and Charing Cross, and Christ walking on the
waters of the Thames. (3) To him hunger and cold were annoy-
lances, but spiritual aridity -- to be bound to the corpse of
sin and long for the fresh waters of innocence -- was excru-
ciating agony. On the streets of London spring flowers were
withered and innocence was vitiated. In "Paganism, 0ld and New,"
written during his days in London, Thompson says:

.eeIn our capitals the very heavens have lost

their innocence. Aurora may rise over our cities,

but she has forgotten how to blushe... (4)
This living helplessly in the midst of squalor and sin was
to Thompson anguish. He touches upon it lightly in this poignant
passage:

And, ah! so long myself had strayed afar
From child, and woman, and the boon earth's green,
And all wherewith life's face is fair beseen;
Journeying its journey bare o

Five suns, except of the all-kissing sun
Unkissed of one;

Almost I had forgot

The healing harms, _

And whitest witchery, a-lurk in that
Authentic cestus of two girdling armss: (5)
And I remembered not

The subtle sanctities which dart
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From childish lips unvalued precious brush,

Nor how it makes the sudden lilies push

Between the loosening fibres of the heart.

(Pt.1,11.308=322)

Thus does the poet of love, human and divine, the poet of
children and innocence and nature, record his sufferings as
an outcast on the London streets. He was separated not only
from his home and his relations, but from innocence and love;
and he considered himself, though he probably was not, an out-
cast from God.

One experience during those three yearé must have given
Thompson no small consolation. Tlhe kiss of Sylvia brought back
to him memories of his sufferings in London, but it also brought
back to him memories of his one friendship during that time,
his friendship with the street-girl Ann. He describes her in
these wordss:

Then there came past

A child; like thee, a spring flower; but a flower

Fallen from the budded coronal of Spring,

And through the city-streets blown withering.

She passed,~-- O brave, sad, lovingest, tender thing.

(Pt.1,11.289-293)

The description is delicate, sympathetic, and restrained. But
his judgment of her is just. She was a child, a spring flower.
She was brave, tender, and loving. None the less she was a
flower fallen and blown withering through the streets. In three
Swift lines he sums up his relations with her:

And of her own scant pittance did she give,

That 1 might eat and live;

Then fled, a swift and trackless fugitive.
(Pt.1,11.294-296)
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Everard Meynell in his biography has such an enlightening and

sympathetic passage on this incident that it is worth quoting

in full.

Like de

This girl gave out of her scant and pitiable
opulence, consisting of a room, warmth, and
food, and a cab thereto. When the streets were
no longer crowded with shameful possibilities
she would think of the only tryst that her heart
regarded and, a sister of charity, would take
her beggar into her vehicle at the appointed
place and cherish him with an affection maid-
enly and motherly, and passionate in both these
capacities. Two outcasts, they sat marveling
thet there were joys for them to unbury and
shareeesee

Her sacrifice was to fly from him: learning
he had found friends, she said that he must go to
them and leave her. After his first interview
with my father he had taken her his news. "They
will not understand our friendship," she said,
and then, "I always knew you were a genius."
And so she strangled the opportunity; she had
killed again the child, the sister; the mother
had come to life within her -« she went away.
Without warning she went to unknown lodgings
and was lost to him. In "the wmighty labyrinths
of London®" he lay in wait for her, nor would he
leave the streets, thinking that in doing so he
would make a final severance. Like de Quincey's
Ann, she was sought, but never found, along the
pavements at the place where she had been used to
find him. (6)

Quincey's Ann, this girl lives on in the pages of 1lit-

erature, but lives nameless. However, as Thompson says, "To

be nameless in worthy deeds exceeds an infamous history. The

Cansanitish woman lives more happily without a name than Her-

odias with one." (7)

Thus with swift pen does Thompson give us a fleeting

glimpse

of his purgation of almost three years. It was a time
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of keenest suffering, physical, mental, and spiritual, light-
ened only by a passing street-girlt's friendship. To one who
understands the author and his life, this obscure passage in
Sister Songs is a blood-ruby among pearls. It is Thompson's
heart set to burn and bleed within the delicate imagery of

Sister Songs.




NOTES TO CHAPTER THREE

Connolly, Terrence L.,S.J., Poems of Francis Thompson,
p . 5220

Meynell, Everard, opecite,p«77.
See "The Kingdom of God," 1.20 and 11.23-24.
Thompson, Francis, “Paganism, 0ld and New," p.49.

"Almost I had forgot...two girdling arms." Fr. Connoly
in his notes on Sister Songs takes these lines to be a
reference to Thompson's friendship with Ann. Everard Mey-
nell in the first edition of his biography quotes these
lines, then begins the following paragraph with, "This
girl gave out of her scant pittance...” (p.8l) So it would
seem that he took these lines to be an interjection by
the author, who suddenly thought of Ann, mollifying the
words, "unkissed of one.® According to their interpretation
a prose rendition of the passage would read: “Except for
the all-kissing sun, I was unkissed. Oh, I almost forgot
to mention this one girl, her healing harms, etc."

While there is nothing intrinsecally repugnant in this
interpretation, it is never-the-less forced. To me it
gseems that the sentences, "Almost I had forgot" and “And
I remembered not" are in parallel construction. Yet no one
could possibly construe this last sentence as a reference
to Ann. Again, the past perfect construction of “had for-
got" seems to refer to the time of his experiences in Lon-
don and not to the time of writing, as Fr. Connolly and
¥r. Meynell wishe. If it referred to the time of writing,
the simple past or perfect would have been used. According
to my interpretation the sentence refers to his days in
London, and a prose rendition would reads "Except of the
2ll kissing sun I was unkissed; I had almost forgotten
during that time the healing harms and the whitest witchery
of a woman's love, and I remembered not etc.*

There is only one serious objection against this in-
terpretation. While Thompson might brand the embrace of
a street girl harmful, why should he refer to licit human
love as alive with whitest witchery and healing harms, as
he does according to my interpretation? Wilfrid Meynell
in an unpublished letter to the writer, dated July 11,1934,
gives a plausible answer to this objection when he says,
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“One little point might escape observation. He (Thompson)

lived at a time when in many Catholic hearts woman was

regarded as a temptation. When he came into our family

and talked with Patmore about human love as the image of

the divime, great was the change.®™ And Thompson did not

meet Patmore until four years after he wrote Sister Songse.
In the light of this the reader may understand why

I have included these lines to illustrate Thompson's suffer-

ings instead of placing them in that part of the thesis

where Thompson's relations with Ann are treated.

Meynell, Everard, op.cit.,pp.81=-83.

7) Ibid. p084-




CHAPTER FQUR

POETIC THEORY OF FRANCIS THOMPSON

The last two chapters have been concerned with elucidat-

ing Sister Songs by reference to specific autobiographical

data, and have shown, indirectly, that the obscurity of Thomp-
son's poems may be cleared up in no small degree by a know-
ledge of the details of.the author's life. The next two chapt-
ers will deal with the second of the two ways mentioned in the
introduction of clarifying the poetry of Francis Thompson,
namely, by an appreciation of his poetic theory and practice.
This second means, though it treats of no one actual period

in the author's life, is, never-the-less, closely connected
with the first. For a poet's style is the individualistic
expression of himself, and he, in his inner self, is largely
the result of the life which he has led.

These two chapters are divided into five parts. The sub-
jects of the first three parts, forming Chapter Four, The

Poet a Dedicated Spirit, Thompson's Theory of Suffering and
Poetry, and Inspiration and the Poet, are imaginatively treated

in gister Songs, and an understanding of them is necessary

before the reader can pierce through the veil of imagery with

which Thompson surrounds them in this poem. Those considered
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in the last two parts, which form Chapter Five, Imagery and
Imagination, and Form and Metre, justify, at least in Thomp-
son's mind his lavish use of images and his seemingly lawless
handling of poetic form. Both of these practices are reasons

popularly assigned for the obscurity of Thompson's poems.
PART A

THE POET A DEDICATED SPIRIT

Thompson, in the following lines, describes his dedication
to poetry, insisting upon the fact that this offering means
that he, like an eremite, must live apart from the world.

Love and love'g beauty only hold their revels

In life's familiar levelss

What of its ocean floor?

I dwell there evermore.

From almost earliest youth

I raised the lids o' the truth,

And forced her bend on me her shrinking sight;

Ever I knew me Beauty's eremite,

In antre of this lowly body set,

Girt with a thirsty solitude of soul.
(Pt.2,11.48=58)

There is one great difference between the poet who ded-
icates himself to seek his livelihood or to champion a cause,
and the poet whom poesy chooses as her owne The former lives
in the world and is of the world. The latter lives in the
world as an expatriate of the spirit's domains. Thompson
sums up his relations with the world in this péssage:

I who can scércely speak my fellows' speech,
Love their love, or mine own love to them teachs
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A bastard barred from their inheritance,
Who seem, in this dim shape's uneasy nook
Some sun-flower's spirit which by luckless chance
Has mournfully its tenement mistook;
When it were better in its right abode,
Heartless and happy lackeying its god.

(Pt.2,11.11-18)

Here again thei true poet differs from his mercenary
fellows. There are writers living in the world, despising and
belittling -- which must not be confused with denying them-
selves «~= the joys and pleasures of life. They feel themselves
superior to all these delights, and poetize about their feel-
ings merely to put a halo about heads that already, so they
believe, tower in the clouds. They are superior only in their
own estimation, poets only in so far as they write verse, and
dedicated only to themselves and their own glorification. Not
so Thompson. He realized that his offering must be a holocaust,
that he lacked contact with a noisy, busy world, that he must
gsit apart at "life's feast, a somewhat alien guest." In short,
he was humanity's illegitimate offspring. But at the same time
he realized and appreciated the fact that life was a feast,
and he did not refer to it as the crumbs of existence. Even
if he was born out of time, there was an inheritance that was
full and good and proper. He fully appreciated the joy and
pleasure in life, knew that "the world is crowned with the
grandeur of God," and, though sin and sordidness abounded,

still there lived "the dearest freshness deep down things."

And what is more, he did not despise the joys of this life.
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He felt their attraction, even yearﬁed for them, but he real-
ized that they were not for him. He was a lonely man in the
bustle of life. That is what dedication to poetry meant for
Thompson.

A passage in Everard Meynell's biography, to choose one
from many, shows how Thompson appreciated even the commonest
pleasures in life and how poignantly he félt being deprived
of them. |

His praise of domestic relationships ring with

the note of one whose comprehension is sharp-
ened by the desire of things out of reach.r%l)

PART _B

————

THOMPSON'S THEORY OF SUFFERING AND POETRY

—

Closely connected with this offering of himself complete-
ly to poetry is Thompson's view that only out of pain and lone-
liness and sadness do the sweetest songs arise. He muses over
this fact in "Daisy."

She left me marvelling why my soul

Was sad that she was glad;

At all the sadness in the sweet,

The sweetness in the sad. (11.49-52)
This peculiar mixture of joy and pain is at the heart of Thomp-
gon's poetic theory of suffering and poetry. The pleasure was

not merely in the pain itself. His was not a sadistic nature.

With St. Francis of Assisi he might say, "Delight has taken
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Pain to her heart," for with both Francises pain was not an
end in itself but a means. It led Assisi's Francis straight to
the God of love; it led London's Francis straight to the God
of poetry. Thompson was a dedicated spirit and this dedication
brought with it sorrow. The eager welcome he gives this sorrow
may seenm strange to many who read Sister Songs if they do not
realize that pain was welcomed not for itself, but for its
inevitable companion, poetry. Thompson explains it thus:

In pairing time, we know, the bird
Kindles to its deepmost splendour,
And the tender

Voice is tenderest in its throat:
Were its love for ever nigh it,
Never by it,

It might keep a vernal note,

The crocean and amethystine

In their pristine

Iustre linger on its coat.

Therefore must my song-bower lone be
That my tone be

Fresh with dewy pain alway. (Pt.2,11.82-94)

He repeats the same theme in his "Mistress of Vision."
That from spear and thorn alone
¥ay be grown
For the front of saint or singer any divinizing twine.
11.110-113)

There is one passage in Thompson's masterly essay on
Shelley which so definitely pictures his attitude toward pain
in the life of the poet that, though long, deserves quotation
in full. Toward the end of the essay, he sayss:

Why indeed (one is tempted to ask in con-
clusion) should it be that the poets who have

written for us the poetry richest in skiey grain,
most free from admixture with the duller things
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of earth -- the Shelleys, the Coleridges, the

Keats' -- are the very poets whose lives are

among the saddest reco in literature? Is it

that (by some subtle mystery of analogy) sor-

row, passion, and fantasy are indissolubly

connected, like water, fire, and cloud; that

as from sun and dew are born the vapours, so

from fire and tears ascend the “visions of

Aerial joy"; that the harvest waves richest

over the battlefields of the soul; that the

heart, like the earth, smells sweetest after

rain; that the spell on which depend such nec-

romantic castles is some spirit of pain charm=-

prisoned at their base? Such a poet, it may be,

migts with sighs the window of his life until

the tears run down it; then some air of search-

ing poetry, like an air of searching frost, turns

it to a crystal wonder. The god of golden song

is the god, too, of golden sunj; so peradventure

songlight is like sunlight, and darkens the counten-

ance of the soule. Perhaps the rays are to the stars

what thorns are to flowers; and so the poet, after

wandering over heaven, returns with bl?e?ing feetoo.
2

Throughout Sister §ggg§ the plaint of the lonely spirit

recurs again and again. Here are some samples:

Girt with a thirsty solitude of soul. (Pt.2,1.58)

Cozening my mateless days. (Pt.2,1.134)

And so I keep mine unaccompanied ways. (Pte.2,1.136)
Then in two lines he pictures this bewildering condition. Like
Yidas, the fabled Phrygian king, he possessed the power to
turn everything he touched into gold.

And so my touch, to golden poesies

Turning life's bread, is bought at hunger's price.

(Pt.Z,ll- 137-138)

It is the universality of the gift that is distressing. It

would have been far better if Midas could have restricted to
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certain objects or to certain times this power of his. But he
must have it always or not_at all. The same condition held good
with Francis Thompson and his gift of creating poetry. He
possessed the power to turn the ordinary bread of life into the
golden flower of poetry -- but it was a gift purchased at the
price of hunger. He yearned at times for mere bread. But his
dedication was complete. He must always deny himself the joys
of life so that out of the pain consequent upon this denial,

he could draw golden poetry. And the world is richer for the
pain Thompson suffered. He himself realized this fact and in
"The Poppy" he prophesieds

I hang mid men my needless head,

And my fruit is dreams as theirs is bread:

The goodly grain and the sun-hazed sleeper

Time shall reap, but after the reaper

The world shall glean of me, me the slecper.
(11.68-72)

PART C

INSPIRATION OF THE POET

Closely allied to Thompson's views on poetic dedication
and love of poetry are his views on poetic inspiration. If the
poet offers himself completely to poetry, then the Lady Poesy
must inspire him. This view is not peculiar to Thompson. It is
almost é commonplace among poets. But what is peculiar to

Thompson is his insistence upon the fact of poetic inspiration
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and, in Sister Songs, the striking similies he uses to illus-
trate the point. |

His views on poetic inspiration are described in one long
passage in Sister Songs, which is easily divided into three
parts. In the first he describes the capriciousness of inspir-
ation; in the second he states that the poem produced never
exactly corresponds to the inspiration received; and finally,
in an easily misunderstood passage, he says that the reader
often sees more meaning in the poem than the author.

Poetic inspiration, according to Thompson, was capricious
because it never came when he expected it, nor in the manner |
he desired it. He laments this fact in Sister Songs.

Thou canst foreshape thy word;

The poet is not lord

O0f the next syllable may come

With the returning pendulum;

And what he plans today in song,

Tomorrow sings it in another tongue.

Where the last leaf fell from his bough,

He knows not if a leaf shall grow;

Where he sows he doth not reap,

He reapeth where he did not sow;

He sleeps, and dreams forsake his sleep

To meet him on his waking way.

Vision will mate him not by law and vow:

Disguised in life's most hodden-grey,

By the most beaten road of yesterday

She waits him, unsuspected and unknown.

The hardest pang whereon

He lays his mutipous head way be a Jacob's stone.
(Pt.2,11.381-398)

Because the inspiration was capricious, the poet must spend
many idle days. This idleness troubled Thompson at first, but

soon he not only became reconciled to the fact that some days
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must be spent quietly, but he algso became certain that even
during his days of seeming idleness he was storing up poetic
inspiration. His biographer found many jottings such as the
following among his notes."Where I found nothing done by me,"
he says in one place, "much may have been done by me." (3)
And zgains "For the things today done in you, will be done
by you tomorrow many things." (4) In Sister Songs, referring
to his life on the "ocean flooi", he says:

Fair are the soul's uncrisped calms, indeed,

Endiapered with many a2 spiritual form

Of blosmy-tinctured weed. (Pte2,11.73=75)

But there is more than capriciousness in poetic inspira-
tion. Even when poesy does visit the poet and inspire him, he
can never describe fully and exactly what the inspiration has
given him. This saddened Thompson and he laments the fact in
these linest

In the most iron crag his foot can tread

A Dream may strew her bed,

And suddenly his limbs entwine,

And draw him down through rock as sea-nymphs

might through brine.

But, unlike those feigned temptress-ladies who

In guerdon of a night the lover slew,

When the embrace has failed, the rapture fled,

Not he, not he, the wild svweet witch is dead!

And though he cherisheth

The babe most strangely born from out her death,

Some tender trick of her it hath, maybe =~

It is not shel (Pt.2,11.399-410)
This is a cause of sorrow for most poets. They themselves are
strangely in tune with, and keyed up to their inspiration. They

appreciate it to the full, but when they try to express the
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inspiration and the emotions stirred by it, they are hampered
by the restraining halter of language. The greater their mas-
tery of the language, the closer will the finished product
correspond to the inspiration. But never does it correspond
exactly.

Besgides these decided views on inspiration, Thompson
further held that the reader usually gees more meaning and
reacts more emotionally to & poem than the poet himself. He
statess

We speak a lesson taught we know not how,

And what it is that from us flows

The hearer better than the utterer knows.

(Pt.2,11.378-380)

This does not mean that the poet fails to understand what he
is writing and that he leaves it for the reader to interpret.
It means that the author is not sure of all the nuances of
weaning the words of the poem may c