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Preface

All the essays in this book were written after 1958, and it is meant to give some idea of what a particular critic has been up to in those years. It cannot give a very full idea, since it does not include a large number of essays and reviews manifestly more ephemeral than these, though I should not claim that everything in this book can escape the imputation of ephemerality. Very little literary criticism achieves that. Fashions change, and they have of late changed more rapidly than usual. The number of persons now practising the craft, overwhelmingly less from desire than out of professional necessity, is large, and most of them seem understandably keen to clear a space for themselves. They will not be giving much time to subtle distinctions between what ought and what ought not to be let go. I believe such distinctions to exist. Indeed they seem fairly clear to me, and so I have tried to make them clear.

Io non sono che un critico, says Iago in Verdi’s opera: ‘I’m only a critic.’ It is a mischievous translation of a remark of Shakespeare’s Iago: ‘I am nothing if not critical’; Boito and Verdi having good reason to dislike critics. In that respect they do not differ much from artists and writers generally. If we respond with the old claim that criticism is or may be an art, we shall do so in some embarrassment, for most criticism is now produced on academic assembly lines and is usually derivative, mechanical and very hard to read, which in any case you do only when you have to. So the claim needs to be toned down, though not to the extent of altogether conceding that critics are cuckoos in the nests of art. Indeed they are in certain ways indispensable; the business of explanation – of elucidation and comparison – has to go on as long as art goes on, for not being able to speak for itself it always
needs someone to speak for it, about it. The clearer and more lucid the commentary the better for art. So criticism can be quite humbly and sometimes even quite magnificently useful. And in paying tribute, or even when cavilling, it can, it must, also give pleasure, like the other arts.

It may be agreed that the most immediately effective criticism occurs in reviews, which have a more worldly function – Tageskritik the Germans call it – than longer, more maturely considered studies, which are usually devoted to authors already established. First reviews are closer to news, as befits their place in newspapers and periodicals. They often deal with books which come to them trailing few clouds of glory beyond those provided by the publishers, and they must seek to entertain or amuse, as well as to inform, the cursory reader.

Reviewing is actually a rather unselfish occupation; the product is barely remembered a week after publication, after the Sunday papers are thrown out. Ideally it has already done its job of sorting, commending, reprehending, possibly even puffing and damning, and it accepts the fate of ephemerality as a condition of the employment. The bulk of this book consists of essays much longer than most editors could allow reviews to be; but of recent years there has been a change of influential editorial opinion on this point, and the editors of the London Review of Books, the journal for which much of my reviewing has been done in the past twenty-odd years, take an intelligently liberal view of length. It is a privilege to write for that journal pieces that fall comfortably between the newspaper notice and the seven-thousand-word lecture or essay. The genre has many virtues, and some writers, myself included, find it more congenial than any other. I admit this is in part because it offers such an agreeable contrast to what can seem the interminable labour of writing a book, but that is not the only reason.

Anyway, I have appended to the main body of the book seven reviews, all of which appeared in the London Review. To each of the longer pieces that precede these reviews I have added a few words by way of preface. I have preferred a chronological to a thematic arrangement, partly because of the unsystematic variety of the topics treated, partly because it may appeal to some readers as a glimpse of what it is like to spend forty years in the wilderness of criticism. I made
one exception to this rule, putting together an essay on memory with one on forgetting. They were separated only because I had put aside the draft of ‘Forgetting’, forgotten it, and taken it up unfinished only when the act of writing about memory, six years later, jogged my memory. Otherwise the book is arranged chronologically as evidence, offered indifferently to defence and prosecution, of the way in which a now quite long professional life has been spent.

A few chapters, including those on memory and forgetting and the lecture on Shakespeare and Boito, have not been published before in any form. One or two of the others have appeared in the various collections I have made over the years, and some are rescued from books which were made up of lecture series. Their origins are disclosed in my headnotes.




ESSAYS







1

Poet and Dancer Before Diaghilev

In the summer of 1955 I wrote a short book called Romantic Image, published in 1957, inspired largely by love of W. B. Yeats. Yeats was keen on dancers, and the book has a chapter called ‘The Dancer’, which is partly about the excited response of some fin de siècle poets – English and French, and notably, Mallarmé – to dancers, actual, historical and mythical. The object of their admiration might be Salome, the most fascinating of them all, but they could also worship the music-hall dancers of the moment, lavishly courted by poets and reviewers both as performers and as exotically strange women. Dowson and Symons, friends of Yeats, haunted the stage doors. The mysteriously neurotic Jane Avril, familiar from the posters of Toulouse-Lautrec, was one famous name, and there were a good many others, not least among them Loïe Fuller, in whom Yeats seems to have had a particular interest.

The cult of the Diaghilev Ballets Russes, of Fokine and Nijinsky and the composers and painters who became famous in that context, is a familiar theme, but this somewhat earlier cult of the dance and dancers had been half forgotten by the time this essay was written. My book said something about Fuller, and was adorned by a striking image of her, the work of Thomas Theodor Heine. Then I resolved to find out more about her, making the leisurely library visits I mention below. In the end it was by pure accident I got most of the information I was looking for, and the essay eventually appeared in Partisan Review, with some striking photographs in the American journal Theatre Arts, and later in a collection called Puzzles and Epiphanies (1962). When I returned the extremely useful material he had lent me I sent a copy of the article to Mr Nicol, who did not acknowledge it. I had used it,
along with documents I found in the files of French periodicals and in the great collection at the Victoria and Albert Museum, to say something of the dancer’s contemporary reputation, and of how she achieved her remarkable theatrical effects. But I’m afraid that Mr Nicol, who had himself, as a very young person, been a member of a Fuller troupe (she had given up solo dancing in favour of ensemble work) may have wanted a biography, which it had never been in my mind to produce.

It is now much too late to apologize for this misunderstanding. Whether by my efforts or those of other fans, the celebrity of Fuller was in part restored for a time, though it never quite matched the fame of her rival Isadora Duncan, in most respects inferior as an artist but having a livelier biography. Duncan was celebrated in a successful movie, Fuller had to be content with the gorgeous tributes of Mallarmé. For a year or two Jonathan Miller and I gave some quite serious thought to the prospect of mounting an exhibition, but when there was one it was not of our making, and was shown in California and in Paris, but not in London. A pity, and the fame of Fuller is in consequence a little dimmer than it might have been. Anyway, I think of my essay not only as an appendix to Romantic Image but as retaining some interest as a first attempt to revive interest in a remarkable dancer.

 


Diaghilev figures in the title simply as a terminus; he arrived in Paris in 1909, and everybody knows what happened. ‘Le rêve de Mallarmé se réalise’, said Ghéon. What dream of Mallarmé? That which found a true theatrical sonority, a stage liberated from cardboard falsities; which emerged from a confluence of the other arts and yet remained, as Wagner did not, theatre. The Ballets Russes demonstrated the correspondence of the arts so wonderfully that in comparison Wagner’s effort was, said Camille Mauclair, ‘une gaucherie barbare’. Diaghilev arrived, not a moment too soon, in response to prayers from both sides of the Channel. One could trace the developments in taste which prepared his reception – not only in the limited sphere of the dance, but in writings on actors (the cult of Duse, for example), in the fashionable admiration for oriental art and theatre, in avant-garde agitation for theatrical reform. In March 1908, The Mask, a quarterly
dedicated to this end and strongly under the influence of Gordon Craig, prayed in its opening editorial for a religion that did not ‘rest upon knowledge nor rely upon the Word’ but rather brought together ‘Music, Architecture, and Movement’ to heal ‘the Evil … which has separated these three Arts and which leaves the world without a belief’. The editor can hardly have expected his prayers to be answered so soon – not precisely by the theatrical reforms he had in mind, but by the Russian dancers, prophets of that Concord and Renaissance he so earnestly requested. Havelock Ellis, with his usual wide view, put the situation thus in The Dance of Life (1923): ‘If it is significant that Descartes appeared a few years after the death of Malherbe, it is equally significant that Einstein was immediately preceded by the Russian Ballet.’

Ellis makes Diaghilev a John the Baptist of a ‘classico-mathematical Renaissance’, and the notion that this was a renaissance of some kind or other was evidently in the air. However, such credit as is due to its heralds should not all be awarded to the Russian ballet. There was, obviously, Isadora Duncan; but Isadora doesn’t take us to the root of the matter. Where, for my purposes, that lies, I can perhaps suggest in this way: what Camille Mauclair said of Diaghilev was somewhat disloyally said, for he had used almost the same words years before of the American dancer Loïe Fuller. Art, he declared, was one homogeneous essence lying at the root of the diversified arts, not a fusion of them; and Loie Fuller was it, ‘a spectacle … which defies all definition … Art, nameless, radiant … a homogeneous and complete place … indefinable, absolute … a fire above all dogmas’. The language is Mallarméan; as we shall see, it was all but impossible to write of Loïe Fuller otherwise unless you were very naive. Still, not even Mallarmé could start a renaissance single-handed, and there has to be a word or two here about whatever it was that predisposed everybody to get excited in this particular way about dancers.

The peculiar prestige of dancing over the past seventy or eighty years has, I think, much to do with the notion that it somehow represents art in an undissociated and unspecialized form – a notion made explicit by Yeats and hinted at by Valéry. The notion is essentially primitivist; it depends upon the assumption that mind and body, form and matter, image and discourse have undergone a process of dissociation, which
it is the business of art momentarily to mend. Consequently dancing is credited with a sacred priority over the other arts, as by Havelock Ellis (whose essay is valuable as a summary of the theoretical development I am now discussing) and, with less rhapsody and more philosophy, by Mrs Langer in the twelfth chapter of Feeling and Form and (more flatly) in the opening essay of Problems of Art. In view of this primitivizing, it is worth remembering that the increase of prestige was contemporaneous with a major effort by anthropologists, liturgiologists, and folklorists to discover the roots of the dance in ritual of all kinds, and also with the development of a certain medical interest in dancing. We are all familiar with the interest shown by the generation of Valéry and that of Eliot in these matters; and from Eliot, at the time when he was busy with Jane Harrison and Frazer, we can get some notion of how they struck the literary imagination. Here, for instance, is a passage from an uncollected Criterion review of two books on dancing:

 


Anyone who would contribute to our imagination of what the ballet may perform in future … should begin by a close study of dancing among primitive peoples … He should also have studied the evolution of Christian and other liturgy. For is not the High Mass—as performed, for instance, at the Madeleine in Paris—one of the highest developments of dancing? And finally, he should track down the secrets of rhythm in the still undeveloped science of neurology.

 



Mr Eliot found the Noh plays exciting and praised Massine for providing in the ignorant modern theatre that rhythm regarded as essential by Aristotle. But the peculiar modern view could hardly have been developed before dancing became an accredited fine art; and the date for this seems to be 1746, when Batteux included it among the five with music, poetry, painting and sculpture. The general and developing Romantic tendency was to give music pre-eminence as being non-discursive, ‘autonomous’ as the word now is, referring to nothing outside itself for meaning; poems would be like that if there were not a basic flaw in their medium, the habit that words have of meaning something in ordinary usage. But some of this prestige was undoubtedly captured by dancing; it is more ‘natural’ and more ‘primitive’ than music, more obviously expressive of what Mrs Langer calls ‘patterns of sentience’ and ‘the mythic consciousness’. I use this late
terminology because it is careful enough to avoid certain radical confusions. The dance, though expressive, is impersonal, like a Symbolist poem that comes off. Miss Deirdre Pridden1 finds the proper word to be Ortega y Gasset’s ‘dehumanization’; the dancer ‘vide la danse, autant que faire se peut, de son humaine matière’. Something might here be said about organicist theories of expressiveness in Modern Dance, opposed not only to conventional ballet (as Fuller and Duncan and Yeats were) but sometimes even to the use of music, as irrelevant to the Gestalt of the dance; the source of these theories is Delsarte, but they have been much refined. However, there is no disagreement from the fundamental principle that dance is the most primitive, non-discursive art, offering a pre-scientific image of life, an intuitive truth. Thus it is the emblem of the Romantic image. Dance belongs to a period before the self and the world were divided, and so achieves naturally that ‘original unity’ which, according to Barfield for instance, modern poetry can produce only by a great and exhausting effort of fusion.

 


The Nineties poets wrote endlessly about dancers, welcomed foreign troupes and prepared the way for the serious impact of the Japanese Noh in the next decade.2 But they also enjoyed the dancers themselves, and regularly fell in love with them. Symons and his friends would meet the Alhambra girls after the show and take them along to the Crown for drink and serious talk; serious not because of what Symons called the ‘learned fury’ of these ‘mænads of the decadence’, but in a humbler way. This was the epoch of the Church and Stage Guild, Stewart Headlam’s club for clergy and actors. Headlam believed ‘in the Mass, the Ballet, and the Single Tax’ and such was his balletolatry that he wrote a book on ballet technique. But he also believed that the liturgy must not continue to be deprived of dancing, and so laboured to make the stage respectable, that the stigma on dancing might be removed. Among the membership girls from the Empire and the Alhambra preponderated. Headlam was not original in his liturgical views, which may have gained currency from Anglo-Catholic propaganda for ceremonies not explicitly forbidden;3 however, he gives one a pretty good idea of what must have been a common enough belief in this passage from an article he contributed to his own Church Reformer (October, 1884) in a series on the Catechism:


… to take an illustration from the art of dancing, which perhaps more than all other arts is an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace, ordained by the Word of God Himself, as a means whereby we receive the same and a pledge to assure us thereof; and which has suffered even more than the other arts from the utter antisacramentalism of British philistia. Your Manichean Protestant, and your superfine rationalist, reject the Dance as worldly, frivolous, sensual, and so forth; and your dull, stupid Sensualist sees legs, and grunts with some satisfaction: but your Sacramentalist knows something worth more than both of these. He knows what perhaps the dancer herself may be partially unconscious of, that we live now by faith and not by sight, and that the poetry of dance is the expression of unseen spiritual grace. ‘She all her being flings into the dance.’ ‘None dare interpret all her limbs express.’ These are the words of a genuine Sacramentalist …

 



The poet is T. Gordon Hake. Headlam knew Symons well, and also Yeats and many other Nineties poets and painters. He seems, in his Guild and in writing of this kind, to reflect rather accurately the liturgical, poetic, and music-hall aspects of this renaissance of dancing. The liturgical ingredient developed luxuriously in the border country of Anglo-Catholicism; witness R. H. Benson’s essay ‘On the Dance as a Religious Exercise’, an account of the Mass as a dramatic dance:

 


The Catholic … is not ashamed to take his place with the worshippers of Isis and Cybele, with King David, and with the naked Fijean, and to dance with all his might before the Lord.

 



The antiquarian interest culminated in G. R. S. Mead’s The Sacred Dance of Jesus (published in The Quest in 1910, but long excogitated). This was Havelock Ellis’s chief source, and it is a work of great and curious learning, written in a long tradition of attempts to explain Matthew 11:17, ‘We have piped unto you and ye have not danced’. Mead was most interested in the second-century Hymn of Jesus, but he deals with the Fathers and with medieval church dancing, with the liturgies of the Greek Orthodox and Armenian churches, and so forth. I doubt if Mead is taken very seriously by modern historians – he isn’t cited in the large bibliography of Backman’s Religious Dances (1952) - but for a while he mattered a lot. Yeats, for example, went to his
lectures. He was by no means the only zealous dance-historian of the time. Toulouse-Lautrec, who was not interested in these matters, had an English savant thrown out of a dance-hall for plaguing him about antiquity; this could have been Mead, but not necessarily. At a time when it was relatively easy for a dancer to acquire a reputation for learning, Loïe Fuller was said on high authority (Anatole France) to be wise in the history of dancing; she took as her prototype Miriam, who, according to Philo, as quoted by Mead, symbolizes perfect sense, as Moses symbolizes perfect mind.

The presence of the savant in the bal tells us something about the seriousness with which music-hall dancing was taken on both sides of the Channel. From Symons and Goncourt one knows that it was so; and of course this was a period of close relations between London and Paris. Yvette Guilbert often appeared in London, Marie Lloyd and others in Paris; it was fashionable to treat them as very great artists. This cult of the music-hall has been persistent; there is a classic statement of it in Mr Eliot’s essay on Marie Lloyd (1932), and it still goes on in a London which has only one or two feebly surviving halls, constantly threatened with demolition. Nothing distresses some English intellectuals more than the closing of a music-hall. This attitude is a weakly descendant of a positive avant-garde reaction against commercial theatre in the Nineties; failing dance-drama or übermarionettes, there were still Marie Lloyd and Little Tich, defying cultural and social division, freely satirical, speaking with the voice of the belly. You could talk of Yvette Guilbert, who, according to André Raffalovitch, sang ‘the sufferings of those the world calls vile’, in the same breath as the Duse.

The Parisian music-halls were certainly not short of a similar intellectual réclame, and had their place, as part of the metropolitan experience, with all the other pleasures devised for an elite that took its pleasures seriously – fine clothes, Japanese prints, neurasthenia. They are as important in the early history of modern art as folk-music and primitive painting, with which indeed they are obviously associated. Our received idea of this world owes more to Toulouse-Lautrec than anybody else, and there is no reason to think it very inaccurate. The circus, the vaudeville, the bal, were serious pleasures; the primitive, the ugly, the exotic were in demand. The brutal patter of Aristide
Bruant, La Goulue coarsely cheeking the Prince of Wales, the emaciated and psychopathic May Belfort, the cherished ugliness of Mme Abdala; all are characteristic. The mood is that of the violent Lautrec drawings of Guilbert and Jane Avril, of dancers calling themselves Grille d‘Egout or La Goulue, of café-concerts with such names as Le Divan Japonais and prostitutes with such noms de guerre as Outamoro. In this atmosphere all the dancers I am concerned with did their work, and were treated very seriously.

Of a good many of them it was enough to say, as Symons did in his excited lines on Nini Patte-en-l’air, that they possessed



The art of knowing how to be 
Part lewd, aesthetical in part, 
And fin-de-siècle essentially.



Symons was one of those Englishmen whose solemn Parisian pleasures were the admiration of Lautrec – Conder, the strangest of them, he often drew, superbly drunk in his fine evening clothes. But Symons was building an aesthetic in which dancing was to have a central place – the climactic essay is called ‘The World as Ballet’ – and so his interest was slightly different from the painter’s. Lautrec was equally absorbed by La Goulue and Jane Avril; but for Symons the former, a Messalina who wore her heart embroidered on the bottom of her knickers, was less important than the latter, who demonstrated that the female body was ‘Earth’s most eloquent Music, divinest human harmony’.

 


Some time in the Thirties a French exhibition, devoted to life under the Third Republic, showed Jane Avril and Loïe Fuller as representing the Dance, and most of what follows is concerned with these dancers. Like Fuller, Avril had the reputation of literacy, and enjoyed the friendship of Lautrec, Renoir, Theodor Wyczewa, Maurice Barrès. It is clear from Lautrec’s posters that what interested him was the lack of conventionality, almost the gaucherie, in her attitudes, her being set apart from all the other girls. She danced a good deal alone, and not only in the solo variations of the quadrille; she designed her own dresses, and got some of her effects by whirling movements possibly learned from the English dancer Kate Vaughan, also perhaps a source
of inspiration to Fuller – she was well thought of in the Eighties and later for bringing back long skirts for dancers. Avril, again like Fuller, lacked formal training and mechanical predictability; Pierre Charron said she was like



une fleur balancée, troublante

Au souffle du vent chaud qui l’endort doucement …



Avril had special privileges at the Moulin Rouge; she alone was not required to take part in the quadrille. In the poster Toulouse-Lautrec did for her London season you see her waving a thin leg at a different angle from the other three dancers’; in other drawings she is alone, one leg seemingly twisted, the other held clumsily up, or circulating skinny and solitary in the shadow of La Goulue. Symons saw her dancing before the mirrors in the Moulin Rouge and wrote of her ‘morbid, vague, ambiguous grace’ in a poem called ‘La Mélinite: Moulin Rouge’, which Yeats in 1897 called ‘one of the most perfect lyrics of our time’. The only possible explanation of this enormous over-estimate is the irresistible appeal of a poem combining the Salome of the Romantic Agony with Pater’s Monna Lisa:



Alone, apart, one dancer watches 
Her mirrored, morbid grace; 
Before the mirror face to face, 
Alone she watches 
Her morbid, vague, ambiguous grace, 
And enigmatically smiling 
In the mysterious night, 
She dances for her own delight.



But she had talent. Whereas La Goulue and others gambolled, says Francis Jourdain, Avril danced. ‘L’arabesque tracée dans l’espace par une jambe inspirée, n’est plus un signe vain c’est une écriture’, he says, echoing, perhaps unconsciously, a phrase of Mallarmé.

There is small doubt – and here lies much of her interest – that this dancer owed most to the air of morbidity of which Symons speaks, and specifically to the long time she spent in her teens as a patient of
Charcot at the Salpétrière. This hospital, and particularly the ward of the grandes hystériques, in which Avril had been treated for her chorea, was used as a kind of alternative to music-halls; Charcot and his patients welcomed visitors, and the symptoms of hysteria4 were well known to a large public. Charcot is celebrated for having turned Freud ‘from a neurologist into a psychopathologist’, but despite his discovery that he could induce hysterical symptoms by hypnotism, and his observation that certain nervous disorders were always a question of ‘la chose génitale’, Charcot himself did not know as much as Freud was to learn from watching him.5 He was greatly impressed by the resemblance between the symptoms of his patients and medieval descriptions and representations of demoniac possession and obsessive dancing. He seems not to have known the theory, now, I gather, beyond dispute, that the saltatory epidemics were caused by ergotism, a disease brought on by eating blighted rye. As early as 1877 he wrote of an hysteria patient who had hallucinations of serpents and exhibited ‘in an embryonic state and sporadic form, a specimen’ of medieval dancing mania, emphasizing that the symptoms appeared ‘in a rudimentary state’ and were arrested by compression of the left ovary. In 1887 he wrote, with Paul Richer, a book called Les Démoniaques dans l’art, in which he tries to show that the convulsions and dances of the possessed are characteristic of various stages in the hysterical seizures he had observed, and of which he shows sketches. Avril was never permanently cured of chorea, and had ample opportunity to observe her fellow-patients; whether by accident or design she seems to have reproduced some of the symptoms of hysterical dancing, doubtless in a rudimentary form, and I have no doubt that Charcot would have found Lautrec’s famous poster ‘Jane Avril aux serpents’ characteristic of hysteria (compare, for example, the sketch from Mazza da Bologna on p. 72 of Les Démoniaques). ‘Ambiguous grace’, certainly; but the ambiguity was agreeable to a public much interested in ‘neurasthenia’ (an American discovery, but rapidly naturalized in Paris). Considered in this light, as combining certain powerful aesthetic and pathological interests of the period, it is easy to see how Avril produced a frisson nouveau and encouraged the literati to love the highest when they saw it in the Moulin Rouge.

Under these conditions it is not surprising that a good many dancers
came to be associated with avant-garde movements in the other arts, and there was to be an idéiste dancer, Valentine de Saint-Point, who performed against a screen upon which ‘geometric shadows’ were cast,6 and a Cubist and Dadaist dancer, Nina Payne, whose dancing to jazz music greatly pleased the fastidious Levinson. The Cubism, he said, must have something to do with a strange cylindrical couvrechef she wore. There were also vaguely Vorticist dancers in Mme Strindberg’s Cave of the Golden Calf in London just before the first war; we know that cut-outs and shadows were used (see F. M. Ford’s novel, The Marsden Case) but the memoirs of the period are hazy about what went on, and Miss Margaret Morris, who certainly knows, will not say. Isadora Duncan was a ‘symbolist’ dancer; but it is sometimes forgotten that she derived much that was admirable in her dancing from Loïe Fuller, and this brings me to the most important of all these names, to the woman who seemed to be doing almost single-handed what Diaghilev was later to achieve only with the help of great painters, musicians, and dancers.

 


Many living people must have seen Loïe Fuller, but there is no book about her, except her own autobiography, and no powerful tradition, as there is for Isadora Duncan. The standard reference books are scanty and inaccurate, and so should I have been, had I not had the good luck to encounter Mr E. J. Nicol, a nephew of the Miss Nolan who not only backed Fuller but carried out the famous experiments in textiles and dyes which were associated with the dancer’s vogue. Mr Nicol also belonged to Fuller’s company as a child, and knows all about a great many matters which were kept secret, mostly of a technical sort. For all correct comments on such techniques in what follows Mr Nicol is responsible, and for none that is incorrect. The rest of the material comes from diaries, newspapers, theatre programmes, publicity hand-outs, and the like; and, of course, the autobiography, Fifteen Years of a Dancer’s Life (French edition, 1908; English, 1913).

Loie Fuller was born in Illinois in 1862, under trying circumstances: she claimed to have caught a cold at birth which was never cured. She used this claim in much the same way as Isadora insisted that her character was predetermined from the womb (‘Before I was born my mother was in great agony of spirit and in a tragic situation. She could
take no food except iced oysters and iced champagne’). Throughout her life, Fuller made much of her congenital ill-health and demanded certain extraordinary attentions. Mr Nicol does not think she was particularly frail. A talented child, she captivated audiences with her songs at the age of five, and at the age of thirteen with her temperance lectures, during which she exhibited coloured illustrations of the liver. Later she went on the stage. Her early career was undistinguished, but she gave a hint of things to come by forming her own company and taking it on a long, but disastrous, tour of South America. In 1889 she made her first London appearance in Caprice, which opened on the 22 October at the Gaiety and closed almost at once. She went back to New York. At this time she had played everything from Shakespeare to burlesque but she had never danced.

In the early days of what is called Modern Dance it seems to have been a convention that all the best things happened by accident, like Ruth St Denis’s getting the idea of her oriental dancing from a cigarette packet. Loïe Fuller encouraged the idea that she developed from one happy accident to the next. The first radical bit of luck came when she was acting, at a small New York theatre, a part in which she was hypnotized. To get the atmosphere right the management arranged for the stage to be illuminated entirely by green footlights, while the orchestra played sad music. During this hurriedly mounted piece, Fuller found herself on stage wearing a gauzy Indian skirt that was much too long for her. She says in her book that it was a present from an heroic admirer who later fell in the Khyber Pass; and she told a French historian that she got it from another girl. Anyway, she hit upon the idea of gliding hypnotically about the stage, holding the skirt up. To her surprise there were pleased exclamations from the house: ‘It’s a butterfly!’, ‘It’s an orchid!’ She danced around amid applause and then dropped ecstatically at the hypnotist’s feet, ‘completely enveloped in a cloud of the light material’. Next day she put the skirt on again and was studying it in a looking-glass when she noticed that sunlight made it translucent. ‘Golden reflections played in the folds of the sparkling silk, and in this light my body was revealed in a shadowy contour.’ Thereupon, ‘gently, almost religiously’, she waved the silk about, and saw that she had ‘obtained modulations of a character before unknown … Finally I reached a point where each
movement of the body was expressed in the folds of the silk, in a play of colours and draperies that could be mathematically and systematically calculated.’7

Such was the basis of her original act. She whirled about with her arms aloft – later she extended them with sticks concealed in the drapery – as shown in Toulouse-Lautrec’s lithograph – and the resultant spiral or serpentine effect she differentiated into twelve characteristic motions or dances, each carried out with different lighting. The lighting was provided by an electric lantern with coloured glasses, another device she was later to develop to an extraordinary degree. The final dance was performed in total darkness save for a single ray of yellow light crossing the stage. From the outset she invited attention to these optical effects; she was never beautiful, and even in these days too plump for her shadowy contour to be an important part of her appeal. This was new, though she admits modestly that at this stage she was ‘far from imagining that I had hold of a principle capable of revolutionizing a branch of aesthetics’. Her very ignorance of classical technique was to contribute, with the hypnotic attitudes, the resemblances to natural objects, and the optical illusions, to her establishment as a living emblem of a new aesthetic.

The act was almost immediately successful. ‘Three cheers for the orchid, the cloud and the butterfly!’ cried the New York audience. But the New York managers were full of greed and duplicity; she was at once plagued by imitators, some even using her name (a trouble she was to have for many years) and after certain vicissitudes and wanderings she found her true home in Paris, where she arrived in October 1892. She was engaged to dance at the Folies-Bergère, and with a programme of five dances including the Serpentine she achieved a fantastic success, which was augmented later in the decade when she returned with new items. All over Europe and America she was imitated, but never successfully, largely because of the care she took to keep secret the technical apparatus upon which she depended. She was not overstating her triumph when she said that the usual audience at the Folies-Bergère was every evening ‘lost amid a crowd composed of scholars, painters, sculptors, writers and ambassadors’. Outside the theatre, students pelted her with flowers and drew her carriage; the police, about to take brisk action against a procession obstructing
circulation at the Madeleine, held their hands when they discovered that all was in honour of La Loïe Fuller.

At the time of her first success she was taken up by Rodin, who declared that she was ‘a woman of genius, with all the resources of talent’ and ‘a Tanagra figurine in action’. She painted Nature, he said, in the colours of Turner; she was the woman on the famous Pompeian frieze. Anatole France, who wrote a preface for her autobiography in 1908, called her ‘marvellously intelligent’ but added that it was her unconscious that really counted. ‘She is an artist … the chastest and most expressive of dancers, beautifully inspired, who reanimated within herself and restores to us the lost wonders of Greek mimicry, the art of those motions, at once voluptuous and mystical, which interpret the phenomena of nature and the life history of living things.’ Other admirers were the Curies, to whom she later dedicated a remarkable dance. She knew anybody she cared to know. Pretty well all the theatrical artists of Paris represented her at this time, notably perhaps Steinlen and Toulouse-Lautrec, whose lithograph is probably the best of all; but she asked neither Lautrec nor Steinlen for posters, preferring their imitators. A pretty poster drawing by Chéret hung in her dressing-room. Perhaps she supposed herself too far from the real centre of Lautrec’s interests; anyway, he soon moved on to more congenial subjects.

Loïe Fuller undoubtedly enjoyed all this. In a Paris that paid her 12,000 francs a month and was full of women wearing wide Loïe Fuller skirts, she expected a lot of attention. There is a note of rare disenchantment in an entry in Renard’s diary (1901) which tells how he met Fuller in an omnibus, a shapeless figure too highly painted, sausage-fingered, with only the rings to make any divisions, an intermittent smile, as if everybody on the bus was the Public; vague myopic eyes. She was turned off the bus for not having her fare; Renard wanted to say, ‘Mademoiselle, I know and admire you; voilà dix sous!’ But he did not. It is surprising to hear of her using a bus; she lived extravagantly.

Her well-publicized hypochondria did not diminish. She took elaborate precautions against headache, and informed journalists that she was threatened with paralysis of the arms. Every performance ended in what looked like total collapse. Isadora Duncan, who never forgave Fuller for launching her, does nothing to spoil the picture of Fuller as agreeably mysterious, hypochondriacal and queer. She speaks of
visiting her in Berlin, where Fuller sat in a magnificent apartment at the Hotel Bristol, surrounded as usual by an entourage of beautiful girls who were ‘alternately stroking her hands and kissing her’. ‘Here,’ says Isadora, ‘was an atmosphere of such warmth as I had never met before.’ Fuller complained of terrible pains in the spine, and the girls had to keep up a supply of icebags, which were placed between her back and the back of the chair. Judge Isadora’s surprise when, after an expensive dinner, Fuller went off and danced. ‘Had this luminous vision that we saw before us,’ asks Isadora, ‘any relation to the suffering patient of a few moments before?’ Fuller was clearly one to keep separate suffering and creation. M. F. Jourdain also vouches for the icepack, but remembers it as wielded by the faithful Gaby, a Mlle Bloch who was for many years Fuller’s companion-manager, and who kept the company going after Loïe’s death in 1928. (It survived, though in decline, till 1940, when the Occupation put an end to it; but something called the Loïe Fuller ballet turned up in 1958 in a French film called Femmes de Paris.) M Jourdain testifies that every noise made Fuller suffer, even that of conversation; ‘when the level of noise increased she would hastily apply the icepack to her neck, and, begging for silence with a gesture of supplication, she would stop her ears.’ Once he saw her rehearse. She did not take off her coat, but sat on the stage, placed the icepack on her neck, stuck her fingers in her ears, and signalled the conductor to begin. She then followed his gestures with her eyes, taking care to hear as little as possible of the noise she had unleashed. Then she went back to her carriage. Naturally the performances were a little more tiring, and she was carried home to bed after every one of them. Mr Nicol says she had sinus trouble and loved overheated rooms; she was capable of arranging the kind of tableau Isadora came upon simply to impress visitors. As to rehearsal, she treated her company less tenderly than herself, wearing them out with all-night sessions. Mr Nicol was suspended from the company for inattention during a long rehearsal, at the age of five.

Fuller remained for a great many years enormously popular in the music-halls of Europe. She conquered London, as they say, in 1893, appearing during the interval of George Edwardes’s In Town, a show distinguished by May Belfort’s performance of ‘Daddy wouldn’t buy me a bow-wow’. But this did not prevent the English intelligentsia
from taking her quite as seriously as the Parisian; for instance, there is an odd poem in French, in The Cambridge ABC of 11 June 1894 – it did not last long but had a cover by Beardsley – which refers to the ‘Varicolore et multiforme’ Fuller, and uses such expressions as ‘une volupté profonde … inquiétant mystère’, etc. The popular press found her both amazing and moral – her Mirror Dance showed eight Loïe Fullers ‘dancing as if they were the fabled victims of the Tarantula, the whole forming an artistic spectacular effect that the world has never seen equalled’; yet she made no ‘gesture or movement which would offend the susceptibilities of the most modest-minded of British matrons or maidens’. Her long skirts seemed to bring about a long-needed rapprochement of Art and Morality.

Quite early in her career she had built up a company, and her shows grew more elaborate. She had her own theatre at the Paris Exposition, and in it she introduced Sada Yacco to the European public. Yacco’s success, unlike Fuller’s, was not unmixed. Eventually Fuller built around Yacco her ‘Japanese company’ – I think Yeats had this company in mind when he spoke of her ‘Chinese Dancers’ in ‘Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen’, for she seems never to have had a Chinese troupe – and took them, with Isadora Duncan, on a tour of Germany. (Isadora left this ‘troupe of beautiful but demented ladies’ and struck out on her own, without ever rebutting the charges of immodesty, ingratitude, and treachery which Fuller laid against her.)

A French journal of the Exposition period describes her as ‘parfaitement double … à la ville petite, à la scène grande … a very pushing woman’. By this time Mr Tindall of Pearson’s Weekly was willing to claim that ‘she had given the world such ideas of colour as had never been conceived before; look at the pictures in the Paris salons if you would see some of the more striking effects of Loïe Fuller’s dancing … she ranks with the great geniuses of the ages’. But she went on appearing at the Coliseum, in (for example) a variety bill called ‘La Miraculeuse Loïe Fuller in the Grand Musical Mystical Dances’, which was itemized as follows:


(1) The Flight of the Butterflies (Radium)

(2) The Dance of the 1,000 Veils,



this in five tableaux: ‘Storm at Sea – Wrecked, Lost’; ‘The River of Death’; ‘The Fire of Life’; ‘Ave Maria’; ‘The Land of Visions’. How two famous dances, ‘The Butterfly’ (subject of many photographs) and ‘Radium’, a dance in honour of the Curies, came to be conflated, I do not know. ‘The Land of Visions’, Mr Nicol surmises, was a way of using up some photographs she had had taken of the surface of the moon.

As time went by, she depended more and more on her company, but also upon ingenious optical effects. Before 1909 she had founded her School, and by 1912 the best dancers were allowed to take over her Lily, Serpentine, and Fire Dances. But the new dances were more and more abstract. Her troupe had a great success in London in 1923 with a shadow ballet called Ombres Gigantesques. There are some splendid photographs in the Sketch for the 13 December of that year, the eve of a charity performance to be attended by the King and Queen. An enormous shadow hand plucks at the cowering dancers; a vast foot descends to crush them. In other performances, for example in a ballet using Debussy’s La Mer, the dancers were not seen at all, but simply heaved under a huge sea of silk. One late dance ‘consisted solely of silver-sequined tassels being “dabbled” in a narrow horizontal shaft of light – the background and the performers being veiled in black’ (E. J. Nicol). Other performers – Maud Allen is a notable though forgotten Salome – came and went; but Fuller remained in the front line till her death in 1928.

The career of Fuller is unintelligible without some reference to her technical repertory. She had, of course, her own aesthetic notions, and claimed to have brought about a revolution in the arts. At first she saw the dance as arising naturally from music, but expressing human emotion best when unimpeded by training. ‘The moment you attempt to give dancing a trained element, naturalness disappears; Nature is truth, and art is artificial. For example, a child will never dance of its own accord with the toes pointing out.’ Rodin expressly agreed, and Massenet was so struck with the doctrine that he gave Fuller unrestricted performing rights in his music without royalty. Debussy was also interested, and Florent Schmitt wrote Fuller’s Salome music (1893). But she very often used commonplace music, and it is hard to believe that her mature doctrine was either musical or expressive. The line of
the body, never, as we have seen, the principal exhibit in her performance, grew less and less important, and in the end hardly counted at all – witness those dances in which no human figure was perceptible to the audience. The story she tells of her stumbling upon a new art of illuminated drapes in motion – and this at the outset of her career – has the germ at any rate of the truth. In a theoretical chapter of her autobiography she has some reflections on Light and the Dance; she was greatly concerned with the affective qualities of colour and its relation to sounds and moods (speculations much in vogue at the time) and was once thrown out of Notre Dame for waving a handkerchief in front of a sunlit window. She maintained the opinion that ‘motion and not language is truthful’, a view not likely to meet much opposition among the poets of the time, but she did not mean the simple dancer’s motions or even those involuntary gestures organized into art which are the basis of Modern Dance; she meant the manipulation of silk and light. With them she could penetrate the spectator’s mind and ‘awaken his imagination that it may be prepared to receive the image’.

Fuller used in her publicity a remark by Pierre Roche that she was unequalled as an electrician and used her coloured lights on silk with a painter’s art. In fact in the earliest days of theatrical electricity she seems to have gone a remarkably long way towards realizing that dream of a Farbenkunst which had been epidemic since the eighteenth century. She was given great credit for her skill at the time, not only by aesthetes who thought of the whole thing as a transcendent success for cosmetics, but by practical theatre people. Sarah Bernhardt consulted her. There was growing interest in the spectacular possibilities of electric light on cheap materials, but nobody else brought off what Mallarmé called the ‘industrial achievement’ of substituting coloured light for all other properties, ‘instituant un lieu’.

The means by which she did this were closely kept secrets. She put it about that one very striking effect was discovered by accident, when an electrician ‘the worse for strong drink, threw two lights of different colours on the stage together’ (Pearson’s Weekly). In fact, of course, she was intensely preoccupied, and most ingenious, with light. She used the carbon arc-lights and coloured gelatines with which the theatres of the period were equipped, but with colours of her own specification. More important, she designed large magic-lantern projectors
with slides of plain or frosted glass. The slides, which she painted with liquefied gelatine, were the fundamental secret, and only Fuller and Miss Nolan had access to them. Theatre men were not allowed to work the projectors, and the Company had its own trusted electricians. It was on such slides that she printed the photographs of the moon for the ‘Nuages’ ballet. The bewildering ‘Radium’ dance was done by projecting iridescent colour on to silks using first one multi-coloured slide, then superimposing another, and then withdrawing the first. When one thinks of her influence on future stage lighting, one should remember not only the Lyceum pantomimes in which she was regularly copied, but also that, as Mr Nicol says, ‘our whole modern system of projected stage lighting owes its origin to her ingenious mind’. Experiments with coloured shadows on the cyclorama, and also with mirrors, were natural developments of such interests.

Her innovations were not confined to the lighting. She also did surprising things with silk. ‘The idea of dyeing and painting silk in terms of abstract colour and not of pattern seems, undoubtedly, to have been Fuller’s own’, writes Mr Nicol. The work was carried out by Miss Nolan, and the dyed silks became a commercial success, still remembered as ‘Liberty’ silks. Mr Nicol would credit Fuller with an influence on Gordon Craig and others; certainly we have been underestimating her during all the years when her revolutionary innovations were forgotten. One has a clear picture of a performer who converted dancing into something quite other, whose scenes and machines were of a new theatrical epoch, and whose gifts lay primarily in such inventions. Writing of a performance at the Theatre Champs-Elysees in June, 1922, Levinson said, ‘Even though she has the insipid primary plastique, the scholarly faux-héllenisme of the Anglo-Saxon (which forms an apparent link between her school and Isadora’s) her personality is none the less fascinating … She is a great imaginative creator of forms. Her drapes animate and organize space, give her a dream-like ambiance, abolish geometrical space … Whatever belongs to the dance is ordinary; but tout ce qui tient de l’optique est plein d’intérêt.’ Levinson had no doubt that this was another matter entirely than ‘les enfantillages caduces de Duncanisme et ces vaines danses d’expression’.

It is a little surprising, therefore, that much of Fuller’s fame derived
from her ability to represent natural objects – moths, butterflies, lilies, etc. Dances of this kind were frequently photographed, and she kept them in her repertoire right into the Twenties. The Serpentine dance is part of the history of art nouveau; it would be tedious to make a list of the compliments paid her by distinguished men on her power to reveal fugitive aspects of nature. Certainly some of the photographs are impressively moth-like and lily-like. With this strain of compliment there was mingled a persistent note of praise for her Orientalism and her Hellenism too. Such contradictions, if they are so, may be reconciled in the aesthetic of a Mallarmé; he wrote that the dancer was not a woman dancing but a metaphor containing elemental aspects of our form, sword, cup, flower, etc. And Symons, in The World as Ballet, finds in the dance ‘the evasive, winding turn of things … the intellectual as well as sensuous appeal of a living symbol’. She was a power like one of Nature’s, and her creation had the same occult meanings.

The heart of this matter is, indeed, the chorus of poetic approval, and the terms in which it was couched. Consider, for example, the ‘Fire Dance’, a popular item from early days. She told the credulous Mr Tindall of Pearson’s Weekly that this dance had its origin in an accident: when she was dancing her Salome at the Athénée (1893) she danced before Herod as ‘the setting sun kissed the top of Solomon’s temple’. But it also kissed her garments, and the public, always vocal, cried out and called it ‘the fire-dance’. In fact this was merely another attempt to offset the cold electric calculations of Fuller. The Danse du Feu was lit from below stage, by a red lantern directed through a glassed-in trap. The effect was striking (Pearson’s Weekly has some lurid coloured photographs). Fuller appeared to the music of the ‘Ride of the Valkyries’, shaking, we are told, and twisting in a torrent of incandescent lava, her long dress spouting flame and rolling around in burning spirals. She stood, says Jean Lorrain, in blazing embers, and did not burn; she exuded light, was herself a flame. Erect in her brazier she smiled, and her smile was the rictus of a mask under the red veil that enveloped her and which shook and waved like a flame along her lava-nakedness. Lorrain goes on to compare her with Herculaneum buried in cinders (it wasn’t, of course), the Styx and its banks, Vesuvius with open throat spitting fire. Only thus, he argued, could one describe
her motionless, smiling nakedness in the midst of a furnace, wearing the fires of heaven and hell as a veil. Gustave Fréville called her a nightmare sculpted in red clay. ‘The fire caresses her dress, seizes her entirely, and, inexorable lover, is sated by nothing short of nothingness.’ Years later Yeats was pretty certainly remembering this dance as well as Dante and a Noh play when he spoke in his ‘Byzantium’ of the dance as an emblem of art, caught up out of nature into the endless artifice of his Byzantium, the endless death-in-life of the mosaic:



… blood-begotten spirits come 
And all complexities of fury leave; 
Dying into a dance, 
An agony of trance, 
An agony of flame that cannot singe a sleeve.



The ‘Fire Dance’ had all the qualities Yeats asked of the art, for not only was the dancer unconsumed, but she also wore the obligatory enigmatic smile. ‘From this flame which does not burn’, says Ménil in his Histoire de la Danse (1904), ‘there leaps, between two volutes of light, the head of a woman wearing an enigmatic smile.’ Ménil, as it happens, goes on – as Jourdain did – to question whether all this trickery of silk and electric light was really dancing at all, and he wonders how, from the vulgarity of the cheap glare and waving skirt, there could come this hashish-like experience. Goncourt’s reaction was similar: ‘What a great inventor of ideality man is!’ he moralized, contemplating this ‘vision of what is strange and supernatural’ yet has its origin in common stuff and vulgar lights.

Other dances were greeted with equal rapture. Georges Rodenbach draws widely on Fuller’s repertoire in his poem ‘La Loïe Fuller’, first published in Figaro in May 1896, and warmly praised by Mallarmé. It has fifty-eight lines, and is too long to quote in full, but here are some samples:



Déchirant l’ombre, et brusque, elle est là: c‘est l’aurore! 
D’un mauve de prelude enflé jusqu’au lilas, 
S’étant taillé des nuages en falbalas, 
Elle se décolore, elle se recolore.


Alors c‘est le miracle opéré comme un jen: 
Sa robe tout à coup est un pays de brume; 
C’est de l’alcool qui flambe et de l’encens qui fume; 
Sa robe est un bûcher de lys qui sont en feu … .

 


Or, comme le volcan contient toutes ses laves, 
Il semble que ce soit d’elle qu’elle ait déduit 
Ces rivières de feu qui la suivent, esclaves, 
Onduleuses, sur elle, en forme de serpents … 
O tronc de la Tentation! O charmeresse! 
Arbre du Paradis où nos désirs rampants 
S‘enlacent en serpents de couleurs qu’elle tresse! …

 


Un repos.

Elle vient, les cheveux d‘un vert roux 
Influences par ces nuances en démence; 
On dirait que le vent du large recommence; 
Car déjà, parmi les étoffes en remous, 
Son corps perd son sillage; il fond en des volutes … 
Propice obscurité, qu’est-ce donc que tu blutes 
Pour faire de sa robe un ocean de feu, 
Toute phosphorescente avec des pierreries? … 
Brunehilde, c’est toi, reine des Walkyries, 
Dont pour être l’élu chacun se rêve un dieu … .

 


C’est fini.

Brusquement l’air est cicatrisé 
De cette plaie en fleur dont il saigna. L’étreinte 
De l’Infini ne nous dure qu’un court moment; 
Et l’ombre de la scene où la fresque fut peinte 
Est noire comme notre âme, pensivement.



What Mallarmé liked about this was the recognition that Rodenbach restores to dancing its ancient character – it provides its own decor (elle s’étoffe). For Fuller’s ‘imaginative weavings are poured forth like an atmosphere’ in contrast with the short-skirted coryphées of the ballet, who have no ambiance save what the orchestra provides.

Everything conspires to bring Fuller’s performance into the position
of an emblem of the Image of art, ‘self-begotten’ in Yeats’s favourite word; or like the body of a woman yet not in any natural sense alive (prodige d’irréel), enigmatic, having the power of election. The darkness of the stage at the end of the performance is the natural darkness of the modern soul which only the Image, hardly come by and evanescent, can illuminate: ‘the embrace of eternity lasts us only a short moment’. This power of fusing body and soul, mending all our division, is celebrated even in Pearson’s Weekly. More completely than any other dancer before her, Loïe Fuller seemed to represent in visible form the incomprehensible Image of art in the modern world,8 as Mauclair said, ‘The Symbol of Art itself, a fire above all dogmas’. And she remains the dancer of Symbolism, from Mallarmé to Yeats; a woman yet totally impersonal, ‘dead, yet flesh and bone’; poème dégagé de tout appareil du scribe. ‘Thanks to her,’ said Roger Marx, ‘the dance has once more become the “poem without words” of Simonides … above all one is grateful to her for giving substance to that ideal spectacle of which Mallarmé once dreamed – a mute spectacle, which escaped the limits of space and time alike, and of which the influence, powerful over all, ravishes in one common ecstasy the proud and the humble.’

In February 1893, Mallarmé went to the Folies-Bergère to see Loïe Fuller. It was an historic evening. André Levinson, complaining in the early Twenties of the exaggerated deference paid in literary circles to the music-hall, credits the Goncourts and Huysmans with beginning the vogue, but goes on: ‘One day Stéphane Mallarmé, aesthetician of the absolute, was seen pencilling, in his seat at the Folies-Bergère, his luminous aperçus on the so-called serpentine dances of Loïe Fuller, fontaine intarissable d’elle-même. Since then the whole world has followed …’ What Mallarmé was writing emerges as a passage of prose notably difficult even for him, but the centre, indeed the source in most cases, of contemporary poetic comment on Fuller. Concerning her, he says, and the way in which she uses the fabrics in which she is dressed, the articles of contemporary enthusiasts – which may sometimes be called poems – leave little to be said. ‘Her performance, sui generis, is at once an artistic intoxication and an industrial achievement. In that terrible bath of materials swoons the radiant, cold dancer, illustrating countless themes of gyration. From her proceeds an
expanding web – giant butterflies and petals, unfoldings – everything of a pure and elemental order. She blends with the rapidly changing colours which vary their limelit phantasmagoria of twilight and grotto, their rapid emotional changes – delight, mourning, anger; and to set these off, prismatic, either violent or dilute as they are, there must be the dizziness of soul made visible by an artifice.’ He goes on to suggest that in this kind of dancing, in which the dancer seems to have the power infinitely to expand the dance through her dress, there is a lesson for the theatre, in which there is always a banality that rises up between dance and spectator. Loïe Fuller makes one see how the subtleties inherent in the dance have been neglected. ‘Some restored aesthetic,’ says Mallarmé, ‘will one day go beyond these marginal notes’; but he can at least use this insight to denounce a common error concerning staging, ‘helped as I unexpectedly am by the solution unfolded for me in the mere flutter of her gown by my unconscious and unwitting inspirer’. And he speaks of the dancer’s power to create on the boards of the stage her own previously unthought-of milieu. The decor lies latent in the orchestra, to come forth like a lightning stroke at the sight of the dancer who represents the idea. And this ‘transition from sonorities to materials … is the one and only skill of Loïe Fuller, who does it by instinct, exaggeratedly, the movements of skirt or wing instituting a place … The enchantress makes the ambience, produces it from herself and retracts it into a silence rustling with crêpe de Chine. Presently there will disappear, what is in these circumstances an inanity, that traditional plantation of permanent sets which conflict with choreographic mobility. Opaque frames, intrusive cardboard, to the scrap-heap! Here, if ever, is atmosphere, that is nothingness, given back to ballet, visions no sooner known than scattered, limpid evocation. The pure result will be a liberated stage, at the will of fictions, emanating from the play of a veil with attitude or gesture.’ He sees the dance of Fuller as ‘multiple emanations round a nakedness’ which is central, ‘summed up by an act of will ecstatically stretched to the extremity of each wing, her statuesque figure strict, upright; made dead by the effort of condensing out of this virtual self-liberation delayed decorative leaps of skies and seas, evenings, scent and foam’. And he concludes, ‘I thought it necessary, whatever fashion may make of this miraculous contemporary
development, to extract its summary sense and its significance for the art as a whole.’

There is dispute among students of Mallarmé as to the place of dancing in his unsystematic system, and less attention than might be expected is paid to this tribute to Loïe Fuller. But there seems to be no very good reason for discounting what it says: that she represented for him at least the spirit of an unborn aesthetic; that she offered a kind of spatial equivalent of music; that she stands for the victory of what he called the Constellation over what he called Chance, ‘le couronnement du labeur humain’, as Bonniet describes it in his Preface to Igitur. Like the archetype of Art, the Book, Fuller eliminated hasard. Thibaudet, indeed, believed that the whole concept of the Book owed something to Mallarmé’s meditations on the dance; so did Levinson, arguing that Mallarmé glimpsed in the ballet ‘a revelation of the definitive Œuvre, which would sum up and transcend man’; so, more recently, does M Guy Delfel. The fitness of the dance as an emblem of true poetry is clear. Valéry was expanding the views of Mallarmé when he made his famous comparison between them (poetry is to prose as dancing is to walking). Mallarmé’s growing concern for syntax, so irrefutably demonstrated by L. J. Austin, does not militate against this view that the dance took over in his mind some of the importance of music; for syntax is the purposeful movement of language and such movement has, in either art, to be assimilated to the necessarily autonomous condition of the Image. The dance is more perfectly devoid of ideas, less hampered by its means, than poetry, since it has not the strong antipathy of language towards illogic; yet it is not absolutely pure; the dancer is not inhuman. Mallarmé deals with precisely this point in the opening article of Crayonné au Théâtre (before 1887) when he discusses the ambiguous position of the dancer, half impersonal; very like the position of the poet (‘The pure work requires that the poet vanish from the utterance’ in so far as he can). But Fuller was more purely emptied of personality: an apparition, a vision of eternity for Rodenbach; for Mallarmé ‘l’incorporation visuelle de l’idée’.

If it seemed necessary, as it did, for poets to reclaim their heritage from music, the dance provided something more exactly fitting as an emblem of what was aspired to; and in a sense Fuller can stand for the liberation of Symbolism from Wagner. She is much more properly the
Symbolist dancer than any orthodox ballerina; and there is a clear discontinuity between the general admiration for dancers of French poets earlier than Mallarmé and his praise of Fuller. In Baudelaire the ‘human and palpable element’ counts for much; in Gautier also. But in the new age, the age of Mallarmé and Yeats, what matters is that the dancer ‘is not a woman’; that she is ‘dead, yet flesh and bone’. The difference constitutes a shift in the whole climate of poetry, represented by the shift in English poetic from Symons to Pound, from Symbolism as primarily an elaborate system of suggestion, of naming by not naming, to the dynamism of the Vortex and the Ideogram. For Fuller is a kind of Ideogram: l’incorporation visuelle de l’idée, a spectacle defying all definition, radiant, homogeneous.

Such, at any rate, was the way those people saw Fuller who saw her with eyes opened to dance as a majestueuse ouverture on a reality beyond flux. They saw in her ‘la voyante de l’infini’. When Diaghilev came, defying the genres, overwhelming the senses with music and colour and movement, one or two people perhaps remembered her as having been the first to do it. I am convinced that Valéry did. Again and again he returns to the dance as a satisfactory emblem of a desirable poetry. It best illustrates what he calls non-usage – ‘the not saying “it is raining” – this is the language of poetry; and movement which is not instrumental, having no end outside itself, is the language of dancing. Poetry, like dancing, is action without an end.’ As the dancer makes an image of art out of the quotidian motions of her body, so the poet must ‘draw a pure, ideal Voice, capable of communicating without weakness, without apparent effort, without offence to the ear, and without breaking the ephemeral sphere of the poetic universe, an idea of some Self miraculously superior to Myself’. The Dance makes of an activity of the body – sweat, straining muscle, heaving chest – an idea, a diagram of a high reality. Valéry called his dialogue, L’Ame et la Danse, of 1921, ‘a sort of ballet of which the Image and the Idea are Coryphaeus in turn’. The dialogue embodies in language of refined wit and gaudy elegance the essence of our post-Wagnerian aesthetic. Athiktè, the central figure, is usually thought of as a conventional ballet dancer; and she does dance on her points. But, as Levinson said in his pamphlet on the dialogue (Paul Valéry, poète de la danse, 1927) the tourbillon, her ecstatic finale, is not merely a ballet step, it is the
whirling of a mystic’s dance. Though Valéry collected ballet photographs, they were of a special sort, chronophotographies; the plates were exposed in darkness, the dancers carrying lights; and the result was a whirl of white lines, a record of the pattern of aimless poetical acts. In any case, we need not suppose him so devoted to the ballet as to have forgotten Loïe Fuller. He was on the point of refusing the invitation to write the dance dialogue because he ‘considered … that Mallarmé had exhausted the subject’ and undertook it finally with the resolve that he would make Mallarmé’s prodigious writings on the subject ‘a peculiar condition of my work’. So I believe that when he came to write the passage comparing the dancer with a salamander – living ‘completely at ease, in an element comparable to fire – he was remembering Fuller. The passage culminates in a long, rhapsodical speech from Socrates: ‘what is a flame … if not the moment itself? … Flame is the act of that moment which is between earth and heaven … the flame sings wildly between matter and ether … we can no longer speak of movement … nor distinguish any longer its acts from its limbs’. Phaedrus replies that ‘she flings her gestures like scintillations … she filches impossible attitudes, even under the very eye of Time!’ Eryximachus sums it up: ‘Instant engenders form, and form makes the instant visible.’ And when the dancer speaks, she says she is neither dead nor alive, and ends: ‘Refuge, refuge, O my refuge, O Whirlwind! I was in thee, O movement – outside all things …’ A Bergsonian dancer almost, ‘révélatrice du réel’ as Levinson says.

The propriety of yoking together Avril and Fuller as I have done here is now, perhaps, self-evident. Avril is a smaller figure altogether, but she demonstrates the strength of the link between dancing and poetry, as well as the important pathological element in the dancer’s appeal. Fuller deserves, one would have thought, some of the attention that has gone to Isadora. Levinson, who repeatedly declares his faith in classical dancing as the one discipline ‘féconde, complète, créatrice’, respected Fuller, but despised Duncan as having no technique, no beauty, no suppleness, her feet flattened and enlarged by years of barefoot prancing, her music primitive. The fact is that Duncan was much more the Tanagra figurine, the dancer from the Pompeian fresco, than Fuller, who earned these descriptions in her early days. And Duncan certainly did not submerge her personality in strange disguises
and unnatural lights. The Modern Dance has developed theories sufficiently impersonal to make it intensely interesting to Mrs Langer, creating a symbolic reality independent of nature. But it depends always upon the body – upon the power of the body not to express emotion but to objectify a pattern of sentience. Fuller with her long sticks, her strange optical devices, her burying the human figure in masses of silk, achieved impersonality at a stroke. Her world was discontinuous from nature; and this discontinuity Valéry, speaking of his Symbolist ancestry, described as ‘an almost inhuman state’. She withdrew from the work; if to do otherwise is human, said Valéry, ‘I must declare myself essentially inhuman’.

This is the doctrine of impersonality in art with which T. E. Hulme and T. S. Eliot among many others have made everybody familiar. ‘The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality … the more perfect the artist the more completely separate in him will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates.’ Thomas Parkinson, commenting on Ortega y Gasset’s ‘dehumanization’ – ‘a point can be reached in which the human content has grown so thin that it is negligible’ – remarks acutely that the confused reception accorded to Pound’s Pisan Cantos was due to critical shock at their identification of the sufferer and the creator. Pound, in leaving off his ‘ironic covering’, simply broke with a rule of poetic that he himself had done much to enforce. Mr Parkinson is glad; he wants to let ‘the Reek of Humanity’ back into poetry, where he thinks it belongs, and he seems to regard the impersonality doctrine as a lengthy but temporary deviation from some true ‘romantic aesthetic’. I am not sure that he is right, or how far he misunderstands the human relevance of what the impersonal artist attempts. Mrs Langer could answer him, and I am quite sure that there Pound does not show the way back to reeking humanity. In Mr Eliot, in Valéry, we surely are aware of what Stevens called ‘the thing that is incessantly overlooked: the artist, the presence of the determining personality’.

However this may be, Fuller’s progressive extinction of the dancing body was a necessary component of her success as an emblem of the Image, out of nature. The imagination of the spectator fed upon her, independently of what she intended (she once caught sight of herself in a glass when dancing, and was surprised that what she saw bore no
relation to her intention). She is abstract, clear of the human mess, dead and yet perfect being, as on some Byzantine dancing floor; entirely independent of normal action, out of time. It is a highflown way of talking about an affected music-hall dancer with an interest in stage-lighting; and, but for the example of Mallarmé, we should hardly venture it. Yet she was not a mere freak; dancers are always striving to become, like poems, machines for producing poetic states; ‘they labour daily’, as Levinson says, ‘to prevent a relapse into their pristine humanity’. Only when the body is objectified in this way does it function, in the words of Whitehead, as ‘the great central ground underlying all symbolic reference’. Also, it dies; and in so far as it is permitted to appear like something that does, it cannot represent victory over hasard, perfect being, the truth behind the deceptive veil of intellect. How is this to be overcome? ‘Slash it with sharp instruments, rub ashes into a wound to make a keloid, daub it with clay, paint it with berry juices. This thing that terrifies us, this face upon which we lay so much stress, is something they have always wanted to deform, by hair, shading, by every possible means. Why? To remove from it the terror of death, by making it a work of art.’ So William Carlos Williams on primitive ways into the artifice of eternity. Fuller’s dehumanization was another way; it is very closely related to a critical moment in the history of modern poetic, but it is also, and this is as we ought to expect, rooted in the terror and joy of the obscure primitive ground from which modern poets draw strength for their archaic art.
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Between Time and Eternity

The Sense of an Ending, in which this and the following essay first appeared, was published in 1967, having been given as the Mary Flexner lectures at Bryn Mawr College in 1965. The title of the book derives from an expression used in its course; and whatever may be said of the book as a whole, the title seems to have caught on.

The first of these two essays is drawn from a longer one called ‘World Without End or Beginning’, which started with a discussion of the difficulties that existed, at a time when it was important to reconcile Christian doctrine (the world was made out of nothing) with the philosophy of Aristotle, between the biblical account of the Creation and the Aristotelian belief that nothing could come of nothing. The ensuing compromises did not solve the discrepancy between time and eternity, but St Thomas Aquinas argued for a third term of duration between these two, which he called aevum, the time of the angels, who were not pure being yet not material; not ‘simple’ as God is, yet not material and subject to time. This third order of duration proved to have secular uses, for instance it could be thought of as the order in which corporations exist, which is not eternity yet not subject to the ordinary action of time (individuals, who are, expire, but the institution to which they belong continues).

Unsure whether it would interest readers as much as it did me, I have here omitted this rather abstruse discussion, along with a passage about the poet Spenser’s interest in the aevum as exhibited in the generative cycle. The reference to tock looks back to an argument earlier in the lectures to the way in which, to satisfy an appetite for endings, we mark off the period between two ticks by calling – and even hearing – the second one as ‘tock’.


One of the differences between doing philosophy and writing poetry is that in the former activity you defeat your object if you imitate the confusion inherent in an unsystematic view of your subject, whereas in the second you must in some measure imitate what is extreme and scattering bright, or else lose touch with that feeling of bright confusion. Thus the schoolmen struggled, when they discussed God, for a pure idea of simplicity, which became for them a very complex but still rational issue: for example, an angel is less simple than God but simpler than man, because a species is less simple than pure being but simpler than an individual. But when a poet discusses such matters, as in say ‘Air and Angels’, he is making some human point, in fact he is making something which is, rather than discusses, an angel - something simple that grows subtle in the hands of commentators. This is why we cannot say the Garden of Adonis is wrong as the Faculty of Paris could say the Averroists were wrong. And Donne’s conclusion is more a joke about women than a truth about angels. Spenser, though his understanding of the expression was doubtless inferior to that of St Thomas, made in the Garden stanzas something ‘more simple’ than any section of the Summa. It was also more sensuous and more passionate. Milton used the word in his formula as Aquinas used it of angels; poetry is more simple, and accordingly more difficult to talk about, even though there are in poetry ideas which may be labelled ‘philosophical’.

All the same, poets think, and are of their time; so that poets of Spenser’s time, though they might feel as Bacon did about the ‘vermicular questions’ of the schoolmen, owed much to their conquests. As De Wulf observed, the scholastic synthesis is too faithful a reflection of the Western mind for complete abandonment – it ‘remained in all men a fixed point of reference for their sensibilities’. And the change they made in the human way of feeling time affected not only philosophical poetry like Spenser’s. Stevens admired, and for good reason, a remark of Jean Paulhan’s, that the poet ‘creates confidence in the world’ – ‘la confiance que le poète fait naturellement – et nous invite à faire – au monde’. But he added that this is not in itself one of the differentiae between poets and philosophers, because in a different way philosophers also are concerned in the creation of this confidence, in the humanizing of the world by such fictions as causality, or angels. And
if times changed as they did, we should expect to find this in the greatest creator of confidence, Shakespeare.

The subject being so enormous, I ask you to consider only one or two brief points. I have said that tragedy may be thought of as the successor of apocalypse, and this is evidently in accord with the notion of an endless world. In King Lear everything tends towards a conclusion that does not occur; even personal death, for Lear, is terribly delayed. Beyond the apparent worst there is a worse suffering, and when the end comes it is not only more appalling than anybody expected, but a mere image of that horror, not the thing itself. The end is now a matter of immanence; tragedy assumes the figurations of apocalypse, of death and judgement, heaven and hell; but the world goes forward in the hands of exhausted survivors. Edgar haplessly assumes the dignity; only the king’s natural body is at rest. This is the tragedy of sempiternity; apocalypse is translated out of time into the aevum. The world may, as Gloucester supposes, exhibit all the symptoms of decay and change, all the terrors of an approaching end, but when the end comes it is not an end, and both suffering and the need for patience are perpetual. We discover a new aspect of our quasi-immortality; without the notion of aevum, and the doctrine of kingship as a duality, existing in it and in time, such tragedy would not be possible.

What temporal image of the world do we derive from Macbeth? It is, to use the word the play forces on us, equivocal. The play, uniquely concerned with prophecy, begins with a question about the future: ‘When shall we three meet again?’ The speaker adds, without much apparent sense: ‘In thunder, lightning, or in rain?’ But these are three conditions which flourish, so to say, in the same hedgerow; they do not differ so completely as to be presentable as mutually exclusive alternatives. For a demon who can see into the cause of things a forecast of bad weather in Scotland is no great enterprise, and the either-ors of the question merely include, in an ironical way, a pointless selection of some aspects of futurity at the expense of others. The answer to the question is:



When the hurlyburly’s done, 
When the battle’s lost and won.




Hurlies are to burlies as thunder to lightning, and lost battles are normally also won. The future is split by man-made antitheses, absurdly doubled or trebled in a parody of the uncertainties of human prediction. ‘Fair is foul and foul is fair’; it depends upon the nature of the observer’s attention, or on the estimate he makes of his own interest.

This is what L. C. Knights called ‘metaphysical pitch and toss’, a good phrase, because pitch is to toss as hurly is to burly. It is also a parody of prophetic equivocation, a device as ancient as the Delphic oracle. All plots have something in common with prophecy, for they must appear to educe from the prime matter of the situation the forms of a future. The best of them, thought Aristotle, include a peripeteia no less dependent than the other parts upon ‘our rule of probability or necessity’ but arising from that in the original situation to which we have given less attention; peripeteia is equivocating plot, and it has been compared, with some justice, to irony.1 Now Macbeth is above all others a play of prophecy; it not only enacts prophecies, it is obsessed by them. It is concerned with the desire to feel the future in the instant, to be transported beyond the ignorant present. It is about failures to attend to the part of equivoque which lacks immediate interest (as if one should attend to hurly and not to burly). It is concerned, too, with the equivocations inherent in language. Hebrew could manage with one word for ‘I am’ and ‘I shall be’; Macbeth is a man of a different temporal order. The world feeds his fictions of the future. When he asks the sisters ‘what are you?’ their answer is to tell him what he will be.

Macbeth, more than any other of Shakespeare’s plays, is a play of crisis, and its opening is a figure for the seemingly atemporal agony of a moment when times cross; when our usual apprehension of successive past and future is translated into another order of time. Perhaps one can convey this best by a glance at an earlier and prototypical chooser, St Augustine. He wrote about this moment, when one is confronted by the lost and won of the future; a moment when the gap between desire and act is wide. Though certain of the end desired, he was ‘at strife’ with himself; the choices to be made were ‘all meeting together in the same juncture of time’. He said within himself, ‘Be it done now, be it done now’; but he still hesitated between fair and foul, and cried,
‘How long? How long? Tomorrow and tomorrow?’ This is the time when the soul distends itself to include past and future; and the similarities of language and feeling remind us that Macbeth had also to examine the relation between what may be willed and what is predicted. Throughout the early scenes we are being prepared by triple questions and double answers for the soliloquy at the end of the first Act, which is the speech of a man at this same juncture of time. The equivocating witches conflate past, present, and future; Glamis, Cawdor, Scotland. They are themselves, like the future, fantasies capable of objective shape. Fair and foul, they say; lost and won; lesser and greater, less happy and much happier. They dress the present in the borrowed robes of the future, in the equivoques of prophecy. The prophecies, as Macbeth notes, are in themselves neither good nor ill; but they bring him images of horror that swamp the present, so that ‘nothing is/But what is not.’ They bring him to that juncture of time so sharply defined by Brutus – the time ‘Between the acting of a dreadful thing/And the first motion’ – as being like a hideous dream. It is an interim in which the patient is denied the relief of time’s successiveness; it seems never to end. His life is balanced on the point of nightmare, and so is time. Hence the see-saw language: highly-holily, fair-foul, good – ill.

The great soliloquy begins by wishing away the perpetuity of this moment. It is curious that we should have made a proverb of the expression ‘be-all and end-all’. It was not proverbial for Shakespeare - he invented it; it grows out of the theme and language of the play. To be and to end are, in time, antithetical; their identity belongs to eternity, the nunc stans. In another way, the phrase is a pregnant conflation of crisis and an end immanent in it. Macbeth would select one aspect of the equivocal future and make it a perpetual present, and Shakespeare gives him the right crisis-word, the see-saw of be-all and end-all. He did use a proverb in the speech, at its very outset; you will find the source of ‘If it were done when ‘tis done’ in Tilley (‘the thing that is done is not to do’)2 if you are sure that Shakespeare is not remembering Augustine (or Jesus: ‘That thou doest do quickly’ John 13:27).

Macbeth is saying that if an act could be without succession, without temporal consequence, one would welcome it out of a possible future
into actuality; it would be like having hurly without burly. But acts without ‘success’ are a property of the aevum. Nothing in time can, in that sense be done, freed of consequence or equivocal aspects. Prophecy by its very forms admits this, and so do plots. It is a truism confirmed later by Lady Macbeth: ‘What’s done cannot be undone.’ The act is not an end. Macbeth, in the rapt, triple manner of the play, three times wishes it were: if the doing were an end, he says; if surcease cancelled success, if ‘be’ were ‘end’. But only the angels make their choices in non-successive time, and ‘be’ and ‘end’ are one only in God. Macbeth moves to abandon the project. He is dissuaded by his wife in a speech which brings past, present, and future tenses to bear at one juncture: ‘Was the hope drunk … ? … Art thou afeard/To be the same in … act … as … in desire? … Will you let “I dare not” wait upon “I would” … ?’ She seeks the abolition of the interim between desire and act, the shrinking allowance of time in which men are permitted to consider their desires in terms of God’s time as well as their own.

The distinction is ancient. Christ waited for his kairos, refusing to anticipate the will of his Father; that is what he meant when he said ‘Tempt not the Lord thy God’. So Irenaeus explains; and when we sin we act against God’s time and ‘arrogate to ourselves a sort of eternity, to “take the long view” and “make sure of things”’, as Clement observed. Hence, according to Hans Urs von Balthasar, ‘the restoration of order by the Son of God had to be the annulment of that premature snatching at knowledge … the repentant return from a false, swift transfer into eternity to a true, slow confinement in time’. The choice is between time and eternity. There is, in life, no such third order as that Macbeth wishes for. In snatching at a future he has to take hurly with burly.

The whole of Macbeth is penetrated by the language of times, seasons, prophecies; after the interim, the acting of the dreadful thing brings Macbeth under the rule of time again, it anticipates his dread exploits, mangles him to the point where he can no longer even pretend to understand its movement. Of Time’s revenges, of the great temporal equivocations in this play I cannot now speak. But it is true that the crisis of Macbeth’s choice, as surely as the dead King, is ‘the great Doom’s image’; that the choice of angelic or divine time was his presumption, and that he accordingly suffers in time, having chosen
his end at the moment of crisis. To await the season, as Jesus did (‘the time prefixed I waited’,3 as he says in Milton) or as Gloucester must learn to do in Lear, and as Hamlet also learns, is another solution than Macbeth’s.

For Hamlet is another play of protracted crisis, and I think one could show there also the deliberate clash of chronos and kairos, the obsessive collocation of past, present, and future at a moment that seems to require action the outcome of which can only be ambiguously predicted. Finally it is known that the readiness is all; that our choices have their season, which is another time from that in which we feel we live, though, like the time of angels, it intersects our time. The kairos arrives, the moment when at last the time is free, by means of a divine peripeteia, by accidental judgements and purposes mistook; we cannot make ready for it simply by ‘taking the long view’. And when it comes it is an end, in so far as human affairs have ends. It is not a universal end, merely an image of it. In the central tragedy, Lear, universality is explicitly disavowed; we have an image of an end, but the dignity survives into a kind of eternity, an aevum. This has no necessary implications of happiness; not only Malcolm but Edgar, as princes, and not only princes but the damned in hell, inhabit the aevum.

What, then, can Shakespearean tragedy, on this brief view, tell us about human time in an eternal world? It offers imagery of crisis, of futures equivocally offered, by prediction and by action, as actualities; as a confrontation of human time with other orders, and the disastrous attempt to impose limited designs upon the time of the world. What emerges from Hamlet is – after much futile, illusory action – the need of patience and readiness. The ‘bloody period’ of Othello is the end of a life ruined by unseasonable curiosity. The millennial ending of Macbeth, the broken apocalypse of Lear, are false endings, human periods in an eternal world. They are researches into death in an age too late for apocalypse, too critical for prophecy; an age more aware that its fictions are themselves models of the human design on the world. But it was still an age which felt the human need for ends consonant with the past, the kind of end Othello tries to achieve by his final speech; complete, concordant. As usual, Shakespeare allows him his tock; but he will not pretend that the clock does not go forward. The human perpetuity which Spenser set against our imagery of the
end is represented here also by the kingly announcements of Malcolm, the election of Fortinbras, the bleak resolution of Edgar.

In apocalypse there are two orders of time, and the earthly runs to a stop; the cry of woe to the inhabitants of the earth means the end of their time; henceforth ‘time shall be no more’. In tragedy the cry of woe does not end succession; the great crises and ends of human life do not stop time. And if we want them to serve our needs as we stand in the middest we must give them patterns, understood relations as Macbeth calls them, that defy time. The concords of past, present, and future towards which the soul extends itself are out of time, and belong to the duration which was invented for angels when it seemed difficult to deny that the world in which men suffer their ends is dissonant in being eternal. To close that great gap we use fictions of complementarity. They may now be novels or philosophical poems, as they once were tragedies, and before that, angels.
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Solitary Confinement

This is the sixth and final lecture of the Bryn Mawr College series, and opens with an announcement to that effect, and a rather florid allusion to Wallace Stevens, a poet I was in love with at the time, as indeed I still am. ‘Life / As it is, in the intricate evasions of as’ is a thought that makes plausible the view that ‘the theory of poetry is the theory of life’. Stevens is a presence in the lectures, and crops up again, as the poet of metaphysical poverty, in the next paragraph. He has often been criticized for having too little to say about actual poverty, but I think he included the idea of it in his musings, though of course without direct experience of it. The expression ‘what will suffice’ is also a quotation from Stevens, who calls the poem the act of the mind in finding what will suffice. Later I refer to his ‘weather’ – he used the word in a very individual way, meaning, among other things, external reality as it happened to be when one encountered it. ‘Conversions of our Lumpenwelt’ is another, possibly less happy, invention of Stevens. Sartre’s La Nausée had been examined in the previous lecture.

Christopher Burney is not among the Burneys celebrated in the latest edition of The Oxford Companion to English Literature (2000) so it appears that such fame as he had did not survive into the new millennium. And yet Solitary Confinement is a great book. The reference to George Herbert is to his remarkable sonnet ‘Prayer’, a list of metaphors for prayer that includes the two here mentioned.

My treatment of Wordsworth’s ‘Resolution and Independence’ has been criticized because of what it says about the relation between actual and metaphysical poverty, as if, like Stevens, I showed insufficient solicitude for the former. Over the years this wonderful poem has attracted a large number of interpretations which I am sure many
readers, including the authors, prefer to my own. However, my version remains part of what Stevens calls the make of the mind, and to repeat it here is a simple act of self-loyalty.

The views of Ortega y Gasset, as expounded in his Meditations on Don Quixote, were discussed earlier in the book. I cannot remember the source of William Phillips’ observation on Kafka. The final lines are, as might be expected, by Wallace Stevens.

 


In this lecture, which is my last, I shall try to touch upon most of the themes proposed in the earlier ones, though I do not hope to provide in it the marvellous clue that would make all the rest useful and systematic. I could only do that if I were the master described in the poem, that ‘more severe, More harassing master’ who



would extemporize

Subtler, more urgent proof that the theory 
Of poetry is the theory of life

 


As it is, in the intricate evasions of as, 
In things seen and unseen, created from nothingness, 
The heavens, the hells, the worlds, the longed-for lands.



I have his programme but not his powers. ‘Life / As it is, in the intricate evasions of as’ is what I am talking about, as best I can; and I am glad that it was in my most recent talk that I discussed Sartre, who knew that fictions, though prone to absurdity, are necessary to life, and that they grow very intricate because we know so desolately that as and is are not really one. None of our fictions is a supreme fiction.

Our knowing this creates in us, to a most painful degree, the condition Sartre calls ‘need’ and Stevens ‘poverty’. It may seem superfluous for me to admit that this poet, at this time, speaks more urgently and congenially to me than any other, especially when he speaks of the fictions which are the proper consolations of human loneliness:



Natives of poverty, children of malheur, 
The gaiety of language is our seigneur.




This is a way of speaking about a newly realized imaginative poverty in terms of something much older, and which words will not mitigate; and yet the two situations sometimes run together and blur. To be alone and poor is, in a sense, everybody’s fate; but some people have been alone and poor in a very literal sense, as most of us have not; and in solitary confinement some of them have tested the gaiety of language as a means of projecting their humanity on a hostile environment. And it is by speaking for a few moments about the book of one such man that I can best begin to say what I have to say in this final talk.

Christopher Burney, the author of Solitary Confinement,1 was a British agent in occupied France, and the book begins after his capture, though at a time when he still found solitude and confinement mere notions with no real force. What follows is a study of those notions as they become real. I mustn’t speak of Burney as if he were Homo, a man in every way able to represent Man. He is abnormally brave, abnormally intelligent, and, it is relevant to add, upper-class English. His ‘project’ is coloured by his education. A man educated on the French pattern, for example, could perhaps not have retained that metaphysical innocence in the air of which the philosophical fictions of his captivity attained their own unforeseen shapes. For this is a book about the world a man invents in real poverty and solitude, and with as little help as possible from prefabricated formulas. We may, by means of it, come to understand something of the way the world shapes itself in the mind of true poverty; certainly it will seem right to think of this author as one of those ‘heroic children whom time breeds / Against the first idea’.

Burney in his cell has two main interests: his appetite and his thoughts. The first of these he controls in various ways, playing tricks on it, arranging its slow defeat through the hours of the day. But the second, his thinking, grows obsessive. When the man in the next cell tries to communicate by knocking on the wall he is rejected. The thinker wants no interference with his private figurations. Burney does not congratulate himself on this. He knew his own poverty, and might have found value in the knowledge of another’s. ‘To be able to combine solidarity of plight with diversity of state must be the highest achievement of the race’, he says, and with much penetration; for such are the conditions of tragedy. What makes Burney’s book as it were post-tragic
is his need to understand his plight alone. In prison he found himself, paradoxically, free, within the limits set by hunger and ‘the animal lust to roam’. In that freedom, which was the freedom of acceptance, of true poverty, his mind enabled him to impose his humanity on the world. Reality is transfigured by this act, as by an act of love. ‘Down on the bedrock,’ he writes, ‘life becomes a love affair of the mind, and reality merely the eternally mysterious beloved.’ The experience was terrible enough, but to be without the memory of it would be to forfeit also ‘that strange and faithful fraternity of the windows and those moments when the mind’s eye, like a restless prism, could see reality as no more than an outline against the faintly discerned light of truth’. Such are the consolations of poverty.

The courage and the intellectual integrity of this writer are far beyond what most of us would expect of ourselves, and yet we may legitimately look, in the motions of his mind, for certain characteristic fictions in a pure state. Let me mention some of these. He is aware that in his solitude and freedom he has made what he could not have made among the improvisations of normal life, an objective and ordered world; remembering The Franklin’s Tale, he calls this structured world ‘ful well corrected’,



As been his centris and his argumentz 
And his proportioneles convenientz 
For his equacions in every thyng.



Reflecting on the plenitude of this structure, the hero cannot avoid the problem of evil. He solves it by reinventing the theology of evil as privation. Pressing on with it, he rediscovers, in terms of the spectroscope, a Neo-Platonic philosophy of light. Another problem demands to be faced, the problem of determinism and free will. Mechanistic explanations are dismissed as fantastic, but as he considers free will in terms of his own practice (should I eat all my bread at once, or space it out?) he is forced to conclude that familiar explanations suffered from a fundamental misconception: ‘it was held that the quality of an act was determined by an act of volition which supposedly preceded it, whereas I now believed that consciousness of the value of any action was essentially reflective, and could only be made crudely to precede
the action by a process of forward imagination, in its turn an act of reflection … At this small discovery all the paradoxes of the freedom of human beings over against the omnipotence of God dissolved.’ Thus, in poverty, on the bedrock, are the ancient problems restated, and the mind discovers ‘what will suffice’.

Burney was required to produce two different varieties of fiction. As well as inventing his own ‘equacions in every thyng’, he had to make up stories for the Gestapo. These Gestapo stories had to fulfil certain conditions: without telling the truth, they were required to convince a sceptical audience. They were, in fact, experiments in novelistic verismo. They required absolutely plausible character, situation, and dialogue. If they failed, the novelist – we recall that he was literally poor as we are figuratively poor – would be bludgeoned by his critics. The requirement of verisimilitude presses like an evil on his narrative.

 


‘When we arrived near Pau … an unhealed wound gave my companion so much trouble that we had to rest a while.’ I nearly attributed the wound to myself, until I remembered that I had no suitable scar.

 


Under critical pressure he revises the story somewhat, until an acute but reasonably congenial interrogator can find no fault with it. In a sense, the moment of triumph in this exercise comes when the interrogator, shaking hands, says ‘Goodbye, I don’t believe a word you’ve told me’. It is what we might say to the Goncourts, if the street were time and they at the end of the street.

But in the cell again, fictional satisfactions are not to be had by compliance with the paradigms of verismo; it is harder to save one’s humanity than to save one’s life. It is a question, says Burney, of an abstract order obscured by the ‘coarseness of actuality’. This obscuration is to be inferred not only of the physical world, but also of men, since every coarse and actual man is ‘doubled by an abstract expression of himself’. Since ethics is the relation between this fictional giant and the human animal, ethical solutions are aesthetic; we are concerned with fictions of relation. Thus solitude is an ‘exercise in liberty’ and liberty is inventing, for all the casualty of life, fictions of relation.

Burney remarks that the movement of his mind often took him ‘to Americas thickly populated by earlier Columbuses’. In this true poverty
everything had to be reinvented – even the clock. He needed a clock not because the conventional divisions of time were of pressing importance, but for reasons closer to those of the monks who first made them. They needed clocks for the more devout observance of the offices, Burney because he needed to apprehend the increasing pressure of an approaching end. As long as his captivity was story-like in that its moments were to be given significance by an end, he needed to sense its imminence. ‘One does not suffer the passing of empty time, but rather the slowness of the expected event which is to end it.’ If time cannot be felt as successive, this end ceases to have effect; without the sense of passing time one is virtually ceasing to live, one loses ‘contact with reality’. So the prisoner invents a clock, the shadow cast by a gable on a wall which he can see through the fretted glass of his high window. Time cannot be faced as coarse and actual, as a repository of the contingent; one humanizes it by fictions of orderly succession and end.

The final end, death, is something else that cannot be faced in its inhuman coarseness. Burney could have died any day, and thought daily of death. But ‘Death is a word which presents no real target to the mind’s eye’, he notes. If you imagine yourself being shot, your body being rolled away in a barrow by soldiers, you are cheating yourself by substituting for your own body someone else’s, or perhaps an impersonal dummy. Your own death lies hidden from you. This cheating, like the cheating I talked about in my last lecture, can be malignant or benign; in the malignant form it is exemplified by the doctor in La Nausée, but in its benign form it is tragedy, which at one time was our way of opening the subject of the hidden death to our reluctant imaginations. Burney goes back behind the tragedy, however, to a simpler eschatology. His fictions have to do with the ‘hereafter’. To produce them, he remarks, is a process ‘as natural as eating’. The reason for this is that ‘we have a vacuum, a perfect secret, proposed to us as our end, and we immediately set about filling it up’.

Paradigmatic fictions, the heaven and hell of his childhood, press themselves upon his thought; but he rejects them. Why? For the reasons I have suggested elsewhere; our scepticism, our changed principles of reality, force us to discard the fictions that are too fully explanatory, too consoling. He develops a sense of the impotence of his fictions, but
they continue with a rare truth to type. Lapsing into unclerical naïveté, like the apocalyptists of my first talk, he brusquely invents an end convenient to himself. ‘One thing is out of the question. I cannot still be here at Christmas … This was an axiom.’ When Christmas comes and he is still there, he notices the necessity of such disconfirmation – ‘I had made it necessary for me to be wrong by setting the limit in the first place.’ Yet he passes Christmas day in the manner of millennarian sects after disconfirmation – calculating this day afresh by estimating the time needed for the Allies to accumulate the required number of tanks and landing craft. ‘The essential, though I did not know it at the time, was to have a boundary which would make time finite and comprehensible.’ It seems to be an essential, whether one’s poverty is real or figurative; tracts of time unpunctuated by meaning derived from the end are not to be borne.

All the types of fiction, inherited or invented, naive or sophisticated, run together in the mind that seeks freedom in poverty. They are all part of the world of words, of the cheat which gives life to the world. Burney considered language and isolated an aspect of it which reminded him of a family joke or game, a way of short-circuiting the unintelligible complexities by letting a shared word work in the varying contexts: love, for example, which is moved up from the flesh to heaven and down again. He thought a good deal about the great family jokes which seem mutually contradictory and unstable in meaning, the parables of the New Testament, for example; they seem in their conflicting senses to be divorced from the consolatory gospels in which they are found, calling upon us to make the effort of concordance; cold, hungry men sitting in a cell thinking about the prodigal son and the lilies of the field. Was he the prodigal son or the man who fell among thieves? One fed hope, the other not. ‘The whole Gospel became more and more a structure of paradoxes, carefully balanced so that each statement could be invalidated by another, none having absolute precedence. The lost sheep, the foolish virgins; the prodigal son and the man with one talent; they made an impenetrable maze.’ Another phrase in the same book spoke direct sense: ‘For all our days are passed away in Thy wrath; we spend our years as a tale that is told.’ That the concordant tale should include irony and paradox and peripeteia, that making sense of what goes to make sense should be an activity
that includes the acceptance of inexplicable patterns, mazes of contradiction, is a condition of humanly satisfactory explanation.

The epigraph to Solitary Confinement is a passage from the last act of Richard II, and I will confess that it never made such exquisite sense to me before I read Burney’s book.


For no thought is contented. The better sort, 
As thoughts of things divine, are intermix’d 
With scruples, and do set the word itself 
Against the word: 
As thus—Come, little ones; and then again—
It is as hard to come, as for a camel 
To thread the postern of a small needle’s eye. 
Thoughts tending to ambition, they do plot 
Unlikely wonders: how these vain weak nails 
May tear a passage through the flinty ribs 
Of this hard world, my ragged prison walls; 
And for they cannot, die in their own pride.



These reflections arise out of Richard’s ‘study’ to ‘compare/This prison where I live unto the world’. Burney studies similarly, desiring to find the sense that, when ambitious thoughts fail, poverty can make of the world, and the sense of the fictions of poverty. The evidence is paradoxical, contradictory, the language unstable; the word is set against the word; above all the appetite for hope and consolation is invincible. And the question that must always be asked of whatever offers hope and consolation is equally human and imperious, and without it nothing will for long make sense: it is whether these explanations and consolations can be ‘reconciled with that pan of putrid soup’.

I have been talking about Burney in this discursive way so that we can, if we like, think of his book as a model of a more general solitary confinement, of the fictions and interpretations of human beings ‘doing time’, imagining ends and concords. ‘Men die because they cannot join the beginning to the end’, but living is trying to do it. We give ourselves meaning by inventing critical time, like the shadow of the gable. Fictions in the end fail under the pressure of what James is said, in his
last words, to have called ‘at last, the real distinguished thing’; but meanwhile we have our predictive games, our family jokes like Lear, our anthropomorphic paradigms of apocalypse; we have a common project, truth in poverty, and a common need, solidarity of plight in diversity of state. The free imagination makes endless plots on reality, attempts to make our proportionals convenient for our equations in everything; our common sense makes us see that without paradox and contradiction our parables will be too simple for a complex poverty, too consolatory to console. Our study, like Richard’s, must have a certain complexity and a sense of failure. ‘I cannot do it; yet I’ll hammer it out’, he says.

So here we are in the middest, and like Richard reinventing the world from inside a prison. Perhaps the autonomy of forms, of which we hear so much in Romantic, Symbolist, and Post-Symbolist criticism, is another reminder of incarceration; perhaps the autonomous forms which are called researches into the autonomy of forms – so much modern poetry, we complain, is about modern poetry, and the new novel is a research into novels – reflect our consciousness that deep in the cell we are using the shadows only, because we have lost the kind of confidence that enabled us to be interested in the apparent facts as well as in the human concords. George Herbert, making metaphors for prayer, called it that which in an hour transformed the six-days world, and he also called it ‘a kind of tune’. It was a six-days world because God made it in six days. Music had six notes, one for each day of the creation, of which every tune reflected the harmony. All harmony has this hexameral structure. (Now it may have the structure of twelve tones in the arbitrary sequence invented in the cell.) In much the same way, encyclopaedists used to arrange the whole of human knowledge as a commentary on the six days of creation. To arrange it in terms of an alphabet is to make it conform to an arbitrary human formulation, and one that is obsolete in so far as what is sought in knowledge is concord, proportion, equation, seen from a cell set about by absurdity. The grand universal order of Genesis gave way to the spacious firmament of Newton, and this in turn yields to the subtle complementarities of modern physics; the Gospels submitted to the elaborate harmonies of patristic scholarship, and then to the refined synoptic concordance of the moderns; medieval randomness is transformed
by the logic of Aristotelian plot, which is modified by the counter-logical devices of the modern novel, treating time and cause as it is treated by a totalitarian interrogator.

This, of course, is once again to overstate the case. Even if it were true that the forms which interest us were merely the architecture of our own cells (and it is never quite true) we should have to make allowances for the fact that they do, after all, please us, even perhaps bless us; and this does not emerge from the tone of what I have just been saying. Even if we prefer to find out about ourselves less by encountering what both Williams and Stevens call ‘the weather’ than by brooding over the darkening recesses of a Piranesi prison, we feel we have found our subject and for the moment ourselves; and that for us, as for everybody else, our world has point and structure. We are conscious of our cheating, and set the word against the word; but this only means that the concord we still desire is harder to achieve. When we achieve it, whatever the circumstances, we feel we have found a reality which is for the moment at any rate proof against sceptical research; even in an endless, shapeless world this reality has – to borrow a strange phrase from Josef Pieper – ‘the character of being-directed-towards-the-End’. What makes the triumph difficult is that it has to take account of the world as we experience it; we have a loving-hating affair with reality, we ‘keep coming back to the real’; and this continually impoverishes us because it is at odds with such concords as we have achieved. So it seems that we move always with less and less freedom, have less and less use for inherited wealth.

One reason for this impoverishment, for the growing difficulty of access to the paradigms, is simply that it is much harder now than it was even quite recently to imagine a relation between the time of a life and the time of a world. I talked in my third lecture about this problem in an earlier form. The modern version is probably much more upsetting. Fictional paradigms really belong to a world in which the relation of beginning and end is not too tenuous – a six-days world, the tight world-scheme of Augustine, the limited time-scale of Ussher. The quite sudden and enormous lengthening of the scale of history has been far more worrying than the Copernican revolution, of which one hears so much in literary discussion. The six-days world was still perfectly acceptable to intelligent contemporaries of Jane Austen.
When it collapsed, the sciences were liberated; what was for the arts a difficulty presented the sciences with a new dimension in which they could luxuriate.

For the sciences one after another turned to the temporal. Geology was first, and then in mid-century Darwin temporalized the spatial classifications of biology. The other sciences, including astronomy, followed. In every case, as Toulmin and Goodfield2 show in their interesting book, the switch caused some shock; even in science there can be an emotional attachment to the paradigms. Meanwhile, for everybody, the origin and the end of the world receded. ‘No Vestige of a Beginning – no Prospect of an End’, said James Hutton, as early as 1790. For literature and its criticism this created problems we have not yet solved, though it is obviously relevant that the novel developed as the time of the world expanded, and that the facts are related.

We probably have to accept, though without making too much of it, an historical transition, related to this protraction of time, from a literature which assumed that it was imitating an order to a literature which assumes that it has to create an order, unique and selfdependent, and possibly attainable only after a critical process that might be called ‘decreation’. (It is a further question whether we may not now have another attempt to shift to the position that no order need be created because the consumer will do this without help if he is given the right encouragement and set in the right situation. But that, I believe, is a mistake.) There are many ways of describing this shift, some of them much too simple and dramatic, full of lamentation and extravagant inference. For myself, I value some pages of Earl Wasserman’s book The Subtler Language3 as offering an acceptable way of talking about it. In his terms this transition is a transition from imitation to something more or less like mathematics – from mimesis to mathesis, or from proposition to surd. Thus the concordia discors of ‘Cooper’s Hill’4 reflects the political philosophy of limited monarchy and implies a universe ordered by similar checks and balances. The ‘subtler language’ of ‘The Sensitive Plant’ is founded on a different assumption: that the reality of the senses and the reality of metaphor meet much more remotely, at some point unimaginable by the human mind. After such a change the experience of being isolated from reality, or of moving about in worlds not realized – or fallings from us,
vanishings, of gates that one desperately clutches in order to disprove their insubstantiality – becomes much more commonplace, much more frequently a matter for enquiry. Indeed, it is the very matter-of-factness of Wordsworth that so effectively familiarizes us with a dimensionless, limitless world, resistant to paradigmatic mimesis, requiring the decreation of old forms and old ways of speaking, operating in a temporal mode. He sounds one of the characteristic notes of modern literature, and begins to make the quasi-spatial mode as inappropriate to literature as it was becoming to the sciences.

The discipline of fear is as much a matter of fact as the discipline of love: it is founded on a sense of remoteness and estrangement, as the other upon identity and comfort. One sees why Wordsworth dwelt so much upon those practically motionless old men, useless, utterly poor, but somehow identified with the earth they bowed towards, and so as mysterious as poems. Poems move, for him, out of fear into a moment of love; but they must acknowledge the pressure of fact, and so the best of Wordsworth’s poems contain a vertiginous estrangement, a sense of what was later called the absurd, but transfigure it with joy. This is, I suppose, a way of stamping the ‘characters of great apocalypse’ on the terrifying limitlessness of time. The hiding places of power, for Wordsworth as for Proust, are the agents of time’s defeat; discovered by involuntary memory, pure of discursive significance like the girl with the pitcher, they provide the structure and meaning and pleasure which constitute our deliverance from the long, meaningless attrition of time. The kinds of life here created Wordsworth curiously and beautifully speaks of as ‘existences … like angels stopped upon the wing by sound’. They belong to the aevum, if you like, sempiternal moments that transcend the giddy successiveness of world-time. These necessary ‘conversions of our Lumpenwelt’, as Stevens calls them, are necessarily the work of necessary angels.

One such ‘existence’ is ‘Resolution and Independence’, to my mind both a very great and a very modern poem. The peculiar pains that attended the transfiguration of a commonplace but disquieting incident can be inferred from Wordsworth’s letter of 14 June 1802 to Sara Hutchinson, and from Dorothy Wordsworth’s Journal for the early part of May, and for 2 July of that year. The actual encounter with the leech-gatherer had occurred almost two years earlier, in October
1800. The man was bent double; he had suffered some accident in a cart, which had left him partly incapacitated. John Wordsworth wondered if he was a Jew. His occupation was technologically more primitive even than hill-farming; and nature, by growing parsimonious with leeches, has reduced him to utter poverty and at the same time made him a mysterious part of the landscape. They met the old man near Ambleside, ‘late in the evening, when the light was just going away’.

The kind of interest this scarecrow figure aroused in Wordsworth was of the sort that only a poem could satisfy. He has great difficulty in talking about it, and great difficulty in writing the poem, largely because the old man talks, and what he says has something to do with the case, but only in the oblique way that matters of fact have to do with poems. He needs to put into the poem what the old man says; of course it is a bit tedious, but how can the poem work without it? Sara Hutchinson told him she did not like the end of the poem. He is forced to attempt an explanation of how she has gone wrong. ‘It is in the character of the old man to tell his story in a manner which an impatient reader must necessarily feel as tedious. But Good God! Such a figure, in such a place …!’ The old man must say something (say a lot) – it is the fact of the matter that he does so, irreducibly – and yet he must be something quite different, rather like a poem. For Wordsworth the task is to explain the power of this image, a man ‘travelling alone among the mountains and all lonely places, carrying with him his own fortitude and the necessities which an unjust state of society has entailed upon him’.

But the poem says little about such matters, and is in fact not ‘about’ the leech gatherer at all. It is, as Wordsworth says to Sara Hutchinson, about ‘a young Poet … overwhelmed by the thought of the miserable reverses that have befallen the happiest of men, viz. Poets’; and about ‘an interposition of Providence’ that gave this young man a degree of resolution and independence, the power to contemplate a certain poverty. In the poem the old man appears at a dreamlike moment when the poet’s mind and the morning landscape suddenly darken. His tedious talk is not attended to, although it is reported in the poem, until a movement of the poet’s mind convinces him that this may be a peculiar grace, a leading from above; the old man merges with the
pool, and is metamorphosed into the great stone; the poem is never asking you to attend directly to the old man, but to its own transfiguration. It has an end which could pass as the end of a simpler, even of a bad poem; but here it is a fake, a cheat in the plotting. It says the poet will henceforth, when he is miserable, be able to think of this old man. There’s always somebody worse off than yourself.

Yet even in the simpler faux-naïf of the Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth is asking the reader to sophisticate the narrative for him. Here he puts everything into the poem. In fact, its true end is the proof that from time to time, as now, we are by our own spirits deified; peculiar grace is the property not so much of grave livers, as of poems. Out of the intangible age and obscurity of the real world proceeds this extraordinary moment, with its complex perspectives of past and future. The poem begins with the loss of joy, and proceeds through a confrontation with the mystery of poverty and tedious age – a confrontation without communication, setting the word against the word.

The point is not even Wordsworth’s continual anguish, that nature, which was once as plentiful a provider of poems as of leeches, will also be leaving it to the poet, as it has to the leech-gatherer, to ‘persevere and find them where I may’. It is true that here is the first great confrontation of metaphorical with actual poverty, and that this is what produced the dream and the poem. Hence the extraordinary complexity of the end: the old man’s poverty is unchanged, and he remains motionless on the moor; there is obviously nothing the poet can do with his except hope to endure it; and all this is said. But the poem ends in joy, the joy of its own success in giving a true and original human shape to poverty.

This poem mimes, as it were, that movement which Ortega sees in the novel also, out of an objective world of myth into the subjective consciousness working in time.5 That the old world is still represented in it – that you can find a simple plot in the poem – is testimony to the strength, perhaps to the indispensability of the paradigms. But they are transfigured; and one of the forces that go to make this change is certainly Wordsworth’s sense of the past, the need to find power in temporal ‘hiding-places’. The growth of a poet’s mind, for him the true subject of an epic, is no longer a process of grasping the spatial relations of a six-days world, turning oneself into a curious and universal
scholar, but the process of finding oneself, by some peculiar grace, in lost time.

In this dark backward there are no limits for the form to imitate. It was a preoccupation of De Quincey’s, this absence of a given design, this new power of fortuity. In this situation he called time a ‘greater mystery’ than space, and as J. Hillis Miller explains in his fine essay on this author,6 the longing for an experience which would charge the present moment with the intangible powers of past and future, was a longing satisfied by what he called ‘the apocalypse of the world within me’ – a fake end, when time shall be no more, produced by opium. This is the triumph over time; in his attempts to reflect in syntax and argument this defeat of successiveness, De Quincey looks forward to many later artists, to the poetry of the apocalyptic image and the spatialized moment, even to that rescue from chronos of sempiternal events which we find in Proust. Here are anticipations of a literature of perpetual crisis, as in Kafka, who (in William Phillips’s phrase) ‘loads each particular experience with the sum of all experience’. But De Quincey, longing for external evidence of such sempiternity, admitted that one cannot write against the text of time a perpetually iterated stet; he sinks back ‘into an impotent misery’, says Mr Miller, ‘a misery in which the self is once again a solitary point’, and when the ‘visionary morning life’ consents to be summoned up, it is ‘relived on a background of funereal darkness’. Certainly De Quincey saw the horror, where others see the depth, of the prison of modern form, the place where we accept the knowledge that our inherited ways of echoing the structure of the world have no concord with it, but only, and then under conditions of great difficulty, with the desires of our own minds.

Let me return a moment to Christopher Burney in his cell. He discovered this image of modern art: inconceivable diversity of state without solidarity of plight. What kind of fictions would you expect from this? Fictions as far as possible from ritual, certainly, or even from the forms that derive from ritual, such as tragedy. As for verismo, in these circumstances it is strictly for the police. Burney’s fictions were of time, and of a world where the word is set against the next word. Such fictions will be complex, certainly, proof against discursive reduction; but they will live in time and change, because these are
necessary to the sense of life, the more so when the spatial diagrams of the world have given way to temporal ones. Which brings me, finally, to the defence of time and change.

In so far as there is an art of the timeless prison, it is poetry; that so many critical techniques are also of the timeless prison may be historically accounted for by the fact that ‘formal’ criticism is much more closely associated with poems than novels. The Waste Land is intended to be outside time, though of course it has a temporal aspect; this is progressive form, as Kenneth Burke talks about it, a ‘temporizing of essence’7. Novels, however, no matter how much they shift time, put slices of it layer on layer in search of intemporal concord, are always in some way bound to what Sartre calls its ‘manifest irreversibility’. Their beginnings, middles, and ends, however refined, however distorted from the paradigm, will always join it somewhere.

It is a familiar problem. ‘Beginnings are always troublesome’, says George Eliot; and ‘conclusions are the weak point of most authors’, she adds, noting that ‘some of the fault lies in the very nature of a conclusion, which is at best a negation’.8 Fielding, who detested epistolary form, allowed it one advantage: it set the writer free ‘from regular beginnings and conclusions’. History separates from chronicle, providing its own structures; the novel separates from the simple narrative. The problem of beginnings and ends in a form which, paradigmatically, imitates the form of the world, is created. So the best beginnings are the best faked, as in the perfect opening sentence of A Passage to India; in the irony of the opening of Wuthering Heights (the ‘solitary neighbour I shall be troubled with’). Ends are ends only when they are not negative but frankly transfigure the events in which they were immanent.

The end of Anna Karenina, for instance: it recapitulates the domestic beginning. You remember the opening: ‘All happy families are alike but an unhappy family is unhappy after its own fashion. Everything had gone wrong in the Oblonsky household …’ A thousand pages later, in the Levin household, ‘everyone is in the most amiable frame of mind’. Levin is listening to Koznyshev’s theory about a new world epoch inaugurated by the Slavonic races when he is summoned to the nursery by his wife. On the way he thinks of other large arguments concerning God and providence, problems to which he has
not formulated the answer. In the nursery his wife merely wants to tell him that the baby can now recognize them. A thing which had formerly seemed to Levin so pitiable that it merely added to the general stock of anxiety had become a loved person. On the way back to his guests in the drawing room Levin again worries about God, and the salvation of the heathen. But the kind of truth he has just seen in the nursery is the only kind in his grasp. Now Kitty interrupts him, sends him on an errand. He does not tell her he has made a discovery, of the solidarity of human plight; instead, happy as all families are happy, his will give him the same kind of life, full of contradictions, of words set against words, prayer and quarrelling; now he can say this: ‘my whole life, independently of anything that can happen to me, every minute of it is no longer meaningless as it was before, but has a positive meaning of goodness with which I have the power to invest it’. In this conclusion, Levin speaks for the book; as much as he, it needs a happy family at its close; it needs characters who cease to be things and become persons; it needs to be invested by a power which will transfigure the verisimilar events of which its temporal course is made. And as for Levin, this power is a human power providing a human truth, as inaccurate maybe as our way of talking about the stars or as the prophecies of apocalyptic pan-Slavism. Perhaps, as Dostoevsky guessed, Levin will ‘destroy his faith again … tear himself on some mental nail of his own making’. But we are concerned with the end, not of Levin, but of Anna Karenina, with the humanly necessary fake. ‘Really, universally,’ says James in the preface to Roderick Hudson, ‘relations stop nowhere, and the exquisite problem of the artist is eternally to draw, by a geometry of his own, the circle in which they shall happily appear to do so.’ And he goes on thus, very aptly to our purpose: ‘He is in the perpetual predicament that the continuity of things is the whole matter for him, of comedy and tragedy; that this continuity is never broken, and that, to do anything at all, he has at once intensely to consult and intensely to ignore it.’

Here is the problem, the consulting and ignoring of continuity and especially the successiveness of time. Ignoring it, we fake to achieve the forms absent from the continuous world; we regress towards myth, out of this time into that time. Consulting it, we set the word against the word, and create the need for difficult concords in our fictions. But
we ignore it at great peril; when, as Virginia Woolf puts it, ‘the skin of the day has been cast into the hedge’, the novel is dead, Joyce’s day in Ulysses retains plenty of skin; it seems very doubtful that he ‘proceeded on the assumption that a unified spatial apprehension of his work would ultimately be possible’, as Joseph Frank claims,9 for the book is full of coincidences that are non-significant, and there is a real indeterminacy in character which can only imply, as Arnold Goldman remarks, a ‘thickening web of contingency’ – we are ‘forced to carry ultimate explanations to the novel’s end’.10 There is a polarity of static and dynamic; there is a mimesis of change, potential, as well as a structure of the kind we call spatial. As the book goes forward the Odyssean design is less and less dominant; the data which limit Stephen’s freedom are diminished. Time and change, to the disgust of Wyndham Lewis, thrust back into the arts; the assault on temporality in fiction succeeded in the ‘luminous statis’ of the Vortex, but it does not succeed with fiction. ‘Our Vortex does not suck up to life,’ said Blast. But the novel has to, in however refined a way; it cannot banish time as Lewis banished it, even to the degree that poems and criticism can; of course it cannot banish the form we like to think of as spatial, either.

I believe that Burney in his cell, watching the shadow of the gable, and including it in his attempts to make sense, makes more sense than spatial form. This has grown very systematic and elaborate since Joseph Frank first named it and studied its history. His ‘new Laocoon’ implied that although books are inescapably of the element of time, their formal organization is to be apprehended as spatial; one would read them twice, as it were, once for time and once for space. And Frank says quite rightly that a good deal of modern literature is designed to be apprehended thus. He adds of Proust that he ‘stamps his novel indelibly with the form of time’, as he promised to do; but that by various means he also ‘forces the reader to juxtapose disparate images spatially’ so that we get what Ramon Fernandez called a ‘spatialization of time and memory’.

Used in this way, ‘spatialization’ is one of those metaphors which we tend to forget are metaphorical, like the metaphor of organic form. Marcel, when he considers those happenings which gave him the clue to his experience, and restored, as he says, his faith in literature, is not
talking about spatial form. The portents of his climactic day make sense for him by a benefaction of meaning; the end makes a concord with what had preceded it. But the experiences reserved for permanent meaning, carried out of the flux of time, surely do not make a pattern in space; they punctuate that order of time, free of contingency, in which only the ur-novel wholly exists, the durée if you like, or the aevum.

Forms in space, we should remember, have more temporality than Lessing supposed, since we have to read them in sequence before we know they are there, and the relations between them. Forms in time have an almost negligible spatial aspect (the size of the book). Their interrelations had much better be studied by reference to our usual ways of relating past, present and future – ways upon which I touched in my second talk – than by the substitution of a counterfeit spatial for the temporal mode. The equation ‘between an exodus and return in time through reversible space and an exodus and return in space through reversible time’ is, as we are told in the ‘Ithaca’ section of Ulysses, unsatisfactory.

We have our vital interest in the structure of time, in the concords books arrange between beginning, middle, and end; and as the Chicago critics, with a quite different emphasis, would agree, we lose something by pretending that we have not. Our geometries, in James’s word, are required to measure change, since it is on change, between remote or imaginary origins and ends, that our interests are fixed. In our perpetual crisis we have, at the proper seasons, under the pressure perhaps of our own end, dizzying perspectives upon the past and the future, in a freedom which is the freedom of a discordant reality. Such a vision of chaos or absurdity may be more than we can easily bear. Philip Larkin, though he speaks quietly, speaks of something terrible.11


Truly, though our element is time, 
We are not suited to the long perspectives 
Open at each instant of our lives. 
They link us to our losses …



Merely to give order to these perspectives is to provide consolation, as De Quincey’s opium did; and simple fictions are the opium of the
people. But fictions too easy we call ‘escapist’; we want them not only to console but to make discoveries of the hard truth here and now, in the middest. We do not feel they are doing this if we cannot see the shadow of the gable, or hear the discoveries of dissonance, the word set against the word. The books which seal off the long perspectives, which sever us from our losses, which represent the world of potency as a world of act, these are the books which, when the drug wears off, go on to the dump with the other empty bottles. Those that continue to interest us move through time to an end, an end we must sense even if we cannot know it; they live in change, until, which is never, as and is are one.

Naturally every such fiction will in some measure repeat others, but always with a difference, because of the changes in our reality. Stevens talks about the moment out of poverty as ‘an hour / Filled with expressible bliss, in which I have/No need’. But the hour passes; the need, our interest in our loss, returns; and out of another experience of chaos grows another form – a form in time – that satisfies both by being a repetition and by being new. So two things seem to be true: first, that the poet is right to speak of his giant as ‘ever changing, living in change’; and secondly, that he is right to say that ‘the man-hero is not the exceptional monster,/But he that of repetition is most master’. Moreover, he is right about another thing, which for us who are medium men, living in a reality which is always February, is the most important of all. If he were wrong here we should have to close up our books of poetry and read somebody on Necessity:



Medium man

 


In February hears the imagination’s hymns 
And sees its images, its motions 
And multitudes of motions

 


And feels the imagination’s mercies … .
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