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The Position of Sidney Lanier in American
Letters.

Sidney Lanier (John V/ilcer Jenkins)
He loved his art and freely spent himself.
Counting no cost, nor measuring his days:
Lor turned aside by misinterpreters,

Bor halted for the sweet incense of praise:

But ever amid the darkness, his fair face

Ever turned eager toward the eternal light.
He saw the bright beams of the coming day.

Far through the blackness of thT enshrowding night.

V/ounded and fallen, still he struggled on.

Brave hearted, valiant to his latest breath:

With cypress, mourners came: but, laurel-crowned.
They found him smiling in the arms of Death.
American Literature, previous to the Civil Tar, is

of necessity confined closely to the writers and writings

of Bew England and Bew York.

At present however a grad

ual widening of the literary field may be clearly dis
cernible.

The South and West now contribute their share,

and no one can truly say that any one section of our
country predominates in literary products.

The South, if any, can be called really unique in

its progress along this line.

From the first, its lit

erature has been small and sporadic.

But this we ex

pect, for the South has from the beginning contained, in
the mass, a peculiar people; and these people with their
odd social system, their patriarchal life of the planta
tion, together with the savages of war, have not been
conducive to literary achievement.

They have produced

great genius in almost every other line, but few authors
of high rank.

This may be due to the fact that the de

mand for literature in the South has been small.

The

leisure class on the whole seem to care little for read

ing, the masses are illiterate, and what writing has been
produced received audience only by the North.

Notwith

standing, it seems that if poets were born in that land
of natural scenery, lowland and hill, river and swamp,
bird and flower, color and music, sunshine and summer,

they could not have been suppressed.

And this has in a

measure been true, for altho surrounded by poverty, war

and ruin a few have sung, and to the mind of many the
sweetest of these is Sidney Lanier.

Lanier was from a typical southern family of a

typical southern town.
Macow, Georgia.

He was born, February S, 1842, in

His father, Robert Simpson Lanier, a very

capable lawyer and a true gentleman, came from a favily
noted for love of music; an ancestor, Jerome Lanier, a

Huguenot refugee, was well known at the court of Queen
Elizabeth as a musical composer.

His mother a peculiar

though not narrow woman, was the daughter of a Virginia

planter, the head of a prominent family, also noted for
decided talent in music and poetry.

He had one sister

and a brother, to whom he was strongly attached.

His

home life on the whole was gracious and affectionate.

In his early boyhood he was playful and invariably

loved by his young companions.

Mr. Campbell, who was for

many years very close to Lanier, spoke of him as " a

knightly and clean-tongued boy".

His early interest in

the flute, which was a source of so much comfort to him
in later years, and his friendship with other young
musicians seem to have been fostered by Mr. Campbell.

He was a brilliant, yet intensely conscientious and

hardworking student.

possible at that time.

His early training was the best

He studied language, law and music

In a letter written to his father shortly after his en

trance into college, he announces his admission to the

sophomore class and adds this: "I have just done studying

to-night my first lesson, to wit, forty-five lines of
Horace, which I did in about fifteen minutes".

His alert

mind and energy enabled him to take a position of leader
ship in the college, at once.

While in college he read widly and mingled in stu
dent and musical affairs, much to his good, no doubt,

but behind it all was that constant longing for a career

in which music and poetry should be the dominating figures.

At the age of eighteen he was said to be without an equal
in Georgia, as master of the flute, and had already made

several quite successful attempts at writing.

But this

very richness of his natiire and variety of his interests
seems to have actually stood in the way of his early
development.

Loyal to his country, he was one of the first to res-

pong to the call for volenteers at the out break of the
Civil Tar.

He had displayed military tact from his child

hood, having, when a mere boy, so well drilled a company

of his playmates that they were given a place in the mil
itary parades of their elders.

One who knew him best at

the time of his enlistment describes him as "a slender,

grey-eyed youth, full of enthusiasm, playfull, with a

dainty mirthfulness, a tender humor, most like the great
musician Mendelssohu".

He gained great favor in the army

and was twice offered promotion but refused that he might

not be separated from his brother.

He was captured while

in charge of a ship and thrown into Point Lookout prison.
He had made the best of his time all during the war, hav

ing studied language and poetry as much as his army duties
would permit.

From the first, war and its honor and

bloodshed was revolting to his whole soul and while in

prison with his flute, which he smuggled in in his sleeve,

as his only companion, he expressed his feelings of the
matter in his first literary production, "Tiger Lillies"

(1867).

While in prison, he contracted consumption and

never fully regained his health.

Edwin Xims in his book

on Lanier speaks of his military career thus: "His name

does not appear on any of the official records, but no

private soldier had a more varied experience".

One

scarcely knows which to admire most, the soldier, brave

and knightly, the poet preparing his wings for a flight,
or the musician, inspiring his fellow soldiers in camp
and prison.

After the war he returned home, broken in health

but not in spirit, for the broader experience seemed to

have deepened his convictions.

Upon the recovery from a

severe illness, the first attack of a long, finally fatal

seige of suffering, he began to teach, but soon left this
to practice law with his father, all the while studying
and developing his musical ability.

Many pretty romances are told of Lanier and young

women of numerous southern towns, during the war; but
all seem to have come to naught, for in December 1867,

he married Miss Mary Day of his native town, a very dear

friend of his sisters, and she struggled with him against
unlimited hardships for fourteen years and rejoiced,

probably more than any other, in his achievements.
In his attempt to regain his health, he moved from

one place to another, including, Texas, Maryland and

Florida.

In the meantime, taking advantage of every

minute his health would permit for work.

He did various

things, such as giving lectures, playing the flute in an
orchestra and writing for magazines, thus with the gen
erous aid of his father, providing for the necessities
of his family, his wife and three sons.

Finally in

1879 he was appointed lecturer on English Literature at
Johns Hopkins University and held the position until his
death in Lynn, B. C. September 7, 1881.
was short, it was a

Altho his life

busy one, and a life in which two

passions shared the throne, music and poetry.

A good single description of Lanier is that by his
friend H. Clay Uyshaiu:

"His eye of bluish grey was

more spiritual than dreamy - except when he was suddenly
aroused, and then it assumed a hawk like fierceness.

The transparent delicacy of his skin and complexion pleas
ed the eye, and his fine textured hair, which was soft and
almost straight and of a light-brown color, was combed
behind the ear, southern style.

His long beard, which

was wavy and pointed, had even at an early age begun to

show signs of turning grey.

His nose was aguiline, his

bearing was distinguished, and his manners were stamped
with a high breeding that befitted the "Cavalier" lineage.

His hands by no means thin, were delicate and white, and

the fingers tapering.

His gestures were not.many, but

swift, graceful and expressive; the tone of his voice was
low; his figure was willowy and lithe; and in stature he
seemed tall, but in reality he was a little below six feet
withal there was a knightly grace which marked his every
movement."

"There was none of the Bohemian, nothing odd about
him.

He was ever mindful of the conventionalities of

life".

"He was the most cheerful man I ever knew", said

Richard Malcolm Johnston.

Expresident Gilman, repeats the

words of a lady who said: "If Lanier took his place in a
crowded horse-car, an exhilarating atmosphere seemed to be

introduced by his breezy ways".

The students of Johns

Hopkins University, who knew him best agreed that, "Ho

strain of physical wear or suffering, no pressure of world
ly fate, no amount of dealing with what are called the hard
facts of experience, could stiffen or dampen or deaden the
inborn exuberance of his nature, which escaped incessantly

into a realm of beauty, of wonder of joy, and of hope."

Lanier said of himself;"Those are the best poets who keep

down those cloudy sorrow songs and wait until some light
comes to geld them with comfort'.'

This he surely did.

The purity of Lanier's soul is well expressed in the

following letter written by a fellow prisoner to Lanier's
oldest son, trying to impress upon him the character of
his father as shwon while in prison.

"To realize what our

surroundings were, one must have lived in a prison camp.
There was no room for pretense or disguise.

Men appeared

as they really were, noble or low-minded, poor or de

praved; and there did one trait of your father's char
acter single him out.

In all our intercourse I can re

member no conversation or word of his that an angel might
not have uttered or listened to.

Set this down in your

memory. - - - - It will throw light upon other points, and
prove the truth of Sir Galahad's words: 'My strength is as
the strength of ten, because my heart is pure'".

The cir

cumstances surrounding his life seem a very pathetic het

fitting setting for his pure-souled and beautiful character.
His deep yet delicate nature is portrayed in his love
for music and his wonderful skill in playing the flute and

violin.

The appeal of the violin was so strong that he

would often throw himself into a deep trance by the wonder
ful

tones.

His was the highest yet most simple of spiritual faith.
His own words probably express his sincere belief better
than any other.

"It may be that the world can get along

without God; but I can not.

The universe is to me like

the chord of the dominant seventh, always leading towards

always inviting onwards, a chord' of progress; God is the
chord of tonic triad, a chord of repose."

The unusual

way in which he speaks of his realization of the possib

ility of his early death, to his wife in a letter from

It

Texas- surely portrays unusual sweetness and simplicity
of spirit.

This is an extract from the letter: "Were

it not for some circumstances which make such a propos

ition seem absurd in the highest degree, I would think

I am shortly to die, and my spirit hath been singing its

swan-song before dissolution.

All day my soul hath been

cutting swiftly into the great space of the subtle, un

speakable deep, driven by wind after wind of heavenly
melody.

The very inner spirit and essence of wild songs,

bird-songs, passion-songs, sex-songs, soul-songs and

body-songs hath blown upon me in quick gusts, like the
breath of passion, and sailed me into a sea of waste
dreams, whereof each wave is at once a vision and a melody"
Lot only his spiritual life but also his political

life was high and pure.

In his sketch, "To the Politic

ians", he shows his hatred for corrupt politics.

"You

are servants", he writes, "your thoughts are the thoughts
of cooks, curious to skim perquisites from every pan.

Your quarrels are the quarrels of.scullions who fight for
the privilege of cleaning the pot with the most leavings
in it.

Your committees sit upon the landings of back

stairs, and your quarrels are the quarrels of kitchens."
notwithstanding the seeming seriousness of Lanier's
nature, he was a man of limpid humor.

This is shown by

the casual sketches that are found among his writings.

The following are good examples.

Once when ill and

acknowledging little delicacies sent him by friends, he
wrote -

"How oft the answers to our prayers

Drop down in forms our fancy ne'er foretold!
Thus when, of late, consumed by wasting cares,

"Angels preserve me"! from my lips unrolled,
I'm sure I pictured not while thus I prayed,

Angels preserve me would, with marmalade."
While in church he scribbled once, "I went into the

church to find my Lord.
here.

They say He is here, He lives

But I could not see Him for the creed tablets and

bonnet flowers."

His humor was always pure, and even

when used as satire never went so far as to leave the

sting of personal trust.

He laughed at his poverty and

"got off many a jest even in the face of death".
Lanier's passion for music asserted itself at every

opportunity.

His flute and guitar furnished recreation

for himself and pleasant entertainment for those about

him.

He mastered probably as thoroughly as any man of

his time, in America, the art and history of music.

It-

is said of him, that in music his facility seemed to an

tedate all training, and that he played as the mocking

bird sings.

He realized that the real artist in him was

not a poet but a musician and as late as 1873 wrote to
a friend, "7/hatever turn I may have for art is purely

musical, poetry being with me a mere
I shoot sometimes."

tangent into which

Even the hard ships of war could

/a

not win him from his music and while.in camp he made fre

quent attempts to set some of Tennyson's songs to music.
When one recalls what music meant to him, how it seemed

to issue out of the depth of his spirit, and give order
and sound both to the inner and outer life, it seems dis

loyal to seek in this extraordinary sensitiveness to har

mony, as many have, the explanation of the limitation of
his poetry.

Music was a language that was earlier than

speech with him.

"I could", he said, "play passably well

on several instruments before I could write legibly, and

since then the very deepest of my life has been filled
with music."

The fact that he wrote such beautiful songs many of

which have been put to music, may have been due to his

knowledge as a trained musician.

At any rate, there is

little doubt that the musician helped the poet and the

poet enriched the maker of the music.

Poetry to him was one of the many varieties of music,
and to understand any of his works one must appreciate and
take into consideration this intense passion for music.

He did not make his poetry so, untentionally; he aimed to
make it like music and to establish a relation between

them or make them one.

However, a good critic speaks of

him as a poet thus, "The rarest product of English or
American literature during the last quarter century,"
and calls him the "Sir Galahad among American poets."

;«

His mind seems to have budded into poetry almost as readily
as into music and one critic says, "budded as naturally

and inevitably as a tree puts forth green leaves - and it
was always spring time there".

He jotted poems on the

backs of envelopes, on the margins of musical programs,on

torn scraps of paper, amid all sorts of surroundings,
whenever the dream came to him.

Altho his life appears to have been all shadow, his

poems are full of sunshine.

They appeal to the love and

pupil of nature and make one see God in everything.

In

his poems the deep color and mellowness of the South is
instantly noticed, together with the land song, the time

spirit and the true poetic touch.

It is hard to make a

fair criticism of Lanier's work for one has constantly in
mind the circumstances under which he worked and the real

ization of the fact that the weaker he was in body, the

stronger he became in soul; as in "Sunrise" when life

hung by a thread.

However notwithstanding the fact that

Lanier was undoubtedly a poet of large mind and strong

hand, he lacked the spontaneity which is the chief pleas
ure in the verses of such poets.as Hayne and Timrod.

'There are many conspicuous signs of mere intellectual ex

periments and metric or verbal extravaganza.

There are

times when his analytical and exhaustive musical studies,

which he has applied to literature in "The Science of

English Verse", go too far in his work and'undoubtedly

li

harm his creative work.

Probably the greatest defect in

Lanier's poetry was the lack of time for revision of his
work.

But one is inclined to over-look much when one

thinks of a life so full of beautiful thoughts, fairly

crowding for expression and still so short a time for
their utterance.

Lanier was distinctively a national poet.

He ex

pressed in the depth of his poetry neither the sentiments
of the Borth, the West nor the South, but that of America,
which was to him more significant and richer in appeal to

the imagination than the provinces of which it is composed.
He believed in his own poetry and once wrote to a friend,

"Let my name perish, - the poetry is good poetry and the
music is good music, and beauty dieth not and the heart
that needs it will find it.

I know through the fiercest

tests of life, that I am in soul, and shall be in life and
utterance, a great poet."
His best known poems are, "The Marshes of Glynn",

"Clover","The Song of Chattahoochee", "Sunrise", "Corn",
"The Centennial Meditation of Columbia, a Cantata", and

"The Symphony".

"If one had to rely upon one poem to

keep alive the fame of -^anier, he could single out "The
Marshes of Glynn", with assurance that there is something
so individual and original about it, and that, at the same

time, there is such a roll and range of verse in it, that
it will surely live, not only in American poetry but in

/&

English," says Mims.

The back-ground of the poem is the

forest, the coast and the marshes near Brunswick, Gerogia.

The poet represents himself as having spent the day in
the forest and coming at sunset into full view of the len

gth and breadth and the sweep of the marshes.

He is with

out a doubt, at least in this work, the poet of the marsh

es as truly as Boyaut is of the forests or Wordsworth of
the mountains.

Professor George Herbert Clark says, "It

is surely time to stand up and say of this man's "Sunrise"
and "The Marshes of Glynn" that they are unsurpassed in

sheer beauty of form and depth of sight, among American
poets."

""Sunrise" - one of the true revelations of imagin

ation in our poetry" - Higgins says, " is only surpassed

by some of Browning's early ocean cadences.

And this

when it seemed that hope was gone and nothing remained

save a supreme faith, he flung "full in the face of death""
It has very rightfully been called the "Poet's Swan Song."
"Corn", and "The Song of Chattachoochee" reveal not the

pure lyric note, to be sure, but that which is greater, a

quality of imagination which is large, unfolding, irradiat
ing, plastic, flouring and penetrating, a quality of imag
ination which it is said no other American poet, save pos

sibly Whitman in two or three poems, has revealed.

"Corn"

conveys probably more than any other of his poems an im
pression of spaciousness; there is a marked uneveness in

the workmanship, but always a sense of space, as if the

mind of the poet had wide horizons and a great reach of
territory.

It seemed in the order of things that Lanier should
write the "Centennial Ode", which was at that time the

only official poetic interpretation of nationality in
the history of the country.

This has been called the

"hymn of the lew World, and the new race, in the totality
of its experience and achievements, not in antoganism to
the Old World, but in fulfillment of the life of the race."
The author wrote the poem in response to the appointment
from the Centennial Commission.

The text was to be for a

cantata to be interpreted by an orchestra of one hundred

and fifty instruments and a chorus of eight hundred voices.
The idea of the piece is the triumph of the Republic over

opposing powers of nature and of man.

In a letter in de

fense of his poem, Lanier wrote, "When a language consists
as ours, mainly of two classes of words, Saxon and Latin

derivatives, and when the nature of the orchestral effect
desired is that of a big manly, yet restrained, jubilation,

I think the poem ought to be mainly of Saxon words rather

than the smooth-sounding Latin forms of our language."

The following interpretation of the cantata as suggested
by the author can probably not be improved upon by one
not of that time: "The first ten lines were to be inter

preted by sober, firm measured progressive chords, re-
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presenting a collassal figure in meditation.

The next

(Mayflower) stanza contrasts this with an agitate sea

movement, rising gradually to a climax with the shouted

refrain, "Bo! it shall not be."

The next (Jamestown)

movement contrasted this with a cold and ghostly tone-

color, the author having filled the stanza with long
vocables in order to bring out a certain bassoon quality
of tone from the human voices on the "thee, thee", "ye"

and the like, and having made the stanza itself a gaunt

and bony one in metre and form, to type the trials of
the early colonists as they rose before the meditative

eye of Columbia out of the melting sea of the Past.

Fol

lowing this the stanza (Tyranny) contrasted it with a
renewed but different, fury of agitate movement, present

ing to the musical composer a lot of ideas - religious and
political oppression, war, error, terror, rage, crime, a
windy night, voices of land and sea and finally a climateric shout of the Refrain, "Bo! thou shalt not be", - all
of which were easily reproduced in tone by the resources

of the orchestra.

The nest (Huguenot) stanza contrasted

this with a rigid and somewhat stealthy movement of alter

nating hope and fear; the next brought its contrast of
the Triumph in "I was, I am", etc; the next offered an

entire contrast in the Angel's Song, which he wrote with
the understanding that Mr. Whitney of Boston was to sing

it; and finally this basso solo was contrasted by the

unrestrained outburst of all the voices into the jubila
tion and v/elcome of the last

stanza".

Although Lanier was essentially a poet and depends
entirely upon his poetry for a place in American liter
ature, he did some very good and interesting prose work.

His first attempt at prose was "Tiger Lilies", a
novel, weak in many respects and short lived, but val

uable in that it displayed the great breadth of imagina
tion so unusual in one of his age and so beautifully ex

pressed considering his surroundings, for he wrote the
book while in prison.

He describes the hours of war and

here and there gives us beautiful descriptions, pieces
of his unpruned imagination; such as, "a small dell which
is round as a basin - - - shut in on all sides.

center of it bubbles a limpid spring.

In the

Shy companies of

flowers stand between the long grasses; some of them show
wide, startled eyes, many of them have hidden away in

cunning nooks.

Over them regarding them in silence and

passionate tenderness, lean the ebony fibered ferns; and
the busy mosses do their very best to hide all tenderness

and all decay behind a green velvet arras.

The light does

not dare to shine very brightly here; it is soft and a

sacred, tempered with green leaves, with silence, with
odors, with beauties,

Wandering perfumes, restless

with happiness, float about aimlessly; they are the only
inhabitants here.'"

In such passages, he affirms his be-

lief - to use his own words - in the "holiness of beauty."
Probably his best known prose work is a technical

volume, "The Science of English Verse", containing fif
teen chapters and treating of verse as compared with music
It is divided

into three divisions.

The

first

deals with

the rhythm of verse, in which the author shows that the
English habit of utterance gives to all sounds definite
and simple relations of time.

It includes a scientific

discussion on the primary and secondary rhythms including
its nature and causes and practical directions for stu
dent's exercises on the matters set forth, using examples
from "The Battle of Maldon","Beowulf", "Piers Plowman",
"Hamlet", "The Charge of the Light Brigade", and "Love's
Labor Lost".

Part two treats of the tunes of English verse, their
nature and office.

As examples of speech tunes he gives

extracts from the German comedy "Come Here".

He speaks

of speech melodies and illustrates by words from the
clown's lines in "All's Well that Ends Well".

He

shows

here that all intelligent and true expression depends up
on tone and brings the truth of the statement before his

reader more forcibly by curt stories which show how slan
der and even war has, been brought about by the repeating
of words in wrong tunes.

The third part treats of the color of English verse
and contrasts the tone color of Anglo-saxon and modern

it

English poetry.

In this he warns his readers against

"loud" alliteration and summerizes the discussion by say

ing that there is no law for the artist but beauty and
the aim of verse is "the appeal to the ear, but the ear

should for that purpose be educated up to the highest

possible plane of culture".

"With this sort of ear under

stood, one may say that Zing James has summed up the
whole matter in his homely Scotch words:

'Tour eare maun

be the only indge, us of all the other ports of flouring.'

(that is, of rythmic movement) 'the verie twichestane
guhair of is musique.'"

Here he expresses the difference between poetry and
verse as follows:

- "When those exact co-ordinations,

which the ear perceives as rhythm, tune, and tone-color,

are suggested to the ear by a series of spoken words, the
result is - - - Verse."

He then goes on to explain that

"For all purposes of verse, words are unquestienable mus

ical sounds produced by a verd instrument, the human
voice."

This book is a wholly scientific treatment of

the subject and altho the illustrations used and bits of
humor thrown in are just what one would expect from the
author, one is on the whole greatly surprised and at a
loss to understand how a man, who seems to us every inch

a poet and musician by inspiration, so able to deal with
the two arts in such a decided manner.

His book, "The English Hovel" a study in the develop-
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ment of personality, includes a coiirse of lectures given
at Johns Hopkins University during the winter of 1881.

With the exception of his "Introduction to The Boy's
Mabinagion", these lectures are Lanier's latest literary
work.

George Eliot's death occurred in the midst of the

course and Mr. Lanier concentrated upon his work the last
six lectures and for this reason his name for the course

was "From Aeschylus to George Eliot.

The Development of

Personality" and it is thought by many that this better

conveys the author's purpose than the more compact booktitle, since the novel was preferred for stud;/ above
other literary forms merely as the fullest exponent of

man's growth in the sense of personality, contrasting its
faint and crude expression in the Aeschylean drama.
Altho at the time of publication, Mr. Lanier was un
able, on account of illness, to take any part in the edit
ing, and a number of mistakes were made, the work remains

practically the same except for the original title which
was discarded as too cumbrous.

These lectures followed those on English Verse and

it seems quite natural that the author should alude to
the first series often when giving the latter since they
were probably given to the same audience.

He says in in

troducing the lectures on the English novel, "We will

study this time, modern literature, synthetically, from

1*

the point of view of literary art rather than literary

science."

And on studying the two works referred to,

one instantly recognizes the purely artistic attitude
of one and wholly scientific treatment of the other.
After stating the purpose of the lectures Lanier

goes on to discuss the novel first in regard to the

development and growth of personality of man.

Re in

sists that between every human being and every other

human being exists a radical, unaccountable, inevitable
difference from birth; that this difference is sacred and
that since the time of Aeschylus, it is the unfolding of
this which has wrought all those stupendous changes in

the relation of man to God, to physical nature and his

fellows.

He quotes from a poem of Tennysons De Profundis

which he says, "So beautifully and reverently chants this

sense of personality, that the poem seemes a very noble
and rapturous hymn to the Great Personality above us, ack

nowledging the mystery of our own personality as finitely
dependent upon and yet so infinitely divided from His
Personality."

He tells us that English prose developed much later

than English poetry and shows that this is due to the
development of man's personality, and says further that
since prose has more forms than poetry, it has more vital
relation to science, art, religion and life.
He then commends Shakespeare's careful art in liter-
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ature and pronounces Wordsworth and Whitman not democratic
In support of this he says that true democracy depends on

character, not on muscle.

Ending the discussion with this

very striking conclusion.

"A republic is the government

of the spirit; a republic depends upon the self-control
of each member; you can not make a republic out of muscles

and prairies and Rocky mountains; republics are made of
spirit."
In his seventh lecture he states that he

is of the

opinion that the modern English novel begins with Richard
son, that George Eliot represents modern personality and
that love is the modern watchword.
The last three lectures are devoted to such writers

as. Fielding, Sterne, Goldsmith, Scott, Dickens, Thackeray.

All of whom he contrasts with George Eliot in regard to
the development and complexity of personality.
In his lectures on George Eliot he says that her pur

pose was noble, that she practiced "Art for Art's sake.
Then he tells of her work with the Jews, her life in

London, how far she was influenced by Herbert Spencer,

her personal habits, and in a beautiful way of her love
for humanity and concludes v/ith these words, "If I try
to sum up the whole work of this great and beautiful

spirit which has just left us, in the light of all the
various views I have presented in these lectures, where

we have been tracing the growth of human personality
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from Aeschylus, through Plato, Socrates, the contemporary
Greek mind through the Renaissance, Shakespeare, Richard

son and Fielding, down to Dickens and our author; I find
all the numerous threads of thought which have been put

before you gathered into one, if I say, George Eliot
shows man that he may be, in terms of what he is."

Altho each work, "The English Hovel" and "The English
Verse" is complete in itself, there is no doubt but that

they were intended to be parts of a comprehensive philos
ophy of form and substantial beauty, which, unhappily, the
author did not live to develop.

Another set of Laniers lectures and essays has been
published without regard to relation of theme or time of

writing under the title of "Retrospects and Prospects."
The first of these essays bears the title of the book and
was composed by Lanier at the age of Twenty-five, and has
been called the "compelled overflow of a buoyant strenuous
soul".

Altho critics find no substantial thread to hold

the chapters in orderly relation, they do admit the ever
Incurring hopefulness and practical good sense.

In this

he surprises one by throwing himself, notwithstanding his
sensitive poet's nature, with much royal good will, into

the obstinate tangle of social and industrial conditions

confronting his true.

This strong, earnest and eager

attitude toward the world seems to have been temperamental
with Lanier, and so gives this sketch a clear distinction
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from the perfunctory labor, the back-work of a needy man
of letters.

At any rate where this essay loses in homo

geneity, it gains in the interest of comparing Lanier's
earliest prose style with his latest.

He begins this essay by repeating and applying an
old allegory, and in his application one is reminded of
John Bunyan.

One application is particularly apt and has

a lesson for all, and for this reason I quote it here.
"It cannot be questioned that man's work, whose result we
call civilization, has two powerful tendencies, one of
which is forward and the other backward; and recent events
have caused many worthy people to fear that at present the
two tendencies are in equilibrio or even that the back
ward tendency is beginning to exceed the forward.

They

observe that at each new upstarting of man's energy - and
what age has seen so many as this? - the resulting inven
tion or discovery, be it material or spiritual matters,
immediately inures to the benefit of both of the tenden
cies of civilization.

The two tendencies, they conclude,

are like two expert duelists, who by the constant attri

tion of mutual parry and trust are continually sharpening
each other's swords, and continually finding occasion to
bewail advantage conferred.

For instance, "Lood at the

seacable,'cries progress 'How beautiful were the greet

ings of the East and West.'

'Ay! reply the Equlibrium

men; 'but the sea-telegraph lines bear nearly as much war

news as peace news, and it talks as rapidly in the ser
vice of wealthy falsehood as of needy truth!

' 'Well,

but what say you of the multitude of type foundaries?'
again inquires confident Progress; see how the heathen

are lit with Bibles every day!

'So', rejoins Equilib

rium sturdily, and observe also how the breakfast tables

of the enlightened are darkened every morning with se
duction cases and crime - con reports, and chaffings and
vile abuse and blasphemies, well and legibly printed in
the newspapers I '

'How about steam, then'? shouts pro

gress, getting red in the face,

'Shortly steam will take

you from Bew York to the Rocky Mountains in half a week.'"

'True,' whispers Equilibruim in stage tragic voice,

'true

and steam already runs shiskey distilleries enough to
throw the whole world into deliuium tremers; and three
thieves to one honest man will make time by your rail

roads.

Lanier then gives us his idea of the progress of

the world, of the changes which possibly have been and
are working a better and greater end.

"Bature," he

writes, "has in these days caiight the spirit of man."

The poet, he thinks the philosopher and every thinking
person can conceive of nature as a personality.

He speaks of architecture as having become a useful
rather than a fine art and having airiness, lightness and

rapidity and no?/ when built as "a place for the wealthy
to die in is not a pyramid to lie like a deadweight upon

the breast of the dead but some airy and light mansoleum
whose taper proportions direct our thoughts rather to
the soul that is risen out of the grave than to the inert
bones that decay within it."
Sculpture is then discussed and our feelings upon

seeing well sculptured statues of Washington and Webster
are compared to the feelings of the ancient Greed upon
seeing the figure of the Phidian Jove, the majesty of

Olympus.

To the Greed this act meant much, he says. It

caused him to walk slowly out and dream.
stimulates a very different state of mind.

To us an act
We approach

their statues with reverential, but not with frenzied

sould; we are calm enough to judge of the workmanship,
the nails, the eyes; we are pleased but cruel enough that
when we walk away we say, "How fine the nail.'"
He holds that art does not imitate but that

it creates

that the artist has only imitated Webster in stone and not
varitably created 7/ebster in our souls and that sculpture
like architecture has at once grown more rich and less ex

alted by abandoning religion and taking up trade.

He thinks that painting will follow its brother of
the compass and chisel, and rejoices in the fact that

"painting has lightened itself of the purely material load

of color" and that now in a simple "shade and light, dark
and bright, night and day; death and life rare new avatar
of the colorless photograph and engraving it has knocked

at the doors of both palace and hut."
Then comes a beautiful treatment of the subject of

music and its advancement.

One hardly begins to read

before he feels with the writer his intense passion for
music.

The knowledge displayed in his treatment of the

other arts one can believe he has acquired; but when he
writes of music, one knows the expression to be from with
in, to be the very voice of the soul.

He speaks of himself and music as lovers and "swears"
that this "music is the fairest of all God's creatures",

that "her heart is a harp and her voice a flute".

He

tells of her relation to the kingdoms of nature; the silver
horn representing the dead mineral kingdom; a wooden

flute the half-animate vegetable kingdom, and a sinew
strung violin the living animal kingdom.

"The horn is

therefore the controlled and firm voice of the enduring
metals; the flute the pure yet passionate voice of the
trees, which live andyet are sinless; and the violin the

strange, mournful-joyful voice of blood-happily bounding
In veins or painfully shooting from wounds and of breath

peacefully working in life or laboringly departing in
death".

"Melody" he writes, " is as if one loved without

reprocation; harmony is the satisfaction of mutual love".
"Music has a tune to suit the lowest or highest in society

and the most barbarous or the most enlightened in civil
ization.

From the Poor Farm, the singing idiot, to

Tennyson, the singing philosopher; from a jaw-bone rat

tled by a savage to a great organ played by Mendelssohn;
such is the blue reach and over span of the sky of music."
"Music defies calcxilation, it baffles prophesy, it van
ishes during analysis.

It is at one and the same time, an

angel and a devil; a muse and a fury; a tarantula and an
anodyne; a free Protens and a Prometheus bound.

It

is a

spiritual analogue to carbon; which appears one moment as
charcoal, the next moment as rose leaf, and the next as

diamond.

Yonder as drum and horn, music marches at the

head of armies like a general; here as voices or lute,
it sings by the cradle of children like a mother.

In the

cathedral it is chanting Laudamus for the birth of a king;
in the graveyard it is chief mourner at the burial of a

beggar, last night in slippers and spangles it led a
dance; today in sober black it leads a church service.

In the music room it is a piano, in the forest it is a

whistling bird, in the heavens it is a groaning wind, in
the firmamemt it is a whirling star, in the soul it is
like a

severe fire."

He finally seems to tear himself away from the

thought of music and note the change in polotics that has
been wrought in individual nations, and the world in recent

years.

An extremely vivid picture is given thus: "Until

recently the world has had two dark closets of corpses.
They were China and Japan.

Bow curious commerce, like

Blue Beard's last wife, has thrust her sweet face in at

her sweet face in at their door, though forbedden to do
so upon peril of her life."
Instances of political improvements are cited in

nearly all of the world powers, not omitting the extriction of negro slavery in the United States.

This

discussion is closed and the next started by this state

ment; "Politics has really spiritualized itself, and has
lost many of its physical complexities, let it now purge
itself of war.
not need it.

This is a material prep.

Politics does

Politics is at varience with the genius

of the age until an international court of some sort is
established".

The essay closes with a discussion on the "wonderful

and itherealizing process" of religion.

He commends the

separation of the church and state and declares that any

compromise betv/een the two is simply ruinous toboth.
In these discussions of topics of universal interest,

Lanier gives one an extremely clear insight into what he
might have been.

Even though they were written at an

early age and do not reach the highest literary standard,

one cannot help but feel something unusual in his express
ion and thought and when one finishes reading, he feels
as if he had met and talked with the writer tin the subject,
The lectures on "Shakespeare and his Forerunners" are
a study in "Elizabethan Poetry and its Development from

Early English,

'^hese "casual" and "sketchy" lectures

from the view-point of scholarship, some say, "are dis
credited at the outset by an inaccuracy which is not al

together the genial disregard of facts which we sometimes
excuse in a mind preoccupied with truth."

Others are

less severe and hold that even if these lectures do not

tend to advance Lanier's repute as a scholar and critic;
they do at least show in many passages the working of a
truly peotic imagination,

The chapters on the "Domestic

life of Shakespeare's Time" are well written and are very
interesting and instructive.

One writer says "I turn

the last page of these writings with no uncertain wish

that life might have been kinder to Lanier; that instead
of going the way of the lecturer, he might have kept for
poetry alone the imaginations, which he wove in melody
in such ravishing division."

The essays on "Music and Poetry" were originally
produced without any thought of their collection into

a volume.

But like all of Mr. Lanier's writings on

these subjects, these were so permeated with his vivid
realization of the inter-relations of Music and Poetry,

that the various studies possess a far greater unity of
thought than any mere similarity of topics would ordinar
ily imply.
The first of these essays, "From Bacon to Beethoven"

appeared anonymously in the "Ho Borne " number of Lippincotts Magazine, May 1888, having been sent to that

periodical by Lanier in 1876.

Three principal ideas are
-

dealt with in the work; that music is the characteristic
art form of the modern time, as sculpture is of the an
tique and painting is of the mediaeval time.

"This is

necessarily so in consequence of certain curious relations

between unconventional musical tones and the human spirit
at its present stage of growth."

That this growth in

dicates a time when the control of masses of men will be

more and more relegated to each individual, —

without —

not from

and will rely for its sanction upon desire

instead of repugnance.

That in intimate connection with

this change in man's spirit there proceeds a change in
man's relations to the unknown,"whereby (among other

things) that relation becomes one of love rather than one
of terror".

That rrmsic apiears to offer conditions most

favorable to both these changes, and that it will there

fore be the "reigning art" until they are accomplished,
or at least greatly forwarded.
The following essay intitled the "Orchestra of Today"

he opens with this question, "How is it that melody is so
old, and harmony so young?"

Then gives a plain and un-

technical account of the nature of the

orchestral instru

ment treating of them ixnder the heads of "the wind", "the

strings", and the "instruments of percussion".
This is followed by short articles on "The Physios
of Music", treating both of what the Science of Music is

and is not; "The Maryland Musical Festival"; "The Legend

of St. Leohor", a fragment from an unfinished lecture on
"The Relation of Poetry and Science"; "Bature Metaphors",
short sketches of local interest, and an essay on "The

Lev; South".

One who reads this with the expectation of

the forces that have made the "Bew South" is sadly dis

appointed, for the "Lew South" here means small farming
and diversion of products.

The hero of the sketch is a

small farmer who commenced work after the war with his

own hands, not a dollar in his pocket, and now owns his

own plantation, has it well stocked, no mortgage or debt
of any kind on it and a little money to lend.

that out of this growth in small farming —

ultural prosperity —
significance.

He shows

this agric

would come changes of profound

He saw an intimate relation between "pol

itics, social life, morality, art, on one hand and the

bread giver earth on the other".

Insignificant as this

study may seem, we must agree with others that "it is
noteworthy as showing Lanier's interest in practical
affairs."

Since his death, Lanier's influence is quietly but

steadily widening, a circumstance which is very gratify

ing to those who love literature "unconventional in form
and original in quality.

Altho as a poet he had certain

temperamental defects; a lack of spontaneous utterance
of which he was aware, but never overcame, the defect of
a tendency to indulge in fancies, he has done enough good

work to entitle him to a place among the genuine poets
of America.

Mims says; "Bo American authology would be

complete that did not contain some dozen or more of his

poems, and no study of American poetry would be complete
that did not take into consideration twice this number.

Lanier's characteristics as a poet seem rather to
separate than classify him with -other American literary
persons.

Baturally his work had the glow of the South

and this added to an exuberance of imagination seems to
carry a reader into a beautiful and restful oblivion.

Hamilton W. Mabie gives the South much credit for
having given the country "a poet whose genius, never

quite gained full spread of wings, was so charged with
the elements of which great poetry is made, that is pre
dicts the advent of poetry of the first quality, and shows
us what

its

characteristics must be".

His life was too

short for the ripe maturing of his opulent nature and
the fusing into free expression of his many interests, all
of his various gifts; and the interval since his death

has been far too short for the emergence of final and

authoritative judgment upon his work.
"A sense of spaciousness" it is said, "is one of the

marks of a great poet".
ern poets possessed this.

Lanier alone among the south
His work shows the movement

of large ideas, as does that of Emerson, Lowell and Whit

man, but unlike the Lew England poets, he discloses that
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shaping, fusing, constructing imagination which is the

"crowning possession of the great poet."

His work is

full of intellect, but not primarily intellect.

On

account of this depth and breadth of imagination equal

to the fusing of great ideas, everything he did was on

a large scale.

And his freedom of great ideas delivered

him from the blighting temidity which seems to have been
the reflex influence of a critical age on sensitive

rather than original minds.

He was not afraid to blund

er in the vast territory which opened before him, so

long as he could by bold advances make himself more and
more master of its recources.

Even his occasional stiff

ness or awkwardness of manner does not come from the

limitation of local feelings or culture, but is either

due to a too rigid application of his theory of the re

lation of poetry and music or to the fact that he had not
time to master all the material at his command.

He undoubtedly did more than any other American poet
to broaden the technique of verse, and as much as any

other to give to American literature those rare touches
of sweetness which come from the pen of a song writer.

And like so many of our American authors, Lanier did
confine himself merely to the expression of his rich,

though sane, imagination.

On problems of state, religion

society, art and literature, his words are deep and vise

and he is recognized by all as an advanced thinker on
the vital themes of the country.

The story of his life

and work puts to shame the morbid self-consciousness of

the mass of egotistical men and women of literary test,

but of slight literary power, who are always bewailing
their lack of opportunities and denouncing their age.

Ew wasted none of his time in reproaches or self-pity,
but with such tools as were put before him, worked cheer

fully and unceasingly on the material within reach, and
as a result left all he could of permanent value in lit
erature and "the tradition of a gallantry as inspiring
as that of chavalier Bayard and Sir Philip Sidney".

Richard Burton calls him, "A consummate artist, a

pioneer in the handling of words and metres", and says
that "his richness of rhymes and alliteration, his mar

velous feeling of tone color, fellow him with an English
poet like Swinburne."

Probably no one knew him better, nor is anyone of
those who knew him, better able to judge of his ability
and work than is William Hayes Ward and he believed that
"Lanier was much more than a clever artisan in rhyme and
metre and that he will take his final rank with the

princes of American poetry."

lie has been classed with Keats and spoken of as one
of those "inheritors of unfulfilled renown", whose fate

it has been to accomplish much but to suggest more, and

to invent rare and beautiful gifts with the pathos of
arrested development and of early death.

^

Altho his rank as a poet, even in America, is not

definately fixed and altho abroad he has not kept pace
with Emerson, Poe, and Walt Whitman, no American has
left fuller data of every sort for a sp iritual bio

graphy, for a vivid and authentic account of his person
ality in its various aspects of power, taste, passion,

appreciation, love, aspiration, and the growth of his
mind and art.

And there is probably a great deal of

truth in Hamilton W. Mabies statement concerning Lanier

when he says that when the "facts concerning this Man's
life and work arc used, as it some day will be, we shall

have a chapter in psychology of genius of the most fas

cinating kind, a text book in poetics for the forming of
poets of the future."

Lanier was man of character, bra^in, power and strong

convictions, he felt the need of the world and administer
ed to it as best he could.

