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out three separate editions.
The subsequent career of The Yellow Book was stormy.

The publishing firm of Elkin Matthews and John Lane was 
disbanded between the issuance of the July and October 
numbers of 1894, and John Lane took over the publishing 
duties under the sign of the Bodley Head. Then came the 
fatal fall of Oscar Wilde. When the arrest was made he was 
carrying a yellow-bound book under his arm which the public 
mistook for The Yellow Book. The masses revolted against 
what they considered the defiant flaunting of their stand
ards by this leader of the "decadents," linked Wilde intimately 
with The Yellow Book, and stormed the Bodley Head premises, 
breaking windows and threatening total destruction. Naturally, 
Lane was quite concerned and in his efforts to placate the 
mob and to assuage certain authors, he made some significant 
changes. The most consequential change was the dismissal 
of Beardsley from his post as Art Editor. Despite the fact 
that Wilde and Beardsley were not close friends (due to a 
disagreement about Beardsley’s illustrations for Wilde’s 
Salome),2® the two men were closely linked in the public 
mind and anything with which Beardsley was associated came 
under automatic suspicion. Unfortunately, John Lane was not 
in London at this time and did not have all the facts 
about the matter. He was also under some considerable

2®Mix, _££. cit., p. 139, and W. Gaunt, ££. cit., 
p. 197.
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24pressure from some literary salons who were opposed to 
the "decadents," and finally he consented to Beardsley’s 
dismissal. This was accompanied by appropriate policy 
changes. The magazine's scope was widened and its standards 
of quality were lowered. These changes were so immediate 
that the Beardsley plates, for the fifth number, already in 
the presses, were removed. The magazine was issued fifteen 

days late.
The Yellow Book survived this ordeal, but it did so at 

the expense of its former ideals. The periodical became 
just one more among the many. My concern with The Yellow 
Book ceases with the fourth number as the dismissal of 
Beardsley and the accompanying policy changes render the 
magazine no longer representative of the "decadent" aspect 
of the decade.2®

In order to escape involvement with the trouble concern
ing Wilde, many of the main literary figures of the "decadent" 
coterie fled to France. And it was in Dieppe that The Savoy 
was conceived. In August of 1895, Leonard Smithers, perhaps 
the decade’s most courageous publisher, went there to ask

24l am referring particularly to Mrs. Humphrey Ward 
and her influence with William Watson and Wilfred Meynell, 
two of Lane’s most prized authors. Watson and Meynell threat
ened to take their work elsewhere if Lane refused to dismiss 
Beardsley. Lane knew that Watson had a following and so, 
unable to ascertain all the facts, left the matter to Frederic 
Chapman, his assistant. Chapman, who never liked Beardsley, 
gladly gave in to Watson and fired Beardsley. John Lane later 
regretted taking this course of action.

25gee also Mix ££. cit. pp. 147-66; M. Casford, ££. cit., 
pp. 18-21; Osbert Burdett, The Beardsley Period ; An Es s ay in 
Perspective (New York, 1925%^ p p . 252-55; and T. J. Garbaty, 
op. cit., p. 609.
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Arthur Symons to edit a new periodical which would be
devoted to literature and art work.2® In light of the times,
this was an unexpected turn of events. Symons accepted,
and immediately contacted the also exiled Beardsley and
enlisted him as art editor.

There was quite a bit of excitement among the voluntary
exiles over this new venture, and for several reasons. One
reason was that it provided an opportunity to show a brave
face to society in the midst of the Wilde scandal. Another
was the desire to show up The Yellow Book for what it truly

27was— a turncoat in the ranks of true art. But there is 
yet another, and perhaps more important reason for the 
ingroup excitement. The new magazine would give the "decad
ents" another opportunity to justify their philosophy and 
their art. The best statement of The Savoy’s policies and 
aims is contained in Symons’ "Editorial Note" to the first 
number:

It is hoped that THE SAVOY will be a periodical 
of an exclusively literary and artistic kind.
To present literature in the shape of its letter
press, Art in the form of its illustrations, will 
be its aim. For the attainment of that aim we 
can but rely on our best endeavours and on the 
logic of our belief that good writers and artists 
will care to see their work in company with the 
work of good writers and artists. Readers who 
look to a new periodical for only very well- 
known or only very obscure names must permit 
themselves to be disappointed. We have no object
ion to a celebrity who deserves to be celebrated, 
or to an unknown person who has not been seen 
often enough to be recognized in passing. All

2®T.J. Garbaty, ££•. cit., p. 609. 
2?Ibid., p. 611.
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we ask from our contributors is good work, and 
good work is all we offer our readers. This we 
offer with some confidence. We have no formulas, 
and we desire no false unity of form or matter.
We have not invented a new point of view. We 
are not Realists, or Romanticists, or Decadents,
For us, all art is good which is good art. We 
hope to appeal to the tastes of the intelligent 
by not being original for originality’s sake, or 
audacious for the sake of advertisement, or timid 
for the sake of the elderly minded. We intend to 
print no verse which has not some close relation
ship with poetry, no fiction which has not a 
certain sense of what is finest in living fact, 
no criticism which has not some knowledge, 
discernment, and sincerity in its judgment.
We could scarcely say more, and we are content 
to think we could scarcely say l e s s . 28

Here we have the explicit statement of the editor: the only 
criterion pertinent to the work presented would be those 
of "good art." The note of defiance is clear. High standards 
are established, so high as to be beyond the reach of the 
masses. Symons and company decided to do without the mob.

And, as could be expected. The Savoy failed. The reasons 
were mostly financial. The editors had learned that one 
cannot openly defy the public and present them with art which 
they could not hope to appreciate or understand, and at the 
same time have them pay for it. All the errors made and the 
unfavorable circumstances led ultimately to financial loss.
The third issue contained several reproductions of William 
Blake’s illustrations for Dante’s Inferno which were judged 
to be indecent by Messrs. Smith and Sons, a major outlet for 
the railway bookstalls. They subsequently refused to display 
the magazine for sale any longer. The magazine sold for only 
two shillings, less than half the price of The Yellow Book,

28xhe Savoy, No. 1, January, 1896, p, 5.
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and yet it was as expensive to produce. The editors’ 
decision to publish monthly instead of quarterly was made 
by the third number, thus increasing not only the total 
cost, but also levying greater pressure on the editors.
And then there was Beardsley’s ever-declining health.
Initially the magazine received a great deal of attention 
because the notorious Beardsley was intimately associated with 
it.29 But with each successive issue, less and less of his 
work appeared. He was dying of tuberculosis. For all three 
reasons, it was known in September that the December issue 
would be the last. In this final number Symons listed, 
somewhat bitterly, the reasons for the cessation. Besides 
the reasons stated above, he regretted giving so much for 
so little, and for "assuming that there were many people 
who really cared for art, and really for art’s sake."®® 
Implicit in this statement is the belief that even though 
The Savoy had a brief life, it did achieve its goal,— the 
presentation of "good art." It seems that, for Symons,
"good art" was synonymous with the best work of his contribu
tors. Symons’ and Smithers’ venture was doomed to failure 
because of lack of public support. There was no lack of

This point is also made by Burdett (lop, cit.) and 
Mix (loc.cit.). Although Beardsley was a major cause for 
calling the magazine "decadent," it is unfair to place the 
entire blame on him, for other key figures were also in the 
yellow limelight; Symons for his perverse poetry ("Stella 
Maris") and Smithers as a publisher of erotic and banned works

30 "A Literary Causerie" III, No. 8 (Dec., 1896), 92.
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literary and artistic contributors for either periodical;
in fact, once the announcement for The Savoy was made,

31Symons was swamped with offerings.
In effect both The Yellow Book and The Savoy did bring 

before the public certain new writers, such as Joseph Conrad 
and C.B. Shaw. The Yellow Book was the less exclusive of 
the two and after Wilde’s arrest and Beardsley’s dismissal, 
it lost any pretension of being dedicated solely to "good 
art." The Savoy remained faithful to its initial policies 
and to the last number continued to present only what its 
editor considered to be of high quality. It is interesting 
to note that the contents of the last number of The Savoy 
are the work of Symons and Beardsley alone,— perhaps as a 
farewell.

It seemed to the public that the "decadents" of the mid- 
9 0 ’s openly flaunted the common standards of morality, and 
hence, a great antagonism arose between them. The masses 
could not understand the aims of these "decadent" writers, 
and immediately associated any of their productions with 
immorality. The term, "decadent," indiscriminately applied 
to all their work, had very little .definition at the time, , 
but was a stigma that, once applied, doomed any chance of 
general acceptance.

A brief analysis of the historical and critical meaning 
of decadence has been given in the first part of this study.
I propose to analyze the poetry of the two magazines against

Casford, ££. cit., p. 20
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the historical background to see if the critical definition
of decadence applies. That is, I hope to establish whether
or not there are specific areas of subject matter which are
truly decadent; to see if this poetry reveals the constant
search for the ever-elusive ideal beauty; to determine if

3 2the decadent style abounds in perversities of language, if 
this poetry is a "retreat from great art by way of complexity 
and to determine if there is an overall melancholy attitude.

The magazinegpill be investigated in their chronological 
order. The Yellow Book first and then The Savoy. More 
emphasis will be placed on the latter, as The Savoy is 
historically the better representative of this movement. In 
discussing both magazines I will stress the poems of Symons, 
Dowson, Yeats, and Beardsley because these four men were the 
figures par excellence of the decade and of these magazines.

Ultimately it is hoped that some substantial conclusions 
may be reached about the unity of the poems within each 
magazine, and about the relationship between the two periodi
cals. And, most important of all, the poetry of The Yellow
Book and The Savoy will be investigated with the view of
illustrating any decadent characteristics, namely, the search 
for ideal beauty as a central theme, the inclination toward 
the perverse or artificial in treatment of theme, and a
general mood of melancholy as an attitude.

®2ian Fletcher "The 1890 ’s: A Last Decade," Victorian
Studies, IV (June, 1961), 353.

®®D.W. Gotshalle. Art and the Social Order (Chicago, 
1947), p. 224.
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POETRY OF THE YELLOW BOOK

Over all, the poetry of The Yellow Book is of very 
uneven quality. Perhaps part of the reason for this is the 
widespread, and often times opposed views presented by such 
differing poets as Symons and Watson. Harland sought a 
balanced fare for his first n u m b e r , ®4 presenting A.C. Benson, 
William Watson, and Edmund Gosse, poets of respectability, 
as well as Richard Le Gallienne, John Davidson, and Arthur 
Symons, the young, rebellious moderns. But the sought-after 
balance was not realized: Harland had paid too much attention
to the "frown of Mrs. Grundy."

My discussion of the poems will not be in order of their 
publication, but rather, I shall group together poems related 
to each other in theme and subject matter so that some 
fluidity may be achieved in their discussion.

The Yellow Book’s first poem is Richard Le Gallienne’s 
"Tree Worship." One reached it after fifty pages of Henry 
James,— a very respected author. For all the title indicates, 
the poem is not a pagan, pantheistic prayer to the aged tree 
but a personal search, on the speaker’s part, for a new and 
lasting faith.

The first five quatrains picture the strength, vastness, 
age, and permanence of a three-hundred-year-old tree, and

^^Mix, 22" jcit., p. 86.
17
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compare the tree’s being to the weakness, insignificance, 
and transience of the poet’s life. The following quatrains 
are imaginative. By day, the speaker sees the tree as the 
sleeping place for magical dryads, as well as a majestic 
part of nature, a shelter for bird and beast. The tree has 
a dual nature now, one natural and majestic, the other magi
cal and eerie, for with the rising moon, the dryads awaken 
to unite with moths and bats to hold witches’ sabbaths.

The magical picture of the tree is extended in subsequent 
stanzas.

And then I picture thee some bloodstained Holyrood,
Dread haunted palace of the bat and owl, whence steal.

Shrouded all day, lost murdered spirits of the wood.
And fright young happy nests with homeless hoot and squeal.®®

(I, 58)
The tree has been, in the speaker’s imagination, a crucifix, 
an instrument of death, and because of this has served as 
the refuge for the spirits of those executed there. Thus 
far, the tree represents strength, endurance, and something 
of the supernatural: it is, for the poet, the embodiment of
the virtues which he desires.

The final conversion of the poem is in the form of a 
direct appeal from the speaker to the tree:

I seek a god, old tree: accept my worship, thoul
All other gods have failed me always in my need.

I hang my native song beneath thy temple bough.
Unto thy strength I cry— Old monster, be my creedj

Give me to clasp this earth with feeding roots like thine.
To mount yon heaven with such star-aspiring head.

Fill full with sap and buds this shrunken life of mine.
And from my boughs 0 might such stalwart sons be shedJ

(I, 59)

®®All reference to work cited from The Yellow Book will 
be indicated in the text by volume and page number.
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The plea is for regeneration from an unproductive life. The 
tree becomes a god who is capable of granting his request.
The tree assumes ultimate importance and apparently deposes 
all other gods, including the Christian. But the final 
stanza contradicts this pantheistic portrayal.

0 winds that blow from out the fruitful mouth of God,
0 rains that softly fall from his all-loving eyes.

You that bring buds to trees and daisies to the sod,
0 God’s best Angel of the Spring, in me arise.

(I,.59)
This last stanza returns the poem to conventional religious 
beliefs. By carrying the worship of the tree the one step 
further, by stating that all things initially come from God, 
the poem, at the end, loses its brash, pagan flavor. This 
notion of God as the essence of all works of nature appears 
only in the last quatrain: it jars violently with the
speaker’s former statement, "All other gods have failed me 
always in my need." The first seventeen quatrains have a 
sense of unity that is disturbed by this tacked-on ending.

Essentially the speaker is searching for some source of 
security, some external entity in which he can place his faith 
and trust. The old tree, a thing of nature, seems to be the 
answer. Yet, the tree is not purely benign: it is a "Vast
and mysterious brother," a "bloodstained Holyrood," an 
"Old monster," and a gallows tree.

There are somber hints of evil in calling the tree a 
gallows. Bats, owls, witches, and corpses are linked with 
the tree. Fantastic images are not infrequent. Moths and 
bats hold witches’ sabbath rituals; lost, murdered spirits 
seek out more innocent dwellers of the tree to frighten them;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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nightingales are adulterous and murderous; and the bare- 
bones human corpse becomes a "Ghostly Aeolian harp fingered 
of winds and rains." These are not common conceits: they
are elaborate and unnatural.

In mood, the poem begins quite melancholily, for the 
speaker’s life has been unsatisfactory and unproductive. But 
this melancholy is dissipated by final hope. The speaker 
still prays, and the tree seems to offer what he seeks,— a 
new, enduring faith.

From the view point of this interpretation, one cannot 
say that "Tree Worship" is a decadent poem. There is a 
search, but it is for re-affirmation in life rather than for 
ideal beauty. The inclination is towards the highly imagina
tive and fantastic. Anything unnatural in this peom is quite 
innocuous.

Alfred Hayes’ poem, "My Study", in the second number, 
also deals with the nature-God relationship. It is, however, 
more straightforward. The first stanza establishes the 
tone and attitude that is maintained throughout the poem.

Let others strive for wealth or praise 
Who care to win;

I count myself full blest, if He
Who made my study fair to see.
Grant me but the length of quiet days 

To muse therein.
(II, 275)

There is no deification of any one part of nature: the whole
created nature, as created by God, is honoured because in it 
one can find God’s imprint. This is more purely transcenden
tal. It echoes the same sentementthat Wordsworth proclaimed 
in "Expostulation and Reply." Here are two stanzas of "My Study"
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which may be taken as representative:
Here dwell my chosen books, whose leaves 

With healing breath 
The achs of discontent assuage.
And speak from each illumined page 
The patience that my soul reprieves 

From inward death;
Some perish with a season’s wind,

And some endure ;
One robes itself in snow, and one 
In raiment of the rising sun 
Bordered with gold; in all I find 

God’s signature.
(II, 276)

The sentiments are typically romantic. Like Le Gallienne,
Hayes seeks solace in nature. Unlike Le Gallienne, Hayes
is not melancholy but optimistic. Where Le Gallienne is
fantastic, Hayes is conventional.

The two poems, "Twilight" and "The Waking of Spring",
by Olive Constance contain the same theme, only more
extreme, effeminate, and sentimental. "The Waking of Spring"
is threadworn in its content.

Spirit of Spring, thy coverlet of snow
Hath fallen from thee, with its fringe of frost.
And where the river late did overflow
Sway fragile white anemones, wind tost.
And in the woods stand snowdrops, half asleep.
With drooping heads— sweet dreamers so long lost.

(IV, 116)
Etc., etc.

Leila Macdonald’s "Red Rose", though simpler in form,
is a much better poem. The speaker laments the fleeting
moment of a rose’s life, but resolves that the rose

should stay dying half your life;
Your drooping face 

Gives you when dying your divinest face.
But death’s pale colours are your sole disgrace.

(IV, 143)
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To say the least, extolling the beauty of a rose dying is 
not traditional: it is extra-ordinary, and mildly perverse.
The lament is for the transience of beauty: the tone,
melancholy and wistfully upbraiding.

These are the poems which may be said to deal with nature 
most directly. The sentiment expressed is not brazenly 
perverse but, in general, is fairly commonplace. Nature is 
God’s handiwork and beauty’s residence. Regret is voiced 
because beauty does not last, but is so fleeting. Yet, the 
beauty in question is not ideal beauty, but the real beauty 
of nature. It is not a goal to be sought but a phenomenon 
to be witnessed.

Related to the ’nature-beauty’ poems just discussed 
are the ’love-beauty’ poems in that love is also seen as a 
fleeting, fickle thing. A.C. Benson’s is a
fine expression of this. The first two quatrains laud the 
virtues of the speaker’s loved one. Then,

Suddenly, once, at a trivial word,—
Side by side together we stept,—

Rose a tempest that swayed and stirred;
Over your soul it swept.

Dismal visitants, suddenly.
Pulled the doors in your house of clay;

Out of the windows there stared at me 
Something horrible, grey.

(I, 83)
(possessed by a devil) is a fitting title: 

the poem is concerned with the moment when love vanishes, 
when love, the ideal, is no more. There is a certain regret 
about love’s passing, but the attitude is more one of 
incomprehension, of bewilderment.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



23

This is not an uncommon notion. Theodore Wratislaw
extends and elaborates upon the notion of evil in love in his
poem. "To Salome" at St. James." The woman described here is
a dancer at St. James Music Hall, and she has a certain
power over men. The fact that she portrays Salome" appeals
to the speaker who likens her spell over him with that
which the original Salome had over Herod.

I too am servant to your glance,
I too am bent beneath your sway.
My wonderJ My desireJ who dance 
Men’s heads and hearts away.
Sweet arbitress of love and death.
Unchanging on time’s changing sands.
You hold more lightly than a breath 
The world between your handsJ

(III, 111)
Love, at least of this kind, is basically evil; its attrac
tion is fatal. The transient here is the never-ending 
change of victims. The constant is the "Sweet arbitress of 
love and death" who holds this destroying power,— the "sweet 
arbitress" who is woman. The speaker likens himself to 
Herod and all victims of love, and, more than the original, 
he knows the possible consequences and is still willing to 
submit to her charms.

This poem is based upon the Salom^ and St. John story. 
Woman, the seductress, has instincts which incline her to 
use man, instincts which "the strength of love release."
The names may change but this fatal magnetism remains. 
Originally it was Salome dancing before Herod to win St. 
John’s head; now it is a painted actress dancing at St.
James to win the heart of the speaker. The tone is ruefully
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accepting. The subject matter is artificial and perverse.
The speaker delights in this predicament.

The fourth number of The Yellow Book presented four 
poems about love. One of them, Charles Sydney’s "Song", 
is a playful, light verse expressing a mock displeasure 
at the speaker’s beloved because she is too insistent in her 
manifestations of love and will hardly allow the speaker to 
reciprocate.

Richard Le Gallienne’s "Home" is in contrast to this 
poem. The speaker overhears two lovers say that they are ; 
going home and is immediately cast into a dejected mood. He 
thinks of his own situation; his home is lonely but for a 
small child whom it pains to see. One is not sure whether 
his erstwhile lover and/or wife has deserted him or if she 
has died. The speaker bewails the fleeting moment of true 
love; "All, love, we too once gambolled home as they, ";
"Yes I we had once a heaven we called a home." The speaker 
is in complete isolation without love. This attitude 
implies that love is quite important in life, but that love 
is transient and leaves only sad memories.

Dolf Wyllarde’s "Rondeaux d ’Amour" is the reverse side 
of the picture from Le Gallienne’s "Home." Actually, 
Wyllarde’s poem is composed of three "rondeaux", each complete 
and perfect in form. This trilogy of verses presents a 
fairly complete picture of the cycle of love. The first 
rondeau is an entreaty from the speaker to his lover to

be wisel for all too soon we tire
When once the longed-for guerdon we acquire 

The wonder that we think not to possess.
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Once in our keeping, holds us less and less.
Nay - let us love, nor all too much inquire.

Before the night.
The ambiguity emanates from the two possible meanings of
"night". It may be the actual night, or it may refer to
death. If it is the actual night, then the speaker has
been promised a ’rendezvous’ with his love and does not want
to wait until night. If death is meant, the plea is carpe
diem "for all too soon we tire."

The second rondeau portrays the speaker’s reaction to
the actual meeting with his lover, a meeting which is the
epitome of all he yearned for.

During the night I felt you breathing deep 
Against my heart— and yet I did not weep

With perfect passioni— ^-fearing only this.
One golden moment of the night to miss—

The sacred night that was not made for sleepJ
(III, 88)

The lady succumbs to his pleas, and:
We sowed in love— in passion do we reap.

During the night.
(Ill, 88)

The third rondeau is about the disillusion which quickly
follows upon the consummation of their love.

After the night Love wearied of his powers.
He fell asleep among the passion-flowers.

(Ill, 88)
Poor Love! who trembles at himself , and covers.

After the night.
(Ill, 89)

The sequence, "Before the night," "During the night," and 
"After the night" gives the reader a complete picture of 
love’s cycle: first comes the yearning and the chase, then
the ultimate realization, and finally, having discovered th&t

102418
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the achievement falls below the expectation, disillusionment. 
Inherent is the notion that love— or the embodiment of 
the ideal of love— should never be realized, that love ■ 
should remain locked in its ivory tower. Once love is 
realized it ceases to be the ideal and becomes the stuff of 
common, everyday life.

If the meaning of ’night’ is death, then the concept of 
love is changed. The three rondeaus form an argument to 
love passionately, to taste bliss, for soon "Love" [will] 
weary of his powers.

The ambiguity of the two interpretations is difficult 
to resolve for one— the actual-night interpretation— is not 
a microcosmic reflection of the other. The former seems 
to say that love is better in the anticipation than in the 
realization, while the latter maintains that one must love 
completely, for life is short and opportunity is scarce. 
However, if one realizes that after death, "Wan in the 
daylight looked our crystal towers," that Love is no longer 
important, and that "During the night", love is a taste of 
bliss and pleasurable, the incongruity lessens, for, even in 
the actual-night interpretation, just because the spent lover 
is disillusioned, there remains the fact that the love exper
ience was enjoyable.

This poem presents a fairly realistic, if cynical, view 
of love. It must be always enshrined in the yearning of 
anticipation, for if the love is consummated, the ideal 
which was sought is found to have slipped away. The poem’s 
statement, for all its truth, was bold for the mid-90’s.
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and was probably regarded as immoral by the general public,
especially since Wyllarde was a woman. It is, in fact, a
disillusioned view of love, and is bitter in its tone. The
audacity of her viewpoint would have been considered decadent,
but, as we can see, the whole poem is bitterly realistic
rather than perverse— or artificial.

Equally cynical, but far more imaginative is Graham
R. Tomson’s "Verspertilia." The characters are two losers
in the game of love who find themselves no longer able to
love. The girl in the poem, Verspertilia, had followed her
lover to a lonely island where he abandoned her. One is
not sure how far in the past this happened. We are certain
that Verspertilia is a ghost however. The speaker, whose
true love has died, arrives at the island, and Dieets
Verspertilia,who seeks his love. He replies

"Dear, but no love is mine to give," I said
My heart is colder than granite stone 
That guards my true love in her grassy bed;
My faith and troth are hers, and hers alone.
Are hers . . . .  and she is dead."

(IV, 50-51)
The speaker is quite unable to love Verspertilia at this
time: he has isolated all such feelings and placed them
before his now-dead lover. He cannot yet realize, as does
Verspertilia that

"Love will be life . . . .  ah. Love is Life?"
(IV, 5ÔT

His sentiments seem to be laudable to the criterion of our 
monogamous society, but not with reference to the more 
catholic— and perhaps truer— yardstick of the ghost-lover.

The rejected girl now laments,
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Ah, hadst thou loved me but a little while,
I might have lived again.

Then slowly as a wave along the shore 
She glided from me to yon sullen mound.

Verspertilia has returned to her spirit-world. Love was the
only thing to revive her, but it was refused her.

The speaker, who recounts this memory, is now
smitten with regret. The realization of the truth of her
insight, "Love Life," has come too late.

And now, alas, my true-love’s memory 
Even as a dream of night-time half-forgot.

Fades faint and far from me.
And all my thoughts are of the stranger still.

Yea, though I loved her not:
(IV, 51)

The memory of his dead "true-love" is no longer sacred. He 
realizes, now when it is too late, that Verspertilia will 
never return. Implicit is the notion that not only the 
phantom girl has lost, but that the speaker too has missed 
his opportunity to live life through love. This realiza
tion dooms the speaker to eternal melancholy. Love, or the 
chance for love is fleeting. The whole notion of the 
imagery is fanciful: it requires that a rejected ghost-
lover teach the sorrowing speaker the truth about love and 
life, but even then, the opportunity has slipped by. Once 
again we have the melancholy rueful and realistic picture of 
love— the ideal.

On page 127 of the first number Aubrey Beardsley has 
an illustration entitled, purposely ambiguous, it seems, 
"Night Piece." It is the picture of a solitary woman on 
the street. The predominant colour is black: the woman is
outlined for the most part in white. She is the typical
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Beardsley-woman— almost emaciated in her slenderness, very
finely dressed, sensuous, thick lips, perverse expression on
her face, low bust line. The indication that she is a
prostitute is quite strong.

Immediately following this is Symons’ "Stella Maris,"
’Star of the Sea’, a title sometimes given to the Blessed
Virgin Mary. But this poem is not religious: it is about
an encounter with a prostitute who lights up the dark sea of
his life like a beacon, the star of the sea. True or ideal
love is not mentioned. Instead Symons maintains that even
the purchased love one shares with a prostitute is an occasion
for joy, and not for shame or guilt feelings.

And I, remembering, would declare 
That joy, not shame, is ours to share,
Joy that we had the will and power 
Inspite of fate, to snatch one hour.
Out of vague nights, and days at strife.
So infinitely full of life.
And ’tis for this I see you rise,
A wraith, with starlight in your eyes.
Here, where the drowsy-minded mood
Is one with Nature’s solitude; «
For this, for this, you come to me 
Out of the nights, out of the sea.

(I, 131)
The speaker is amazed at being able to remember this particu
lar woman, "neither first nor last of all," until he becomes 
aware that through this encounter he was able to win "An 
instant from oblivion." Unlike the selfish lover of 
"Verspertilia," the speaker in this poem does believe in a 
more catholic application of love; for it is only through 
acts of love (the love act?) that^the moments pass more 
quickly and the moments are easier to bear." It is for this 
reason that the speaker recalls this particular woman; she
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is individual just as Beardsley’s nocturnal lady.
That this poem is decadent is indisputable. The ideal

of realizing life to the full, of "burning always with this
hard gemlike flame," is the sought after goal; that the attain
ment of such a state is at best infrequent and the maintain-
ance of such alove is impossible is proven in the speaker’s 
statement that he can only win instants from oblivion.
Perverse and artificial qualities can be found in the nature 
of the subject matter: bought love is seemingly equated
with true(parried?) love. The melancholy attitude is evident 
in that the speaker has only the memory, and not the actuality 
of the incident. This is, perhaps, the one poem which is 
truly decadent in every regard.

John Davidson’s "A Ballad of a Nun" extends the efficacy 
of love even further than Symons has stated. In fact, this 
poem would have been in more kindred company in the pages of 
The Savoy. It is the narrative of a sister who for ten long 
years has been the model of virtue in her order while, all 
the time, she has been fighting a constant battle with the 
volatile passions within her soul. Then, one night as she is 
keeping watch at the convent gate, music from a pre-Lenten 
carnival floats up to her from the village below. She finds 
herself no longer able to resist her inner instincts and flies 
from the convent to the village. There is some deep-rooted 
dissatisfaction burning within: her quest is:

"Life’s dearest meaning I shall probe;
Lo J I shall taste of love at last I 

Away I" She doffed her outer robe.
And sent it sailing down the blast.
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Upon entering the carnival she spies a "grave youth 
nobly dressed" and offers herself to him.

Straight to his house the nun he led:
"Strange lady, what would you with me?"

"Your love, your love, sweet lord," she said;
"I bring you my virginity."

(Ill, 275)
The noble youth acquiesces to her desires, but the nun, far 
from being disillusioned or guilt-ridden, realizes that 
"This/ is life’s great meaning, dear, my lord." She does 
not feel that she has been debased but rather through giving 
the youth "all her passion’s hoard," she has become "sister 
to the mountain now, / And sister to the sun and moon." The 
sharing of love has elevated, rather than lowered her.

When, after the passing years, she has grown old and 
"The hour came of her last caress," she rises one midnight 
and returns to the convent to throw herself at the wardress’ 
feet to confess.

The wardress raised her tenderly;
She touched her wet and fast-shut eyes;

"Look, sister; sister, look at me;
Look; can you see through my disguise?"

She looked and saw her own sad face.
And trembled, wondering, "Who art thou?"

"God sent me down to fill your place:
I am the Virgin Mary now."

"You are sister to the mountains now.
And sister to the day and night;

Sister to God;" and on the brow 
She kissed her thrice, and left her sight.

(Ill, 279)
Symons declared that love— sexual love— was the only thing 
which made life joyful: Davidson betters him by stating that
love is the way to heaven, to sanctity, to God.

Amazingly enough, Symons received far more criticism
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than did D a v i d s o n . Yet, surely a nun who breaks her vows 
and is rewarded would be more shocking than a person who 
revels in dealings with whores. Davidson’s- poem is a 
declaration that love atones for all sins. Love is the ideal 
to be sought, for even in God’s eyes, love fulfills the 
spirit. There is no trace of melancholy, unless it resides 
in the knowledge that such an occurrence would not happen in 
reality. In fact, the poem is highly wrought. Under the 
guise of the ballad form— perhaps the simplest of all literary 
forms— Davidson is highly symbolic in his play on words—  

sister, lord, carnival. Through her yielding to her passions, 
the woman becomes a true sister to creation, to man and God, 
and not just a religious who flees the world to

comfortable convent laws 
That bury foolish nuns aliveÎ

The ’lord’ of the carnival usurps the Lord, her God, until
the awareness that God does not exist apart from His creation
comes. The carnival is not just a village festivity, it is
all of life— a life which can be very enjoyable. The coming
Lent is Death, which puts an end to life’s pleasures. It is
only through living life and indulging in life’s pleasures
that man can draw near to his intended purpose. Even the
nun, who is aware that love is life’s dearest treasure, is so
burdened by her social learning that toward the end of her
life she feels the need to repent. Her forgiveness, by
someone no less than the Virgin Mary, condones, and even

^^Mix, 0£. cit., p. 115.
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promotes her actions, and implicitly, love as a way of life. 
Verspertilia was right;. "Love Life."

There are, however, six other poems in the first three 
numbers of The Yellow Book which can be included in this dis
cussion of love. Three of these, Dollie Radford’s "Song" (II, 
116), Ronald Campbell Macfie’s "Dreams" (II, 195), and Norman 
Gale’s "Betrothed" (II, 227) are similar insofar as each 
presents the object of the speaker’s love as a person who is 
quite above ordinary mortals. Gale’s betrothed brings 
paradise to earth: Macfie can only approach his goddess in
his dreams: Radford states that all else in the world is
naught "if love should fail." At best these poems are slight 
works. They do present a concept of love which is diametri
cally opposed to the formerly mentioned poems.

Theo Marzial’s "To a Bunch of Lilacs" is a better poem. 
The speaker, although in love, addresses a bunch of lilacs 
and asks why his heart is not yet broken. He realizes that 
he has no hope to attain satisfaction in his love, but he is 
happy nontheless. His only wish is "to love, and die.’’ True, 
this is not a profound poem: it too idealizes the loved one.
The speaker, who cannot openly declare his love, is forced to 
seek solace from nature. Poems by Watson and Macdonnell are 
more optimistic: the speaker in each, aware that daylight is
no time for love (?), pleads that the loved one wait until 
nightfall for declarations of love. "Reiselust" pushes this 
further; the speaker yearns for the eternal "night,"— death—  

so that the atmosphere of love will not be dispersed. This 
is similar to Marzial’s prayer "to love, and die."
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In all, the last six poems present quite different 
picture from the decadent notions in the preceding twelve 
poems. The last poems, except for "Reisehist" are simple 
in form and language, and express well worn sentiments.
The attitude of yearning is very artificial: so is the glori
fication of the loved one. The reason love of this kind 
cannot be realized is not because love is an abstract ideal, 
but because of personal unworthiness of the lover. The artifice 
is almost Petrarchan. Such poems as "Stella Maris," "Versper— 
tilia," and "A Ballad of a Nun" do not localize love but 
strive to embody, in the verse and imagery, more universal 
truths about love. Others, such as " Aal/xoVi y oS " and
"To Salome"" at St. James" rue the elusiveness and cruelty of 
both love and the loved one. The attitudes are vastly 
different. I maintain that the first twelve poems establish 
the norm for The Yellow Book, not just because of the statisti
cal weight of numbers, but because, in my estimation, they are 
more profound, more polished, and more intense. These poems, 
as indicated, do exhibit decadent traits— not necessarily 
all of the three characteristics of my definition in each 
poem— but sufficiently so that the poems can be considered 
decadent. In each there is the seeking after the ideal 
which is found to be transient. In each the conceits are 
fanciful, artificial and, on occassion, perverse. Usually 
the attitude is melancholy. Another striking feature about 
these poems is their realism, not only in details of descrip
tion, but in the general concepts expressed. All poems agree 
with the Christian dictum that one must love: they escape this
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label by refining and knitting their concepts of love to 
sexual love alone.

But all the poems of The Yellow Book are not about 
nature or love. There are eleven others which can only be 
loosely grouped as philosophical. They may deal with 
either nature or love, but the point of emphasis is elsewhere. 
E. Nesbit’s "Day and Night" is an example of this. Day and 
Night are presented as the alternate lovers of Earth, who 
is unfaithful to the Day, though she gives every outward 
appearance of being faithful, but only waits till Night, 
her true lover, comes to caress her. The poem is auto
biographical: Edith Bland (nee Nesbit) was married to
Humphrey Bland, a man whose extra-marital activities resulted 
in several children whom he brought home for Edith to watch 
over.37 Even though she seemed to accept this situation, 
she turned to G.B. Shaw for comfort. Shaw apparently 
realized the dangers of such a liason, and succeeded in 
leading their relationship through passion to solid, and 
long lasting friendship. Humphrey Bland did care for his 
wife, and in this poem, is no doubt "The golden Emperor": 
he was her husband and as such was her master. She, as 
Earth, was powerless to reject his love, and had to feign 
reciprocal affection, when in fact she was yearning for 
Shaw, alias Night. In this anticipated union she felt that

the soft tears true lovers weap 
Should make amends for everything.

(IV, 234)

3 ̂ Mix, op. cit., pp. 131-33.
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The general tone of the poem is rueful and melancholy, 
but hardly bitter. True love, the love of Night, is seen 
as a personal panacea for all other ills. The poem is an 
artifact revolving around the central image of the triangle 
of lovers— Day, Earth and Night.

Gosse’s two poems, "Alere Flamman" and "Dream of
November," and Dobson’s "Sat est scripsisse" (Enough is
written) form a small group about art and the artist.
"Alere Flamman" is dedicated to A.C. Benson, whom Gosse
introduced to The Yellow Book. It is set in Ancient Rome, and
pictures the poet as the guardian of the secret flame which
must always be kept burning within the temple. The common
people, the "chattering band," seek to break into the temple
to extinguish the flame.

Ah I so, untouched by windy roar 
Of public issues loud and long.
The Poet guards the sacred door.
And guards the glowing coal of song;
Not his to grasp at praise or blame.
Red gold, or crowns beneath the sun.
His only pride to tend the flame 
That Homer and Virgil won.
Retain the rite, preserve the act.
And pass the worship on intact.

This is, according to Gosse, the supreme function of the
poet: he is the guardian of the sacred flame of art. The
attitude toward the "crowd" is decadent, but not exclusively,
for others have felt this way about art. The poet is someone
apart from the ordinary and cannot be appreciated by them.

"A Dream of November" is also concerned with the world
of art. The poem is concerned with the poet’s trance in an
aesthetic experience brought on by both natural and artificial 

things.
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In this strange birth of various blooms, I cannot tell 
Which spring from earth, which slipped from bows, which 

sank from sky.
(I, 155)

The poet— speaker is enthralled by his vision of paradoxical
images, "bare boughs in bloom," "bloom peach and plum in
lacquered dyes," The whole scene, the total effect,is
artificial in impact. The poet is conscious that he is a
maker, an artist who works with all things as his material:

My trance unweaves, and w i n d s , and shreds, and forms anew 
Dark bronze, bright l e a v e s , pure silken threads, 

in triple flower.
(I, 155)

There is, here, the consciousness of art’s superiority to life:
for the poet this is the only life— a life of making, of
retreat from the world through art,

Dobson’s "Sat est scripsisse" is quite similar to
"Alere Flamman." Indeed, the poem is dedicated to Gosse
The speaker speculates that in time to come some reader may
pick up one of his books of verse and think, upon reading
them, that the poems are not too worthwhile. The speaker
overrules this judgment declaring:

"And yet they had their office. Though they today are 
passed.

They marched in that procession where is no first or 
last ;

Though cold is now their hoping, though they no more 
aspire,

They, too, once had their ardour:— they handed on the 
fire."

(II, 143)
Just as the dying poet-guardian in the Roman temple handed 
on the fire, so does Dobson’s "Author." The poet must live 
his life dedicated to art; it does not matter if the artist’s 
work is minor.
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Katherine de Mattes’ "In a Gallery: Portrait of a
Lady (Unknown)" dwells upon the mystery of life and of art.
The speaker is arrested by a portrait hanging in an art
gallery of a lady and tries to divine the secret of her
magnetic powers, wondering if other viewers were able to
fathom the mystery.

Am I the first of those who gaze.
Who may their meaning guess 
Yet dare not whisper lest the words 

Pale even painted cheeks?
(ii; 178)

The speaker seems to have guessed the secret of this lady 
with her "jewelled fingers," but she does not reveal it to 
the reader. We are left with a sense of mystery. We do

J

know that this woman had many suitors, if not lovers, and 
that one of them, "Perchance to ease his soul," painted 
this enigmatic portrait of her. The hint is that this 
woman is married ("jewelled fingers"), but unhappily (the 
"jewelled fingers writhe and gleam From out your sombre 
vest;"), and perhaps is being adulterous. The reader will 
never know for sure as the painter, or the speaker, or the 
woman knew.

There are five poems which deal with time and 
its effects. William Watson’s "Two Sonnets," "The Frontier" 
and "Night on Curbar Edge, Derbyshire," are perhaps the most 
obviously so. "The Frontier" is about the moment of insight, 
of understanding, at twilight when a

visionary glow.
Pendulous ’twixt the gold hour and the grey,
Lovlier than these, more eloquent than they 
Of memory, forsight, and life’s ebb and flow.

(I, 113)
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The speaker then parallels this moment also when he looks into
a beautiful woman’s face and sees

The first, faint, hesitant, elusive hint 
Of that invasion of the vandal years

(I, 113)
which will repalce the woman’s beauty with ugliness.

"Night on Curbar Edge, Derbyshire" is a sadder, more
desolate portrayal than "The Frontier," The speaker surveys
the scene before him and feels his isolation and solitude.
Even time itself becomes of lesser importance. The gulf
between the scene the speaker sees and man’s relative struggle
becomes apparent. One cannot help but be reminded of Matthew
Arnold’s "Dover Beach" because of the thought expressed in
the octet of this sonnet.

No echo of m a n ’s life pursues my ears;
Nothing disputes this Desolation’s reign;
Change comes not, this dread temple to profane.
Where time by aeous reckons, not by years.
Its patient form one crag, sole stranded, rears.
Type of whate’er is destined to remain
While you still host encamped on Night’s waste plain
Keeps armed watch, a million quivering spears.

(I, 114)
But Watson offers no solution or answer to m a n ’s plight as 
does Arnold. Instead we are left with "Tremendous Silence, 
older than the world." The poem is bleak and near despairing. 

"De Profundis," by S. Cornish Watkins, begins on a
similar note, questioning the values of life, but finds a 

resolution in the speaker’s realization that deep within man 
there is a "spark that might have been divine," and that, 
someday in the future, this spark may be rekindled and provide 
"A joyous ending to a grievous song." The lament is because
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"we are weary and the way is long." Man is bound by Fate 
and cannot change his destiny; in fact, man does not know 
his end. There is no rhyme or reason to existence but this 
"divine spark," and upon this one must pin all hope.

C.W. Dalmon’s "An Autumn Elegy," despite its title is 
also concerned with time. Autumn is but the occasion for 
musing :

Now it is fitting, and becomes us all 
To think how fast our time of being fades.

(IV, 247)
In this poem Year is personified and becomes representative 
of all mankind. When one does think on the briefness of life, 
and realizes that one’s allotted time on earth is fast coming 
to an end, it will not do, says Dalmon, to take cheer in the 
fact that others are just beginning to live. Death is a 
personal matter to be faced by each individual. Despite 
this, there is a note of optimism: the dying Year thinks:

"How fair the legend through the ages brought.
That still to live is Death’s most sweet surprise I"
The resolution of the poem is reaffirming: the daily 

reprieve from death is a good thing, even in the knowledge 
that death ultimately awaits.

These poems, despite the melancholy or reality of their 
awareness that life is hard, are hardly decadent. The senti
ment expressed ranges from sadness over Time’s destructive 
powers, to ah attitude that life is not bleak because of the 
after-life. The melancholy is not a pervasive feeling, but 
usually lapses in a half-hearted acceptance and, perhaps, the 
hint of hope in some sort of a resolution.
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