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ABSTRACT 

 
‘Myth-makers to eternity’: The Idea of the Poetic Drama in England, 1897-1928 

Kate Longworth   Submitted for the degree of D.Phil. 

Magdalen College  Trinity Term 2023 

 

This thesis examines a largely occluded and misunderstood movement in early twentieth 
century cultural history, when a significant number of poets and critics made repeated 
calls for the revival of ‘poetic drama,’ not as a coterie form, but as a viable alternative to 
the commercial theatre of their time. Throughout this period, writers including Stephen 
Phillips, Gordon Bottomley, John Drinkwater, Wilfrid Gibson, Lascelles Abercrombie and, 
ultimately, T.S. Eliot persistently delineated what they perceived as the need to restore to 
the theatre what had once been its more lofty functions. The theatre was a place where 
the real, it was suggested, could and should meet the ideal and renew the status of art as 
a crucial correspondence to an unassailable and timeless truth, restoring the ties of a 
fractured community. 

The eventual demise of this movement left an extraordinary body of writing in a kind 
of limbo, where it has since received little attention. A few critical studies have focused 
on the plays as literary artefacts and with a qualitative eye. In doing so, they obscure the 
broader critical and philosophical discourse that had been carrying and giving meaning to 
creative experiments in poetic drama since the turn of the century. Without that frame, 
this thesis argues, such experiments make little if any sense. 

This thesis places the story of the poetic drama in a broader history of ideas, with 
particular attention to the school of idealist metaphysics and moral philosophy that was 
dominant in the early decades of the twentieth century. In doing so it illuminates not only 
how very misunderstood the poetic dramatists have been from the point of view of 
cultural history, but also the riches that lie in their writings, both creative and critical, for 
our understanding of early twentieth century intellectual history more broadly. 
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Introduction 

There would seem to be strangely enough a kind of stirring in the air, that deep slow 
shiver before the storm, which gives the promise of movement. There are very large 
bodies of people who are either not satisfied with, or quite literally do not care for, the 
modern drama of “ideas.” These people take their own lives, in their own manner, quite 
seriously, and they often have a quite serious love for the beautiful which is repressed by 
the conditions under which they live. At one time many of these people did not go to a 
theatre, and many do not now. They went to church, but they do not now in any great 
numbers. … how … conceivable is it that, given any kind of real life to our poetic drama, 
large numbers of people would flock to the music of the “spoken word.” 

Stephen Phillips. “Some Reflections on Poetic Drama.” The Poetry Review 2:1 
(Jan. 1913): 7. 

Stephen Phillips wrote these words for the leading article in his first issue as editor of The Poetry 

Review in January 1913, giving the optimistic impression of an imminent revolution in public 

taste. Similar reflections had been appearing frequently since the turn of the century, when they 

had in fact derived much of their optimism from the phenomenal success as a poet and dramatist 

of Phillips himself. In 1902, Phillips had two plays running simultaneously in the West End. His 

royalties from these and from several successful publications had risen to £150 a week, and he 

was being compared in excitable tones in journals and newspapers to Webster, Chapman, Dumas, 

Milton, Marlowe, Sophocles and Shakespeare. The Times heralded Phillips’s success as a sign that 

‘there might be a chance of success for the poetic drama in London, and that the public [might] 

no longer … be confined to a diet of domestic comedy, musical farce, and Adelphi melodrama.’1  

Phillips’s subsequent plays, however, received increasingly poor and often savage reviews. 

They were ‘overburdened with spectacle,’ ‘bids for profit rather than for fame.’2 By 1908 he had 

effectively passed out of notice, virtually penniless, and his position as editor of the Poetry Review 

was arranged by friends in an attempt to rehabilitate his career. He held the position briefly, until 

his death in December 1915. In noticing his death, Galloway Kyle, his successor to the editorship, 

wrote that ‘[it is] not farewell so long as eyes can read, and tongue can speak, and memory recall 

 
1 "Paolo and Francesca," The Times, 1 Dec 1899, 39. 
2 J.P. Wearing, Dictionary of National Biography: Stephen Phillips (1864–1915) (Oxford University Press, 
1927 [cited 1 September 2008]); available from <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/olddnb/35514>. 
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the immortal lines compact with beauty, music and tenderness, he has added to English 

literature.’3 The remainder of the periodical press, however, could say little more than that ‘his 

later career did not, perhaps, realise his early promise.’4 Since his death, Phillips’s work has 

received virtually no critical attention and he is now very rarely noticed.  

The story of the spectacular rise and fall of Stephen Phillips is part of a larger phenomenon in 

literary and theatrical history that has by now been somewhat occluded. His overnight success 

was grasped by way of augury, as a sign of great thirst among the theatre-going public for the 

revival of ‘poetic drama,’ not as a coterie form, but as a viable alternative to the commercial 

theatre of the day. In Phillips’s own time and after, poets and critics such as Arthur Symons, 

Robert Bridges, Gordon Bottomley, Thomas Sturge Moore, John Drinkwater, Robert Trevelyan, 

Wilfrid W. Gibson, Lascelles Abercrombie and, ultimately, T.S. Eliot, persistently delineated what 

they perceived as the need to restore to the theatre what had once been its more lofty functions. 

Poetic drama, they asserted, was the ideal vehicle—and indeed the only vehicle—whereby the 

theatre might once again regain its cultural position as a place of serious reflection and renewal. 

This would not, however, be by means of a slavish reflection of social and political realities. 

Rather, it would detach the active significance of the drama from such temporal concerns, freeing 

it from the spectre of cultural relativism and anchoring it to an unassailable and timeless truth 

constituted in metaphysical terms.  

The case for poetic drama was to be taken up repeatedly in various forms over the following 

years. Looking back regretfully, several of the movement’s representative figures perceive its 

eventual demise as occurring with the first production of John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger in 

1956, when ‘angry prose’ took over the stage.5 The withdrawal from the theatre of the 

 
3 Galloway Kyle, "Edited by Stephen Phillips," Poetry Review 7, no. 1 (1916): 79. 
4 "Stephen Phillips," Athenaeum 4599 (1915): 464. 
5 Robert Speaight, for example, an actor who was closely involved with the poetic drama movement, said 
that it suffered from ‘a very violent change in public taste, a change which I date from Osborne’s Look Back 
in Anger in 1956. … then the whole idea of the poetic drama evaporated.’ See William B. Wahl, Poetic 
Drama Interviews: Robert Speaight, E. Martin Browne, & W.H. Auden, Salzburg Studies in English 
Literature. Poetic Drama & Poetic Theory; 24 (Salzburg: Institut fèur Englische Sprache und Literatur, 
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movement for poetic drama left an extraordinary body of writing, both critical and creative, in a 

kind of limbo, where it has since received little attention. In a sense, the fate of Stephen Phillips is 

akin to that of the movement for poetic drama itself. From the moment of his appearance and 

excessive lionising in the periodical press, and for the next few decades, it was hard to find a 

literary periodical that didn’t contain mention of the form, and the great need for it as the 

restorative for a sick and fractured society. And yet theatre historians, if they notice this 

movement at all, tend to focus on the plays as being at best ‘of largely period interest, unlikely to 

be staged again but still offering quiet rewards for the patient reader.’6 Detailed studies of the 

theatre in the twentieth century by Jean Chothia, Christopher Innes, Richard Eyre and Nicholas 

Wright, while acknowledging the poetic drama, tend to focus only briefly on works by later, more 

notable writers, those with canonical repute, and particularly Eliot, Auden and Isherwood.7 In 

doing so, they obscure the broader critical and philosophical discourse that had been carrying and 

giving meaning to creative experiments in poetic drama since the turn of the century. Without 

that frame, this thesis argues, such experiments make little if any sense. 

This thesis places the story of the poetic drama in a broader history of ideas, with particular 

attention to the school of idealist metaphysics and moral philosophy that was dominant in the 

early decades of the twentieth century. In doing so it illuminates not only how very 

misunderstood the poetic dramatists have been from the point of view of cultural history, but 

also the riches that lie in their writings, both creative and critical, for our understanding of early 

twentieth century intellectual history more broadly. It engages heavily with scholars in that field, 

 
Universitèat Salzburg, 1976), 14. Anne Ridler, when I spoke to her in May 2001, speculated that Osborne’s 
play ‘somehow hit the popular taste. … Helen Gardner used the phrase about Eliot’s characters, “operating in 
a kind of emotional twilight,” and I suppose that there continued to be something literary about the 
expression of emotions even in The Cocktail Party.’ See also Richard Eyre and Nicholas Wright, Changing 
Stages: A View of British Theatre in the Twentieth Century (London: Bloomsbury, 2000), 236-69, and Dan 
Rebellato, 1956 and All That: The Making of Modern British Drama (London: Routledge, 1999). 
6 Hugh Hunt, Kenneth Richards, and John Russell Taylor, The Revels History of Drama in English: 1880 to 
the Present Day, 8 vols., Vol.7 (London: Methuen, 1978), 221. 
7 Jean Chothia, English Drama of the Early Modern Period, 1890-1940 (London: Longman, 1996), Eyre and 
Wright, Changing Stages, C.D. Innes, Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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placing the movement for poetic drama within a vista of historical record which exhibits, as Peter 

E. Gordon puts it, ‘an acute consciousness of its own historical condition.’8 The task of the 

historian, he suggests, might be ‘to explore what happens when philosophers begin to imagine 

the manifold of connections between their own arguments and the world they inhabit.’ A 

commonplace strategy, ‘whereby philosophy effects its own movement from concepts to culture 

so as to claim for itself a larger and seemingly more elaborate significance.’  

This perspective, I would argue, is equally rewarding at the further edges of the ramification 

of such concepts, enabling us to trace the identification, development and transformation of 

philosophical concepts in literary culture, viewed as part of that broader web of significance. 

Philosophical idealism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was, perhaps, 

particularly preoccupied with its position in history, and prone to systematic normative principles, 

or at least to accusations of such. The intellectual historians referenced throughout this thesis 

are, in the main, tracing such movements of thought and practice in relation to state and civil 

society, in areas such as social policy, religion and education. The arts, though, were very much in 

the scope of the writings and indeed the practice of the British idealist philosophers, and the 

movement for poetic drama in particular demonstrates the broader ramification of their ideas.  

* * * 

Approaching the poetic drama movement with this lens, our view of its historical span and 

influence is extended beyond the concerns of a literary canon. In the decades following the stated 

demise of the poetic drama movement, a few critical studies did seek to bring about a more 

comprehensive retrieval of the plays, as literary artefacts and with a qualitative eye. The 

concentration of these studies on the movement’s more canonically consecrated representatives 

is perhaps unsurprising, given that they have often tended towards further clarion calls for the 

 
8 Peter E. Gordon, Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos (Cambridge MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2010), 3.   
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revival of the form. In their mission to define ‘the essential qualities of dramatic verse’ they tend 

to minimise the historical specificity of the movement, with all its inconsistencies and 

contradictions.9 They give us a picture of a movement that starts from the initiative of Yeats and 

Eliot, and is further developed in the 1930s and beyond by writers such as Christopher Fry, W.H. 

Auden, Christopher Isherwood, Stephen Spender and Louis MacNeice, and theatre practitioners 

such as E. Martin Browne, Rupert Doone and Ashley Dukes. It is necessary to dig fairly deep to 

find any sort of reference to Phillips, Bottomley, Abercrombie, Drinkwater or Gibson, poets and 

dramatists who in some cases experienced significant successes in the theatres of their own time, 

whose critical writings were prominent in the literary periodicals and whose activist momentum 

inspired Eliot’s early efforts.  

Irene Morra’s recent survey of Verse Drama in England, 1900-2015: Art, Modernity and the 

National Stage (2016) goes some way to correcting this view, by close reading a truly 

comprehensive range of texts. Hers is a study of ‘theatrical reform,’ tracing the ‘interaction of 

many of these poet-dramatists with larger and more inter-disciplinary definitions of drama.’10 

Interestingly, for Morra, ‘the critical occlusion of verse drama in England can be attributed in no 

small part to the association of its very renaissance or dawn with Christian drama.’ It is true that 

this association was to become so clearly drawn that Christopher Fry was given cause to 

comment that he was writing religious plays in 1950s primarily because he had been persistently 

guided in this direction.11 For Morra, although ‘it was through religious drama that the otherwise 

diffuse movement of poet-dramatists in the first half of the century seemed to achieve an 

immediately recognizable coherence,’ this was also ultimately their downfall, as by the 1950s 

 
9 Denis Donoghue, The Third Voice: Modern British and American Verse Drama (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1959), Arnold P. Hinchliffe, Modern Verse Drama, (London: Methuen, 1977), Glenda 
Leeming, Poetic Drama (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1989). 
10 Irene Morra, Verse Drama in England, 1900-2015 (London Bloomsbury Methuen, 2016), 18. See also 
Kasia Lech, Dramaturgy of Form: Performing Verse in Contemporary Theatre (London: Routledge, 2021) 
from the perspective of current theatre, dramaturgy and staging.  
11 Interview with the author, 14 June 2004. 
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‘modern verse drama became rapidly and apparently irredeemably associated with an outdated, 

exclusionary emphasis on religion.’ 

This is, however, a limited and limiting perspective on activity arising in large part from the 

Canterbury Festival plays, an event that occurs relatively late in the story of the poetic drama. 

This thesis argues that the driving mission of the poetic drama (and it did have a spiritual and 

vocational quality) is not simply one of theatrical reform, but of social and cultural 

transformation. Indeed, as this thesis demonstrates, the stated mission of the poetic dramatists 

was to build via the poetic drama an art that offers a place to go for modern unbelief, which 

offers comparable access to the spiritual, the higher mysteries that older, poetic dramatic 

traditions would access by drawing on publicly available orders of meaning. This was not only a 

literary project, but one that coincided with the birth of social policy, with debates on the proper 

uses of universal education, and which reached out to notions of a glorious national history. The 

later turn to religious drama does not draw together previously disparate forms and arguments 

and provide them with a mission statement. Rather, it represents an acceptance, in the late 1920s 

and via the strong influence of T.S. Eliot, of the limits of an existing mission that had been pored 

over and viewed from every angle for the previous thirty years. This thesis finishes the story of 

reform at the point of Eliot’s conversion of 1928, and in doing so gives much more sense to what 

comes after.  

In terms of qualitative literary analysis or theatrical production, this thesis does not make an 

argument for a restoration of the work of Stephen Phillips or the Georgian poets to the stage, or 

indeed the page. Although it uses close reading of plays by several of the key practitioners to 

illuminate the ideas with which they grappled, and although it makes a contribution to our 

understanding of theatre history, these are presented as levers of understanding in a broader 

history of ideas. This thesis is concerned with the idea of the poetic drama during this period—the 

fevered, almost fanatical adherence to its ideal realisation. Ideal, one might say, to the extent of 

being knowingly quixotic. It does not provide an exhaustive list or account of poetic dramas on 
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page or stage (so plentiful are these that to do so would be to produce a seemingly infinite 

chronicle), but rather uses selected plays to reflect a broader development of ideas and 

approaches.12  

Critical debates about the poetic drama, which are as (if not more) extensive as the plays 

themselves, reveal a great deal about currents of thought and the circulation of concepts such as 

ritual, religion and community. They are traced in this thesis through a body of critical material, 

much of it retrieved from periodical and newspaper sources, as well as unpublished and 

previously unexamined private correspondence, and in relation to writers, practitioners and 

institutional developments that previous studies of the form, and to a certain extent literary 

history more generally, have obscured. Concluding at the point at which most other studies have 

taken up the story, with Eliot’s early criticism, it will not only provide a more solid basis for further 

work in relation to the next distinct phase of activity in poetic drama, but more importantly act as 

a corrective to current understandings of the history and institutional genealogy of disciplinary 

traditions in literature and drama.  

* * * 

‘Dryden and his friends,’ said Eliot in his ‘Dramatic Poetry,’ ‘could discuss a “dramatic poetry” 

which actually existed, which was still being written; and their aim was therefore to construct its 

critical laws.’ That text, in a sense, is representative of the ultimate resting place of this thesis, 

and as such will be examined in the final chapter. Eliot’s further unpacking of this statement, 

however, provides a good starting point:  

We, on the other hand, are always discussing something which does not exist but which 
we should like to have brought into existence; so we are not occupied with critical laws; 

 
12 The astonishingly thorough works of Allardyce Nicoll provide some sense of the volume of such output. 
See Allardyce Nicoll, English Drama 1900-1930: The Beginnings of the Modern Period (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1973), a large portion of which is devoted to a handlist of plays with production 
details. 
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and so we range over a wide field of speculation, asking many questions and answering 
none.13 

Chapter 1 examines the rise and fall of Stephen Phillips. The young poet was launched into 

literary fame by means of a marketing ploy in the pages of a literary periodical, and upon being 

taken up by Herbert Beerbohm Tree was greeted by many as the new Shakespeare. The focus of 

Phillips’s plays, and the debates concerning their literary merit that took place across a large 

range of print publications, reveals layer upon layer of reference and relevance. The theatre was a 

place where the real, it was suggested, could and should meet the ideal and renew the status of 

art as a crucial correspondence to the order of being, to a larger spiritual background that was felt 

to be fading as it was endlessly theorised in new academic disciplines. An astonishing weight of 

pressure was placed on the young poet’s shoulders, such that his fall—which also took place 

within the periodical press—seemed inevitable.  

As English disciples of Yeats drew out their own position on the form, however, a movement 

for an English poetic drama seemed to have been set in motion. It was in criticising Phillips’s plays 

that Arthur Symons laid out some clear statements of the mission, albeit as he argued for a 

withdrawal from the commercial theatre. The vision, he suggested, was that of a practice built 

organically from within, away from ‘the wreckage of an obsolete popular culture.’14 One that 

might answer the neglect of the interior, the obscured, the spiritual for the English people.  

In chapter 2, we see the poets most closely associated with the Georgian Poetry anthologies 

take up the cause, with great passion and dogged persistence. Closer attention to their 

journalistic writings and correspondence illuminates their battle with the proponents of the New 

Drama, particularly Harley Granville-Barker, William Archer and George Bernard Shaw. Again, 

closer attention to the terms of their opposing claims for the drama points to a broader context in 

 
13 “A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry,” John Dryden & T.S. Eliot, Of Dramatick Poesie: An Essay, in The 
Complete Prose of T.S. Eliot: The Critical Edition (Johns Hopkins University Press & Faber & Faber, 2014) 
Vol.3, 396.  
14 Yeats, W.B., Mary FitzGerald, and Richard J. Finneran, The Irish Dramatic Movement, (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2003), 133. 
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highly publicised debates concerning the birth of social policy in England. The position of Barker, 

Archer and Shaw in relation to the Fabian arguments around poverty and welfare is clear. A few 

historians in particular have done a great deal in recent years to restore a fuller view of the 

central arguments between the Fabians, most notably represented by Beatrice and Sidney Webb, 

and the Idealists, particularly Helen Bosanquet of the Charity Organisation Society and her 

husband the philosopher Bernard Bosanquet.  

Writing as they do with the anti-theory imperative of their strong neo-Romanticism, it is easy 

to miss this broader, less directly cited context for the critical arguments of the Georgians. It is, 

however, one that greatly illuminates their approach. 

Chapter 3 sees the Georgians turn to debates around the proper use of education, and 

particularly of the teaching of literature and the use of drama. As a relatively new discipline, the 

study of English literature, as opposed to Literae Humaniores on the one hand, or the newer 

scientific disciplines on the other, was subject to some strongly expressed misgivings. Equally, 

however, it provided a focus for many of those who, with a range of perspectives, saw a civilising 

role of national importance in the teaching at schools and universities of the national language 

and literature.  

Picking up persistent complaints regarding the supposed neglect of speech training, the 

Georgians placed the poetic drama as a central concern across a range of endeavours dedicated 

to verse-speaking. Even as this movement provided a new focus and motivation for the poetic 

drama’s key practitioners, though, it also stimulated a shift in direction, a gradual acceptance of 

the limits of their mission and various kinds of move either away from the form, or into the 

‘chamber.’  

It is at this point that we see T.S. Eliot take up the cause of the poetic drama, a central pillar 

of his critical and creative programme, and of his journey to conversion in 1928. As the final 

chapter of this thesis will demonstrate, Eliot was passionately committed to the idea, the 
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‘possibility’ of the poetic drama. As early as the 1920s, after the publication of The Waste Land, 

he made a conscious decision to redirect his creative energies from the writing of poems to the 

writing of poetic drama, a commitment he largely maintained throughout his long career.  

Eliot’s early writings on this subject are only truly intelligible in light of the context provided 

in the first three chapters, and in chapter 4 his response to those debates is drawn out across a 

range of his critical works. Firstly, his position in relation to the broader arguments for the form 

outlined in the earlier chapters. Then, his struggle to define the poetic drama as a place to go for 

modern unbelief, an alternative to religious belief that might open a place for the unifying 

experience of the spiritual, of higher mysteries. And finally, as suggested above, we see a form of 

acceptance on Eliot’s part that paves the way for his writings for the stage, as well as for some 

powerful contributions to cultural theory—a turn to Christian metaphysics as the only viable 

solution, for Eliot at least, to the problems of a fractured society. 
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1. ‘The Book, the Pulpit and the Stage’: Stephen Phillips and the idea of a 
modern English poetic drama 

In the latter years of the nineteenth century, comments concerning a decline in the poetical 

quality of drama at the expense of ‘inexplicable dumb show and noise’ appeared with persistent 

regularity in the periodical press. ‘Unless a writer for the stage possess philosophical and poetic 

qualities,’ suggested one critic, he will produce only a ‘bald, purposeless patchwork’: imagination 

must be blended with profound thought; with its roots in ‘a moral basis,’ the ‘superstructure’ of 

the work might ‘sound the depths of the human soul’.15 Instead, another responded, ‘we marvel 

how far the moral thermometer may descend.’16 ‘The moral and the ideal exultation of the 

drama,’ said another, ‘was not to be accomplished by means of the ephemeral art of the actor; 

the greatest of dramatists,’ Shakespeare, ‘suffices for all time,’ and his work ‘produces the genius 

that illustrates it.’17 But the only plays that are nourished in the theatrical culture of the age, 

insisted yet another critic in 1869, ‘are those in which that most needless teaching of self-

admiration is inculcated […] sensation melodrama, realistic comedy, burlesque, and farce.’18  

It is impossible for any durable revivification of the drama without poetic genius, the 
Archimedean lever of progress! […] What an impulse would be given to the drama by a 
new and great genius, were he to arise!’19  

This chapter will examine the moment when the sudden leap to literary fame of Stephen Phillips 

was greeted by many as just such an event.   

Phillips’s success as a playwright in the West End was to draw attention to the cause of the 

English poetic drama, not only as it related to dramatic convention, but also as an emblematic 

concern for broader social and cultural issues. Phillips’s reception by the reading and theatre-

going public, or a particular portion of it, was such that his son later reflected that ‘the absurd and 

 
15 Beta, "The Drama, Poetry and Philosophy," Theatrical Journal 11, no. 525 (1850): 5. 
16 Veteran, "Poetic Plays and Prosaic Trash," Theatrical Journal 14, no. 715 (1853): 263. 
17 Victor, "A New Drama," Theatrical Journal 18, no. 912 (1857): 172. 
18 K, "The Poetic Drama and its Critics," Musical World 47, no. 35 (1869): 607. 
19 Victor, "A New Drama," 172. 
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hysterical adulation of women alone represented the mass hysteria offered to poor Rudolph 

Valentino.’20 This adulation was primarily the product of a deliberately created controversy in the 

pages of the Academy under the influence of the publisher John Lane and the editorship of 

Charles Lewis Hind.  

While Phillips’s fortunes were suggestive of illuminating connections and correspondences 

between cultures and institutions of theatre and of print, there is a vista beyond them of 

anxieties relating to the social order. Attention not only to the plays themselves but equally to the 

creation of Phillips as a star, to the critical voices that surrounded him, the literary and historical 

source material, the instituted theatre event, all of these reveal persistent tensions around a 

perceived disintegration of the bonds of community. At the crux of the persistent and 

impassioned calls for a new poetic drama that surrounded Phillips was a dogged adherence to 

poetic idealism and the ideal, collective theatrical event as the means to repair the broken ties of 

civil society.  

i. Cultures of theatre and print, and the rise of Stephen Phillips 

As Raymond Williams has pointed out, the late nineteenth century had seen ‘an extraordinary 

wave of building, rebuilding and furnishing’ in London’s theatre district. ‘In 1850 there had been 

nineteen theatres; in 1900 there were sixty-one, as well as some forty music halls.’ Theatrical 

culture ‘had been more centrally and solidly established than at any other time, before or since.’21 

In tracing links between the development of social and theatrical environments through the 

nineteenth century, Williams repeatedly draws upon an interesting corollary: in the period 

between 1830 and 1860, he notes, ‘the theatre, like the press and publishing, became open, 

varied and in its own forms vigorous.’ Though an even faster rate of growth followed, ‘new 

dividing lines appeared between the “respectable” and the “popular”, and at the respectable end 

 
20 Stephen Phillips Jnr., Letter to Clifford Bax, 24 May 1950 [Harry Ransom]. 
21 Raymond Williams, Culture and Materialism, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 2005), 133. 
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there was an integration of middle-class and fashionable audiences and tastes.’22 Theatrical forms 

developed that had observable ‘close connections to other elements of the new urban popular 

culture’: a close correlate to the melodrama, for example, was ‘the new kind of Sunday paper, 

combining sensation, scandal and radical politics.’23 At the close of his reflections he notes that, 

although D.H. Lawrence had, early in his writing career, written ‘consistently and sometimes 

successfully in a kind of naturalist drama,’ he had not, in the particular circumstances that had 

prevented the naturalist drama from taking hold in England, been able to get his plays produced. 

As a result, Williams suggests, he had come to rely ‘on the more open medium of print.’24  

That very ‘openness’ of print relates to concerns that were by necessity expressed within its 

limits, but which questioned the nature of its supposed advantages. As Richard Altick observed, 

‘the democratization of reading’ in the nineteenth century ‘led to a far-reaching revolution in 

English culture.’  

No longer were books and periodicals written chiefly for the comfortable few; more and 
more, as the century progressed, it was the ill-educated mass audience with pennies in its 
pocket that called the tune to which writers and editors danced.25 

Of the newspapers and magazines that brought England’s literate millions into their most regular 

contact with the written word in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—and indeed that 

by means of reviews were to a large extent responsible for directing the circulation via 

booksellers, lending libraries and so on of books—decades of scholarly bibliographical research 

have not yet assessed their number. At one time researchers estimated that there might have 

been up to 16,000 titles published during the Victorian era. By means of their scholarship (in 

particular that of John North published in the Waterloo Directory) that estimate has by now been 

 
22 Ibid., 132. 
23 Ibid., 137, 34. 
24 Ibid., 146. 
25 Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader: a Social History of the Mass Reading Public, 1800-1900 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 5. 
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revised to 125,000 items or more.26 H.G. Wells, whose early fiction was commissioned by Charles 

Lewis Hind for the Pall Mall Budget, reflected that ‘the last decade of the nineteenth century was 

an extraordinarily favourable time for new writers’. His own good fortune ‘was set in the luck of a 

whole generation of aspirants. Quite a lot of us from nowhere were “getting on.”’ 

For a generation the prestige of the great Victorians remained like the shadow of vast 
trees in a forest, but now that it was lifting, every weed and sapling had its chance … The 
habit of reading was spreading to new classes with distinctive needs and curiosities.27  

Novelists, poets, playwrights and critics were all affected to a large extent by the commercial 

dominance of what by the late nineteenth century had emerged as powerful cultural institutions: 

‘below and above alike there was opportunity, more public, more publicity, more publishers and 

more patronage.’ However, although writers and theatre practitioners were negotiating spaces of 

their own devising for the production and circulation of their art—little magazines, private 

theatre clubs, artisan hand presses and so on—these did not entail a straightforward resistance 

to commodification or retreat from the domain of public culture, the relationship with which was 

always fundamentally in question.  

A persistent anti-theatricality finds its corollary in the period with a resistance to the idea of 

print, and both are visible in the critical dialogue that dominates many of these new publications. 

It was in this context, and primarily in print, that the rise and fall of Stephen Phillips played out, 

and acted as an impetus for debates about the poetic drama which were to long outlast his 

reputation. 

In the relatively recent field of periodical research, the Academy has been particularly well 

served by Diderik Roll-Hansen’s 1957 study, Victorian Intellectuals in Revolt.28 Roll-Hansen’s 

 
26 Waterloo Directory of English Newspapers and Periodicals, 1800-1900, (North Waterloo Academic Press, 
2018) 
27 H.G. Wells, Experiment in Autobiography: Discoveries And Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain (Since 
1866), Vol.2 (London: V. Gollancz, 1934), 506-7. 
28 Diderik Roll-Hansen, The Academy, 1869-1879: Victorian Intellectuals in Revolt, Anglistica volume 8, 
(Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1957). 
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account, however, stops at the death of Charles Appleton, its founding editor, in 1879.29 His 

representation of the Academy’s later progress, summarised under the heading ‘The 

Degeneration of an Academic Journal,’ is in fact somewhat belied by indications of its notoriety 

and influence under the editorship of Charles Lewis Hind. It was by means of Hind’s influence 

between 1896 and 1903 that Stephen Phillips shot to literary fame, and it is instructive to 

examine the publication’s fortunes during this period.30  

The Academy under Appleton was positioned as an instrument of reform, a qualitative 

intervention in the intellectual life of the nation, deriving its critical legitimacy from the 

contributors’ unselfish pursuit of academic research at England’s great seats of learning. In Roll-

Hansen’s narrative the publication struggles on through its twilight years after Appleton’s death, 

‘faithful to the cause’ but increasingly and regrettably marked by concessions to the ‘ordinary 

literary type’ of journal. For him the Academy’s death knell was finally sounded when it was 

purchased by the wealthy American wholesale medicine merchant, John Morgan Richards, and 

placed into the hands of a series of editors ‘with mainly political and financial interests.’31 A host 

of new publications, as well as the abolition of advertisement duty in 1853, newspaper stamp 

duty in 1855 and paper duty in 1861 had created fresh opportunities for advertisers; and as 

overheads increased with the development of printing technology, newspaper proprietors 

became increasingly dependent on them.32 

Charles Lewis Hind, in the meantime, had experienced at first hand the insecurity of a 

journalistic career. Even as he was losing his position at the Pall Mall Budget, withdrawn in 1896, 

Richards was looking to purchase a literary periodical to showcase the talents of his daughter, 

Pearl Craigie—or, by her nom de plume, John Oliver Hobbes. Having maintained a regular and 

 
29 See "Appleton, Charles Edward Cutts Birchall (1841–1879)," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004, accessed 12 Aug., 2010, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/595. 
30 In terms of extant records, there is little surviving material available about The Academy beyond the 
journal itself. 
31 Roll-Hansen, The Academy, 220. 
32 See John Morgan Richards, With John Bull and Jonathan: Reminiscences Of 60 Years of an American’s 
Life in England and in the United States (London: T. Werner Laurie, 1905). 
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sympathetic correspondence with Craigie for some years, Hind received a letter from her father: 

‘if you wish to return to journalism, I shall be pleased to purchase a weekly journal for you to edit, 

or, if you prefer it, I will provide the capital for you to start a new one.’ Dining with John Lane, 

Hind recalls tapping a copy of the Academy and telling Lane ‘That’s my choice.’ ‘“You’re in luck,’ 

replied Lane: ‘the Academy is in the market.”’33 

To the Oxford scholars who for over a quarter of a century had carried out their work without 

remuneration, Richards and Hind between them must have seemed the embodied antithesis of 

the publication’s editorial policy since its inception. The Academy, its new editorial team 

announced, was to be ‘considerably enlarged in size,’ with ‘new type’ and ‘improvements […] in 

the technicalities of the paper.’ A notable inclusion would be reproductions from the ‘admirable 

collection of portraits of men of letters in the National Portrait Gallery, […] separately printed on 

specially prepared paper.’ 

The Editor will seek to develop rather than to alter those traditional features which have 
distinguished the Academy during the past twenty-seven years; but modern literature will 
be treated more in the modern spirit than has hitherto been considered advisable.34 

The ‘academic and educational character’ of the Academy, the notice suggested, would be 

maintained by means of ‘occasional supplements,’ but advertisements from the academic presses 

dwindled in size, while other publishers added their ranges of ‘six-shilling novels,’ ‘gift books’ and 

‘illustrated story books’ to their lists. One product in particular appears frequently, often on a rare 

full page, addressed ‘to AUTHORS’ for the ‘Blaisdell Self-Sharpening Pencil,’ the ‘most ingenious 

thing of the hour.’ The following October shares in Blaisdell Pencils Limited were advertised in 

The Times: ‘In the United States it is generally admitted that the Blaisdell Pencil is one of the most 

 
33 C. Lewis Hind, Naphtali: Being Influences and Adventures While Earning a Living by Writing (London: 
John Lane, 1926), 106. See also John Feather, A History of British Publishing, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 
2006), 173. 
34 "Notice," The Academy 1279 (1896): 341. 
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ingenious and permanent inventions of the century.’35 The Managing Director of the company 

was, of course, John Morgan Richards.  

These, it is important to remember, were the pages in which Stephen Phillips, the new hope 

for an English poetic drama, emerged so suddenly and with such fanfare onto the literary scene. 

‘From to-day,’ suggested Hind in his first issue, ‘an attempt will be made to widen the scope of 

[the Academy’s] interests and influence. The growing public feeling for literature, which is so 

marked a feature of these times, justifies such an endeavour.’ Hind, with his ‘star writers’ Francis 

Thompson, Lionel Johnson and Arnold Bennett, strove to ‘relate literature to life, […] to instil 

change and the happy accidents of events into our solemn weekly chronicle.’36 Hind’s opening 

‘retrospect’ makes clear that the appeal of the Academy lay in the ‘high character’ of its brand, as 

he reprinted selections from previous contributors including Matthew Arnold, William Morris, 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Walter Pater and Robert Louis Stevenson.37 At the same time, with no 

university education himself, he found the convention of the Academy oppressive: ‘those heavy 

pages, containing heavy reviews of heavy books which burdened the first half of the paper […] 

there is something deadening about a long book review in a paper that is trying to be gay.’38 

Where previous editors had worked to set the Academy apart from the endlessly 

proliferating range of new literary periodicals, Hind strove to place it at the centre of every 

controversy, and indeed managed to create a few in its pages. Alongside reviews he published 

articles on ‘younger reputations’ and ‘what the people read,’ ‘at home portraits’ of authors and a 

sort of literary gossip column, written by Hind—‘Things Seen’. Readers were invited to 

participate, with competitions offering, for example, one guinea to the subscriber who could 

suggest the best name for a motorcar: The Runagate; The Bandersnatch; The Flying Dustman; or 

the d’Oily Cart. On another occasion the attention of readers was drawn to a letter received from 

 
35 "Miscellaneous Companies," The Times (London), Oct 19 1897, A13. 
36 Stephen Phillips, Christ in Hades (London: John Lane, 1917), 44. 
37 "The Academy: A Retrospect," The Academy 1280 (14 November 1896): 375. 
38 Phillips, Christ in Hades, 40. 
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a disgruntled author unhappy with a review. ‘How should a courteous editor reply to this 

discourteous letter?’ In the following issue the writer in question received thirty-two replies. 

Special ‘Competition Supplements’ offered prizes of five guineas for poems, short stories, essays 

and critical articles, and a page of the Academy was put ‘at the service of the unprofessional 

commentator’ under the heading ‘The Amateur Critic.’39 

In 1897, Hind approached his proprietor with a proposal to institute a British ‘Academy of 

Letters’ via the pages of the Academy in connection with which ‘a book of signal merit will be 

crowned each year.’ An award of one hundred guineas, suggested Hind to Richards, ‘showed we 

meant business.’40 In addition, ‘an author of younger reputation’ would be awarded fifty guineas. 

In the issue for 6 November, ‘An Academy of Letters’ was announced with ‘a suggested list’ of 

forty immortels. The list, the editorial explained, was ‘based on a consensus of opinions gathered 

from the staff of this journal.’41 In fact, said Hind later, the task of choosing forty names ‘was one 

of magnitude and some misery. We knew that, however the list was fashioned, we should be 

violently criticised.’42 ‘Whether English literature is served or hindered by the official existence of 

such an institution,’ the piece states provocatively, ‘need not now be discussed.’ 

Letters were sent out inviting comment, with the replies printed in the following issue.43 

Arthur Quiller-Couch, W.R. Nicoll, Oscar Browning, J.E.C. Welldon, Austin Dobson, H.G. Wells and 

a representative of the Oxford Union identified only as ‘Orielensis’ all forwarded their 

suggestions, many of them pitched with humorous intent: ‘of course the most readable were 

those we could not print.’44 Wells chided the editors for instituting a literary ‘parlour game’ with 

all the ‘interminable … gossip’ that it necessarily gave rise to, while the aged W.E. Gladstone, one 

of the journal’s suggested Academicians, begged to be excused from the project on account of his 

 
39 Ibid., 45-6. 
40 Ibid., 47. 
41 "An Academy of Letters," Academy 52 (1897): 376.  
42 Phillips, Christ in Hades, 47. 
43 "An Academy of Letters: Various Views," Academy 52 (1897): 401-4. 
44 Phillips, Christ in Hades, 49-50. 
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advanced age. Punch published a satirical notice about this ‘new menagerie of letters’ and its 

attendant scheme to ‘furnish a noble source of sustenance to the starving hero of the year. […] 

Apart from the grosser incentive,’ it noted, ‘the Greatest Writers’ might be encouraged to 

become, ‘if possible, Greater Still.’ A set of letters followed purporting to be from disgruntled 

writers excluded from the list, such as Sarah Grand, William Watson, Richard Le Gallienne and 

John Davidson.45 ‘It would be well,’ stated an editorial in the Academy’s next issue, ‘if all literary 

persons wrote as epigrammatically as Mr. “Punch” makes them,’ before printing a selection from 

the article for their readers’ amusement. However, ‘we cannot think him inspired,’ it states, ‘in 

using “The Schoolmaster at Home” as a pseudonym for the “ACADEMY.” Nous avons changé tout 

çela.’46 The scheme received further attention in the correspondence pages of the daily 

newspapers, including an outraged letter to The Times from Swinburne which Hind gleefully 

reproduced:  

The notion of an English Academy is too seriously stupid for farce and too essentially 
vulgar for comedy. But that a man whose outspoken derision of the academic ideal or 
idea has stood on record for more than a few years, […] should enjoy the unsolicited 
honour of nomination to a prominent place in so unimaginable a gathering—colluvies 
literarum it would probably turn out to be, if it ever slunk into shape and writhed into 
existence—well, it seems to me that the full and proper definition of so preposterous an 
impertinence must be left to others than the bearer of the name selected for the 
adulation of such insult.47  

‘Mr. Swinburne, it is hardly necessary to state,’ replied the editorial, ‘was included in our 

suggested list of Academicians for his poetry, never for his prose.’ Reproduced with equal delight 

a week later is a translation of Swinburne’s letter into French for the benefit of the readers of 

L’Echo de Paris: ‘Quel style, bone Deus!’48 George Bernard Shaw’s reply to the Academy’s request 

for feedback was characteristically percipient: ‘My compliments to your staff,’ he wrote, ‘and say, 

 
45 "The New Menagerie of Letters," Punch 113 (1897): 238. For further background on the literary culture of 
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please, that I hardly know whether to congratulate them on their initiative or confound their 

impudence. […] Need I say, […] as a keen journalist, that I congratulate you on the cleverest 

advertisement of the year?’49 

When it came to the final bestowal of its awards, the Academy claimed that ‘the men of 

letters of whom we requested an opinion differed so completely as to be of little help as guides. 

The task of selecting recipients, therefore, devolved wholly on ourselves.’ The ‘final list of 

Academicians’ never appeared. The fifty guineas went to W.E. Henley for an introductory essay to 

a volume of Robert Burns. The first prize of one hundred guineas for the book of the year, the 

ultimate ‘coronation’, went to the relatively unknown Stephen Phillips for his Poems. ‘Mr. 

Phillips,’ the editorial states, ‘has qualities out of which the very staff of poetry is wrought. […] His 

heart is attuned to beauty and the meaning of things, and to those who have ears to hear he will 

endeavour to interpret them.’50 

Phillips was one of John Lane’s poets, thirty-three years of age at the time of his coronation.51 

In 1890 his poetry had opened the pamphlet Primavera, published in Oxford and also featuring 

verse by Arthur Cripps, Manmohan Ghose and Phillips’s cousin, Laurence Binyon.52 After a few 

private publications he had published Eremus: A Poem (1894) and Christ in Hades (1897), of which 

the latter had received some particularly favourable notices.53 ‘The admirers of Mr. Phillips are a 

growing band,’ noted an Academy editorial on 4 December 1897, which indeed included Wilfred 

and Alice Meynell, whose Sunday afternoon gatherings were regularly attended by Phillips, 

Henley and Hind.54 As a result of the Academy’s crowning, Phillips became the subject of a 
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phenomenal weight of attention. The first edition of Poems sold out almost immediately and by 

1901 was in its twelfth edition. 

The success of that volume revived a long-held ambition of Phillips to write for the theatre. 

While an actor in Frank Benson’s company (another distant cousin) he had submitted a 

manuscript, ‘a sort of Frankenstein idea, only that the monster was amiable instead of 

maleficent,’ only to have it handed back to him without a word several months later.55 Following 

his cousin’s rise to fame, Benson later produced the short piece Aylmer’s Secret as a curtain-raiser 

to his 1905 Comedy of Errors at the Adelphi. Reviews suggested that Benson’s earlier reaction had 

been justified, but by that time Phillips had secured further commissions, the first from George 

Alexander: Paolo and Francesca was published in 1900 by Lane and ran at Alexander’s St James 

Theatre for 134 performances in 1902.  

1897 had also been a landmark year for Herbert Beerbohm Tree. With profits accumulated as 

actor-manager at the Haymarket he lavishly refurbished and reopened Her Majesty’s Theatre. 

There he achieved exceptional profitability and his productions were noted and anticipated for 

their highly wrought and often spectacular scenery and effects. He was not, as a reviewer for the 

National Observer had noted in 1894, ‘the first gifted comedian and character actor who [had] 

been fired with a laudable if injudicious desire to soar to the top of the topmost heights of tragic 

and poetic drama.’56 And so the appeal of Phillips and his seemingly ready-made literary 

reputation was clear. With, it seems, a great deal of close collaboration between the two men 

and luscious scores from Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, there followed Herod (1900, seventy-eight 

performances), Ulysses (1902, 132 performances), Nero (1906, 127 performances) and (with J. 

Comyns Carr) a translation of Goethe’s Faust (1908, 113 performances). Phillips’s reputation 

came to be as closely associated with that of Tree’s as it had been with the Academy’s lively 
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brand of literary journalism. Indeed, recognising the latter’s part in his author’s sales, John Lane 

exploited the periodical format as an advertising tool, launching the Bodley Head Bulletin to 

promote his lists on the American market; according to the first issue, Paolo and Francesca had 

even before its production sold 9000 copies in just two months, ‘and the demand continues 

unabated.’57 

The collapse of Phillips’s reputation has served to diminish the quality of his finely wrought 

blank verse. While it does not perhaps seem to merit the Academy’s excessive lionising, neither 

did it deserve the contempt meted out to it in competing publications or in the years that 

followed. Certainly the young poet did not help himself by assailing journal editors with indignant 

attacks upon their critics (‘I knew years ago far more about metre than my critics have yet 

learned. … Do they really read Milton? And if they read, do they really understand?’58), but it did 

seem that some critics applied little subtlety of interpretation to his plays. Addressing Paolo and 

Francesca with the question ‘Has a Great Dramatic Poet Arisen in England?’ a critic in the Literary 

Digest informed his readers that ‘the incidents’ of the play ‘are historical: the only essential 

innovation is the character of the widowed and childless cousin of Giovanni, Lucrezia Degl’ 

Onesti’.59 In fact the play represents an intriguing examination of the links between literary 

narrative and the perception of fate, its characters brought into play from a range of mythical and 

historical sources. While Phillips undoubtedly follows Dante in many respects, the character in 

question would seem to be strongly influenced by a series of four paintings by Botticelli 

commissioned in 1483 on the occasion of the marriage of Giannozzo Pucci to Lucrezia Bini. They 

recount the tale of Nastagio degl’ Onesti taken from Boccaccio’s Decameron, who, despairing at 

his ‘harsh and hard and wild’ love’s refusal of marriage, walks in the forest alone. There he sees a 

nude woman pursued by a pack of dogs and a knight on horseback. Catching up with her, the 

 
57 "About Stephen Phillips and His Paolo and Francesca," John Lane’s Bodley Head Bulletin 1:1 (1900): 1. 
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knight catches the woman, slays her, cuts out her heart and feeds it to the dogs. The woman 

rises, flees once again and is caught repeatedly in the same fashion. This woman had also rejected 

this knight. Nastagio invites his love to the forest for a banquet, where the horror of this 

repeating vision persuades her of the error of her ways and she accepts his proposal.  

Unlike Lucrezia Pucci, however, Phillips’s creation is a ‘barren, restless woman,’ confined by 

an intertextual confusion of motive and endlessly repeating fate.60 Having ‘first sowed’ in her son 

Giovanni’s mind ‘the apprehension of Francesca’s youth,’ she strives to protect him from the 

betrayal of his brother which she herself has foretold and designed: ‘and yet I have a joy, / A 

bitter joy!’61  

In prose that contrasts with the blank verse in which the literary phantoms experience their 

fate, the soldiers and servants of the court live out their human destiny, ‘To love and go, and love 

again, to fight and love again, and go – a good life, too.’62 ‘I have wept but on the pages of a 

book,’ complains Francesca as she and Paolo read of the fate of Lancelot and Guinevere, ‘And I 

have longed for sorrow of my own.’63 ‘Did I not sing to thee in Babylon?’ asks Paolo in confused 

recognition; ‘Or did we set a sail in Carthage Bay?’ replies Francesca.64 ‘There is still a world of 

men for a man!’ exclaims Paolo in the company of soldiers. ‘I'll lose her face in flashing brands, 

her voice / In charging cries’.65 But his is the ‘curse of cain’: bound to betray his brother by fate he 

‘cannot fly’ but ‘must not stay’.66  

‘Infinite her lightest whisper grows,’ he tells the drug-seller Pulci, whose name recalls the 

author of the Morgante, as he plans his suicide. ‘Old man, there is within this purse a calm / 
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Decline for thee to death, and quiet hours. / Take it, and give me in exchange some drug / That 

can fetch down on us the eternal sleep / Anticipating the slow mind of God.’67 

All of Phillips’s subsequent plays for Tree explore similar themes, albeit with a more bluntly 

moralising tone. ‘By me has he been taught,’ reflects Seneca on the ascendency of Nero. ‘Careless 

of empire,’ his mother Agrippina complains, he ‘strings but verse to verse. / How shall this dove 

attain the eagle cry?’ Yet, admits the fictional Seneca, his pupil may not have absorbed those 

lessons relating to the limits of mortality which scholars had by the time of Phillips’s plays derived 

from the historical writer’s surviving texts. 

True, the harp, the song, 
The theatre, delight this dreamer: true, 
He lives but in imaginations: yet 
Suppose this aesthete made omnipotent, 
Feeling there is no bar he cannot break, 
Knowing there is no bound he cannot pass; 
Might he not then despise the written page, 
A petty music, and a puny scene? 
Conceive a spectacle not witnessed yet, 
When he, an artist in omnipotence, 
Uses for colour this red blood of ours, 
Composes music out of dreadful cries, 
His orchestra our human agonies, 
His rhythms lamentations of the ruined, 
His poet’s fire not circumscribed by words, 
But now translated into burning cities, 
His scenes the lives of men, their deaths a drama, 
His dream the desolation of mankind, 
And all this pulsing world his theatre.68 

‘I can no longer write,’ Nero wails at the end of the play, tormented by visions of his murdered 

mother; ‘Ah! What an artist perishes in me.’ Agrippina is ‘mightier having drunk of death,’ as she 

‘quench[es] the holy fire within me.’69  

As Rome burns, Phillips provides declamatory fireworks worthy of the great Beerbohm Tree. 

The destruction of Rome is ‘not the act of a mortal mind, / But is the huge conception of a spirit / 
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Dreaming beyond the tomb a mighty thought.’ Only ‘Rome in ashes’ can appease Agrippina: ‘Let 

the fire rage and purge me of her blood!’70 ‘Be satisfied with nothing but the world,’ he bids his 

mother. ‘Thou, Thou, didst create the world / In the stars innumerably smiling. / Thou art life, 

thou art God, thou art I!’71 Similarly, Herod bids every man ‘stand sentinel ‘gainst truth, / And 

watch the gates against reality!’ as his rule crumbles and he refuses to accept that his wife, 

assassinated on his own order, is dead.72 ‘The first step is with us; then all the road, / The long 

road is with Fate.’73 

I tell you we are fooled by the eye, the ear. 
These organs muffle us from that real world 
That lies about us, we are duped by brightness. 
The ear, the eye doth make us deaf and blind 74 

‘They who grasp the world,’ his physician suggests as Herod rapidly fades, ‘The kingdom and the 

power and the glory, / Must pay with deepest misery of spirit, / Atoning unto God for a brief 

brightness’.75 ‘The gods command,’ Ulysses intones with typical stoicism: ‘we mortals but obey.’76  

Considering the merits of a modern English poetic drama, John Todhunter in the Fortnightly 

Review suggested that poetry ‘has its intellectual, as well as its emotional pole, and can weigh, 

measure, compare and pass judgement in the very process of creation,’ in which the two poles 

‘are satisfied and made one’: ‘poetic drama is one of the highest forms of this recreation of life by 

imagination’.77 While ‘poetical feeling’ may be shared ‘with the green-grocer walking arm-in-arm 

with his wife, in Hyde Park,’ poetry as an act of creation is one shared by the poet ‘with none 

other among God’s creatures.’ And for the Living Age, the poetic drama, ‘by the mere fact of the 

language in which it is written, takes us still further from the external realities of ordinary 
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conversation’ towards an ‘absolute’ truth that ‘no human tongue can wholly tell.’78 The dramatist 

may produce a ‘copy’ of life, and he may ‘copy well, well enough to take in the ignorant. … but is 

there not always some essential thing left out?’79 ‘At no time in our history,’ insisted John 

Lawrence Lambe, ‘was there a moment when we had so great a need of the highest and noblest 

in drama as now, when the stage is rapidly assuming an importance, gaining an influence, and 

exciting an interest greater than at any period since Shakespeare died.’ Why, then, ‘of all the 

forms of Art which have delighted and ennobled man in the past two thousand years,’ which have 

reflected the highest in drama ‘as the body reflects the soul,’ does the poetic drama seem 

‘incapable of adaptation to modern needs and interests’?80 

For William Dean Howells, reflecting upon Phillips’s plays in the North American Review, the 

problem was the theatre itself, ‘that arch-enemy of the drama.’ Certainly the poet should study 

the base ‘carpentry’ of the stage, but only ‘to save himself from its falsity’ and bend its traditions 

to his truth. Upon reading Herod he professed to ‘an uncomfortable sense as to the presence of a 

third party, which, upon closer examination of my consciousness, appeared to be an actor.’ 

Phillips, he suggested, seemed to have ‘taken instruction of the player, whose business it is most 

strictly and obediently to take instructions of the poet, if their common art is to prosper in forms 

of permanent beauty.’81 A poetic play, Todhunter suggests, faces one with ‘a more idealized play 

of emotion and dramatic action, and a more idealized form of language with new difficulties to be 

mastered.’ There were very few actors who possessed ‘the power of sinking their own personality 

in an ideal one.’  

The plane of the ideal is distinctly raised—it may be to an Olympian height—above the 
level of the prose drama.82 
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Only a rigorous training in the speaking of verse would enable an actor to focus an audience’s 

attention on the ‘essential qualities’ of the drama as opposed to its ‘accessories,’ for audiences 

themselves presented a significant obstacle to the process of dramatic art. They ‘take their 

theatre as if it were morphia, or at least a glass of champagne.’ They want ‘spectacle, on which 

they can repose their eyes without troubling their minds by any further considerations.’ 83 

The fickleness of the play-going public, and their demand for something new—they 
scarcely know what—is partly due to the unrest produced by the feeling that England is at 
present passing through a critical period in her national development.84 

In light of the ‘commercialism’ that rules not only in the theatre but elsewhere, it was 

inevitable for the Living Age that ‘the taste of the crowd’ should carry such weight in relation to 

questions of supply and demand: ‘it is all a simple business matter’.85 Indeed, for Arthur 

Maquarie, the fortunes of the contemporary verse play were at the mercy of a ‘sick and suffering 

system of press reviewing’. The newspaper reviewers write for the entertainment of the 

newspaper-reading public, suggested Maquarie, ‘with an eye on the publisher’s advertisement.’ 

While the great mass of writers are working for a living, the man who devotes his 
emotional and intellectual gifts, his years of preparation and, say, two years of his life to 
the writing of a drama in blank verse, can have no motive of sordid gain in his heart.86 

The Academy suggested that the revival of poetic drama might indeed prove ‘impossible in an age 

that really has not time for more enduring things than money and motors; but gird up your loins, 

poetic dramatists! … though you only achieve bankruptcy today, the future is yours.’87 

Although Hind and his proprietor had been quick to deploy market-driven tactics to launch 

their periodical afresh and rid it of its rather high-minded connotations, their crowning of Phillips 

with his one hundred guineas was cast in distinctly anti-commercial terms. Phillips’s art, the 

editorial suggested, served to highlight and emphasise the gulf between those who bend to the 
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pressures of the ‘market-place’ and write ‘the literature of commerce,’ and those who ‘keep their 

artistic conscience pure and undefiled.’ 

Men must have something tangible to work for: the popular novelist finds his reward in 
the cheques of his agent, the literary student in the distant beckoning of a professorship. 
The artist alone works for nothing but the satisfaction of his own conscience and the 
silent esteem of those who respect art.88 

Phillips’s reputation was inextricably bound to that of the Academy, however, and many were 

quick to declare their distaste for the means by which he had come to such repute, a distaste that 

perhaps inevitably found space in the columns of competing publications. ‘Merit … such as Mr. 

Phillips’,’ noted the Athenaeum, ‘at once forces itself upon the attention and lacks the quality 

which should justify that attention in a signal degree.’89 A review of the crowned edition in the 

Literary World speculated that, 

should Mr. Phillips continue the rest of his poetical career according to this beginning, it is 
not easy to say where he will bring up, but we are willing to concede that he has made a 
beginning. Doubtless his poetry will become fashionable; the glittering crown of golden 
guineas which the Academy has placed upon it will secure that; but then fashion in poetry 
is much like other fashions, capricious and often unreasoning, not to say unreasonable.90 

In the busy discourse that pursued Phillips’s fortunes, his prize, subsequent publications and 

West End success, whether lionising him or questioning the grounds of his sudden ascendancy, 

the author is persistently drawn into relation with a perceived disarray prevailing in the world of 

letters and by extension in the wider national culture. Amidst constant references to ‘the public,’ 

to what is ‘popular,’ this disarray is either implicitly or explicitly connected with an idea of an 

increasingly ‘miscellaneous’ audience. Phillips was heralded triumphantly by one reviewer as a 

riposte to ‘minds of a certain type,’ who ‘take pleasure in repeating’ the suggestion that the new 

generation ‘has produced no genuine poet,’ that ‘poetry is dead, or as good as dead, among us.’91 

Phillips exhibits ‘the very spirit of poetry’, an ‘art’ that is ‘of natural growth, rather than painfully 
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acquired’. As well as a ‘singular instinct for the right word’ he exhibits ‘the sincerity, the justness, 

the worthiness of the poet’s thought’. Such merit can only be delineated through direct 

quotation, even though ‘to mutilate … by quotation’, to destroy the organic unity of the work, ‘is 

a sin.’92 

For the ‘looker-on’ in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine of April 1898, however, Phillips’s 

sudden success inspired more caution. ‘There are passages in this small book of a hundred pages,’ 

he wrote, ‘that march with the footfalls of the immortals. When that can be truthfully said of any 

newcomer into a land bereaved of poetic grandeur,’ he suggested, ‘it may be denied that his 

welcome can be too extravagantly grateful. […] Yet if Mr. Phillips thinks that his verse is for the 

most part well made, he ought not to be allowed to rest in that mistake.’93 

The excessive lionising of Phillips was related by the writer to ‘the appearance of an 

extraordinary number of critics. Mere reviewers are not meant … but critics professed, who walk 

the ways of literature as rightful wearers of wig and clouded cane.’ This situation results in 

‘extreme competition in discovery and excessive emphasis of opinion. … a new genius is 

discovered every other month – rarely to the advantage of literature or the advancement of 

literary taste, and not always to the advantage of the discovered prodigy.’ In view of an audience 

with no real literary or ‘poetic’ sense, he suggested, these critics are assumed to find their 

advantage in ‘an undeniable possibility of superior perception and sensitiveness, and may run to 

almost any excess in the licence, the security, of a tacit assumption to that effect.’ The literary 

field is thrown into chaos: ‘spurious excitements are raised, false hopes are engendered, and the 

common judgement, which it is the business of criticism to clarify and strengthen, is fevered, 

confused, and weakened by as much as its natural hardihood allows.’94 
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The very ‘spirit of the age,’ a reader suggested in the correspondence pages of the Academy, 

‘bristles with insuperable obstacles to the rebirth of poetic drama’.95 As the dialogue around the 

idea of a poetic drama grew through the early years of the twentieth century, the nature of these 

obstacles was always at its centre. Correspondence pages and editorials are filled, for example, 

with comments about the alleged illiteracy of school children or the consumption amongst 

university undergraduates of ‘the trashiest novels of the day.’ Newspaper journalism is 

persistently censured. In the Academy of January 15th 1898, J.F. Nisbet appealed for ‘an 

authoritative declaration’ concerning grammar and language usage, which, he suggested, was 

suffering the detrimental effects of ‘newspaper English.’ The great London newspapers ‘ought to 

be wells of English undefiled. As every critical reader knows, they are very far from earning that 

distinction.96 It is not possible, he notes in a further article, to underestimate ‘the influence of the 

… newspaper scribe in moulding popular speech.’97 Nisbet is happy to allow the richness of the 

‘immense store of provincialisms still current in England.’ The ‘local dialect … is, in its own way, 

just as respectable a growth as the literary language, and sometimes superior to it in graphic 

power.’ Popular speech is, however, taking on a less localised, national identity, through the 

national newspapers, and through ‘the Board School’ which ‘is everywhere killing the local 

dialect.’ For Nisbet, ‘it is the duty of all English writers who know something of the history of their 

own language to combat the evil tendencies of the time, … to keep the pith and marrow of our 

English tongue.’98 

Subsequent chapters will consider the ways in which ideas concerning poetic drama 

developed alongside, and were related to, those developments in education and literacy alluded 

to here. For now, it is sufficient to note the complex matrix of concerns that rumbled beneath 
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critical argument concerning Phillips and were equally present in broader strains of anti-theatrical 

discourse that filled the pages of these same print publications. In particular, there is a persistent 

summoning of poetic languages that might operate in the “absolute” mode—the higher, spiritual 

plane of mystery, depth, the profoundly moving and altering. Writing about Paolo and Francesca, 

Sidney Colvin suggested that while ‘the appeal of the work is radically dramatic from first to last,’ 

this is ‘not, indeed, in the vulgar sense in which drama is held to be synonymous with continual 

bustle and “business,” … but in the far more vital sense of sustained spiritual tension.’  

In July 1908, noting the extent to which she as a theatregoer had been implicated in these 

persistent attacks on ‘theatricality’, a Miss Euphemia Stevens wrote to the Nation. ‘Sir,’ wrote 

Stevens (under the heading ‘Is the Drama Dying?’): 

Week by week in your pages and those of the best of your contemporaries we read bitter 
wailings over the decay of the drama. We are told, and truly, either that there is no 
drama, or no dramatist, or no drama lovers in England; or that we have only the 
imagination of tradesmen. And the cures we are told of are many, but all equally useless.  

The Stage Society, suggests Miss Stevens, had been ‘an abortive birth,’ and now she and her 

fellow ‘unloved pleasure-seekers’ were encouraged to anticipate the coming of a National 

Theatre. ‘But let us look at the matter fairly and tell ourselves the truth, that the day of the drama 

is, for us, gone by, and will not be stimulated into unnatural life by any of these means’. It is not, 

she suggested, ‘as if we had no refuge in which fancy can either rest or disport itself.’ 

Our modern novel is barely a hundred years old. And who that genuinely hungers for a 
refuge from the actual in the world of imagination, would not sooner curl himself in his 
armchair … and clothe his own David Balfour in the rags of his own fancy, … rather than 
have his fancy world desecrated by the vulgar, strained voices of actress or actor, while 
being forced to sit in a plush theatre … And this happy story-book land is within reach of 
the tiredest and poorest, and, therefore, the proper and lovely retreat for a world of 
workers. … Let us shed the natural tear if we will over the dead drama, then let it lie and 
betake ourselves to the beautiful art, which is our expression of our lives on this planet.99 
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‘Let me assure Miss Stevens,’ wrote the great William Poel in response, ‘that the drama is 

very much alive, and will, I believe, have a great influence upon life in the near future.’100 

Certainly the novel had come to represent perhaps ‘the most serious rival to the theatre,’ but its 

pleasure lay in its ‘unsociable’ quality. In the world of the novel ‘we can escape from criticism and 

censure. … we may skip the fine passages in preference for the silly ones, and no one will know.’  

But at the theatre we meet our fellow creatures and find our just level. We realise our 
superiority or inferiority. We are forced to surrender ourselves to the spell of the actors’ 
emotions and the author’s creations. 

At the theatre, stressed Poel, we are forced to think ‘less about ourselves and more about 

others,’ and as the actors, the ‘real men and women speak and move,’ then ‘something really 

happens—it is not simply talked or written about.’ The ‘Book, the Pulpit, and the Stage are all a 

means of education, but undoubtedly the greatest of them is the Stage.’ The theatre was the 

place, suggested Poel, where ‘the dramatist and his audience meet with an open mind freed from 

dogmatism or superstition, willing and anxious to solve the many social problems that confront 

us.’ 

To the theatre, I believe, many of us will come to recover our lost ideals.101 

ii. Idealist poetics and the ideal theatre 

Questions about the role of theatre play into anxiety about the social fabric, and in the attempt to 

make sense of these concerns we see an ever-present and far-reaching preoccupation with the 

status of poetry in relation to a real basis for spiritual and moral meaning. The disproportionate 

reaction to Phillips’s success seems as unrelated to literary merit as the excessive lionising that 

created it: Phillips’s plays were neither as good nor as bad as suggested. There was, it seemed, 

more at stake in the making of Phillips’s reputation, and it is when we pay closer attention to 

Phillips’s literary sources and influences that we see a broader vista of interrelated concerns.  
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It was certainly true, as Euphemia Stevens noted and the fortunes of Stephen Phillips 

demonstrated, that periodical publications had for some time been devoting considerable space 

to the preoccupation with ‘theatricality’. It evidenced not simply an enthusiasm for, but almost a 

cult of the theatre, and yet was shot through with anti-theatrical sentiment. Stevens’s letter was 

printed in the Nation in the same year that Britain’s first repertory theatre was established at the 

Gaiety Theatre, Manchester, soon to be imitated by many more groups around the country; 

small-scale pageants and festivals and play-producing societies such as Archer’s New Century 

Theatre, J.T. Grein’s Independent Theatre, the Literary Theatre Club and the Stage Society 

continued to evade the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship to provide forums for unlicensed 

experimental plays; and as Miss Stevens herself noted, plans for a National Theatre gathered 

pace—or at least traction—under the direction of William Archer and Harley Granville-Barker.102 

But the discourse alluded to in this correspondence, dwelling on the quality of the ‘other’, 

commercially driven theatre’s output, the character of its ‘unloved’ audiences and its broader 

influence in society, built in intensity throughout. The very idea of the ‘New Drama’ of Archer, 

Granville-Barker, George Bernard Shaw and others was conceived in contradistinction to the 

commercially driven theatre of the West End—not necessarily as a decisive break with the past, 

but rather a critique of the drama’s perceived state of decay in the present, a counter-attack 

designed to restore purpose.  

In the pages of periodicals and newspapers, the theatre repeatedly provided focus for 

consideration of the nature and quality of artistic creation and its reception by audiences. The 

theatre was a place where the real, it was suggested, could and should meet the ideal and renew 

the status of art as a pillar of society and the state. As this exchange between Poel and a reader 

suggests, that this was perceived not to be the case was related by artists, critics and practitioners 
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not simply to formal convention; developments in literary form were perceived as emerging from 

and responding to a complex matrix of intellectual and institutional conditions. Poel refers to 

(‘the Book’) and writes in the context of print cultures that were attracting similar reflections on 

their limits and possibilities, and cites broader, interrelated arguments concerning, again, modern 

approaches to education. Furthermore, his description of the processes of theatrical 

representation—more closely circumscribed than other media and yet, in a further paradox, 

offering more freedom from the confines of ‘dogmatism or superstition’—was suggestive of an 

aesthetic paradigm that was at this time, as scholars in a range of fields have pointed out, 

dominated by various forms of idealism.  

As Harriet Gilliam has demonstrated at length, the ‘interreactive and interdependent’ tension 

between realism and idealism ‘has prevented any particular written history from serving as an 

illustration of the provisos of one school to the exclusion of the other.’103 She traces significant 

concurrence between two positions, and perhaps more importantly identifies ‘an ability on the 

part of each to bring to bear on its own position putative criticisms from the opposing school,’ 

with each constituted as part of ‘an intramural dialogue in which each school reflects internally 

aspects of the other.’104 Sebastian Gardener has demonstrated similarly constructive and even 

dialectical tensions between German idealism and what Norman Kemp Smith in 1919 described 

as a ‘very greatly strengthened’ philosophical naturalism that, having shed its positivistic 

elements, ‘can now profess to meet idealism on more equal terms within its own field, that of our 

specifically human activities.’105 As Gardener suggests, it is possible that we lose more by such 

reductions and occlusions than adequate intellectual frameworks for literary and cultural history. 

Where idealism for Kemp Smith was ‘probably the philosophy of the great majority of men,’ even 
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as he spoke the era that he represented was in disintegration. By now our convictions concerning 

naturalism are so entrenched that Kemp Smith’s broad categories are no longer meaningful, 

pointing not towards two unified philosophical outlooks but rather towards ‘a wide variety of 

differentiated positions which, we would say, have it in common just that they reject 

supernaturalism and restrict metaphysics to explicating empirical theory of the natural order.’106 

Since ‘naturalism in its own eyes contrasts with nothing philosophically significant, the 

designation ceases to express a credo and falls away’; the very concepts that are needed to 

express what was at issue in the initial struggle against idealism are dissolved. It is possible and 

indeed plausible, however, as several other critics have recently noted, ‘to regard idealism as 

having faded out of Anglophone philosophy without having ever been expelled by force of 

argument.’107  

Even where it proves difficult to recapture the state of mind that lends idealism such 

authority, we do not necessarily need to attempt a comprehensive delineation of the concept, in 

each of its instances, to recognise the relative unity assumed in its usage. Poel’s professed 

confidence in theatre’s capacity to reflect upon and transcend a flawed social reality, to recover 

‘lost ideals’, draws upon the concern, prevalent at that time, with art’s capacity to fulfil the 

demand for the absolute. In Poel’s case, art must maintain—or retain—its status as distinct from, 

but possessing equivalent power, structure and status to, that of ‘the Pulpit’. What poetry could 

afford the drama, suggested Poel in a 1913 article on ‘Poetry in Drama’, was ‘something more 

than facility in lyric expression.’ It was by means of poetry that the great dramatist might ‘touch 

the deep note of human passion,’ and bring its participants to the realisation that ‘our noblest 

attributes and worthiest aspirations arise out of the contemplation of humanity, when it is seen in 

conflict with Nature and with conventions.’ Poetry was not a matter of rhythmic sounds or verbal 

felicities alone, insisted Poel. ‘Its presence is implied wherever there are found expressed the 
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realities of life with correct portraiture, and some appreciation of the mystery which baffles us 

when we strain after supernatural vision.’108  

There are noticeable correspondences between Poel’s schematic concerns and 

contemporary socio-philosophical discourse: he draws upon parallel themes of individualism and 

community, echoing a preoccupation that was characteristic of debates concerning social policy 

in particular, ones that will be examined in the next chapter. Contrasting what they perceived as 

old and new social orders, many late nineteenth-century observers feared that the disintegrating 

force of ‘individualism’, and the gradual erosion of moral, Christian certainties that might in the 

past have ensured social coherence, threatened to destroy the stability of social conditions. Since 

the 1880s, when they had begun to challenge the sway of classical liberalism and Benthamite 

utilitarianism, Fabianism and idealism had emerged as dominant positions in British political 

thought. The Fabian example might by now be more familiar, but Sandra den Otter has usefully 

illuminated the intramural dialogue that emerged in light of the perceived urgency of this 

problem, which led the British Idealists ‘to extend their metaphysical enquiries towards defining a 

proper method of social explanation and towards constructing a social philosophy.’109 They were 

‘less interested in the determinate communities of neighbourhood or family than in an 

indeterminate community in which “a people becomes and sustains itself as a community, 

realising more or less imperfectly a good that is common, without knowing what it is doing”.’110 

What becomes a little more clear when idealism is returned to the stock of literary terminology is 

that an interest in aesthetic practice—and particularly in poetry—was no minor or auxiliary 

concern for theorists engaged in that enterprise: rather, as Bernard Bosanquet (British idealist 
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philosopher and a particularly influential architect of social policy) suggested in the introduction 

to his History of Aesthetic, it was vital to an understanding of the entire ‘system of human life’.111  

Poel’s schematic concern with ‘the Book, the Pulpit, and the Stage’ is suggestive of a complex 

set of crossovers in which artistic practice and related discourses, though distinct from 

philosophical aesthetics, are not understood as merely parasitic. There are clear comparisons 

between idealist notions of community contemporaneous with Poel’s conception of the ‘ideal’ 

theatre event. As den Otter suggests, ‘the communitarian aspects of idealist social philosophy 

help explain much of its extraordinary appeal’ at the time.112 The ‘wide diffusion’ of idealist 

concepts, their part in the ‘stock of many minds’ as Arthur Lovejoy puts it, can be evident even in 

the absence of explicit theorising or defence, and in the simultaneous presence of contrasting or 

competing concepts.113 In dramatic use alone it could be cast in terms as diverse as Poel’s pursuit 

of ‘supernatural vision’ to the ‘fantastic idealism’ that, a theatre critic for the National Observer 

suggested, had been ‘flung over’ the ‘hackneyed characters and ideas of everyday melodrama’ as 

they mingled with ‘some odds and ends of cynical “society” comedy’ in Henry Arthur Jones’s 

Masqueraders. The combination raised the whole to ‘the form of a thoroughly novel, intellectual, 

and unconventional play’: ‘none but the most skilled of literary conjurors could have so charmed 

the eyes and ears of the spectators as to induce them to lose sight of the bare and commonplace 

foundation upon which the whole scheme’ of the play rested. 

For Henry Newbolt, in a New Study of English Poetry (1917), the significance of the 

relationship between poetry and social life was ‘a little profounder’ than sometimes thought to 

be in the ‘common sense’. It was certainly the case, Newbolt suggested, that poetry was 

commonly understood in terms of ‘idealism.’ As such, however, it was also commonly understood 
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to have ‘nothing to do with the practical.’ Nicoll, Newbolt and others were at pains to halt the 

settling and solidifying of ideas that drew upon flawed conceptions of philosophical naturalism, 

realism and idealism. The approach towards ‘reality, truth, knowledge of things as they are in 

themselves’ can only be made, it is supposed, by means of scientific method; if poetry is 

permitted any relevance to ‘ordinary affairs’ it is purely for subsidiary decoration and 

entertainment. For Newbolt, who was appointed two years later to the British Government’s 

Departmental Committee on the position of English, this was a matter of grave importance: 

In Government, … on questions of public morality there is a direct and bitter conflict 
always going on: in matters of religion the common ideal of brotherhood is forgotten in 
the universal ardour for faction-fighting. Yet the nation thus distracted is a collection of 
men and women perhaps as homogeneous as any in the world, and certainly in no way 
unusually deficient in political, moral, or religious sense. They are merely confused, and 
their confusion is, I believe, largely due to a radical misunderstanding of the nature of 
Poetry and the part it plays in human life.114 

To a significant extent, suggested Newbolt, we are all poets, ‘makers of our own world,’ to the 

extent that our impressions or sensations of the external world are, ‘by an activity of the spirit,’ 

presented to our consciousness. The great poets, however, actually remake the world for us: 

‘they take this very world of time in which we live, and by an incantation they rebuild it for us, so 

that for an instant we see it under a light that is not the light of Time.’115 

This desire for poetic remaking can be seen in much of the dialogue surrounding Phillips. 

There are, however, revealing discrepancies in play around the understanding of literary 

tradition, and its relation to the understanding of a people’s history. Delving into the sources and 

subjects that moved Phillips and attracted Tree, we touch upon several other strands of debate 

grappling with approaches to history. Both adherents and opponents of dominant idealist 

positions were wrestling with Hegel’s emphasis on the existence of a universal human nature, and 

a related sense of history that is always driven by the progressive impulse that emanates from 
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that nature.116 How, then, did this come to play at the site of this long-desired, collective, ideal 

and therefore poetic dramatic expression? 

iii. ‘The soul of the whole world’s history’: poetic drama’s idealist historiography  

For Edmund Gosse, reflecting early in the duration of Phillips and Tree’s collaboration, their 

success provided ‘a cheering landmark in the history of our literature,’ one that allowed him to 

hope for a ‘perennial yearning for beauty and harmony’ in the London audiences, that might now 

refuse to be ‘consistently snubbed and silenced as it has been in the past.’ For Gosse the work of 

Phillips takes its lineage from such ‘illustrious predecessors’ as Tennyson, Browning and 

Swinburne, and is on a par with Yeats as well as Maeterlinck ‘and certain other Continental 

playwrights’ in ‘plunging deeper than the dramatist has hitherto been expected to plunge into the 

agitations and exigencies of the soul.’ His particular achievement, however, lay in his having bent 

his ambition to the habits and technical requirements of a practicable modern stage, and ‘in 

pleasing alike the seeker after delicate literary sensations and the average sensual person in the 

stalls.’117  

Certainly Tree seemed keen to use his association with Phillips to align his own work with 

higher principles, and he did so primarily by drawing upon those ‘illustrious predecessors’ and the 

perceived glories of the past. ‘I claim,’ wrote Tree, ‘that not the least important mission of the 

modern theatre is to give to the public representations of history which shall be at once an 

education and a delight.’ Special commemorative booklets were on sale alongside programmes at 

the theatre during these runs, filled with detailed explanatory notes.118 Tree’s acknowledgements 

were notably heavy on academic sources: ‘I desire to express my indebtedness and hearty thanks 

to those outside Her Majesty’s Theatre who have lent that invaluable aid, to which this 
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production owes so much of its accomplishment, and I may hope to add, of its distinction.’119 

Some had devoted their ‘unsparing and devoted help’ to background research in the British 

Museum; others their expertise and ‘artistic taste’ to ‘architectural and archaeological designs, of 

which use has been made, with due regard to the requirements and limitations of the stage.’ The 

booklets, of some twenty pages or more, outline in exhaustive detail the scholarly eye that has 

been cast over every aspect of the play: ‘the story of Ulysses as told by Homer’; ‘the scheme of 

the play’; ‘the character of Ulysses’; ‘the scenes’; the booklet for Nero features a glossy insert of 

photographs of the key characters of the play taken from ancient coins.  

Tree and Phillips, one of those commemorative booklets suggested, were drawing upon ‘a 

fertile field in which poets and painters, romance writers and sculptors, have reaped for centuries 

and have yet left a large harvest for their successors still to gather. … The playwright and the 

producer until now have stood staring at the treasures displayed before them, hesitating and 

afraid.’ Considering the subject matter of Phillips’s plays and his use of classical and historical 

sources, Gosse reflected that the young poet was certainly ‘little of an innovator,’ his ‘genius … 

being entirely conservative and reproductive.’ As such his work was distinguishable from ‘the 

extreme school’ typified for Gosse by Yeats and Maeterlinck. Realising that ‘modern audiences 

will not think after dinner,’ Phillips gives them ‘those familiar types which are consecrated to 

romantic ideas in the minds of all cultivated people, and which relieve them of the strain of 

following an unknown fable.’ His ‘high sense of beauty,’ however, preserves such qualities in spite 

of ‘the vulgar glare of the theatre.’120  

There is a nod towards a tame Romanticism here which is further borne out by Tree’s 

aligning of Phillips’s pieces with his productions of Shakespeare. The leading actor-managers—

Alexander, Oscar Asche, Lewis Waller, Irving junior, Forbes-Robertson and Martin Harvey in 

particular—followed nineteenth-century tradition in their staging of earnest and lavish 
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Shakespeare revivals, and few of Tree’s competitors had his resources. His productions were 

spectacular, texts ruthlessly cut and pasted to generate affect, colour-plate sets representing 

meticulously researched backgrounds and landscapes. The ‘creaming surge of hyperbole’ that set 

Phillips up as a modern successor to Shakespeare made him quite some prize for Tree, and during 

the main period of their collaboration (1897 to 1908) Phillips and Shakespeare tended to rotate at 

Her Majesty’s, accompanied by a more frequent turnover of short curtain-raisers.121  

A 1907 tribute to Tree published in the Stars of the Stage series offers an interesting insight 

into his vision of history and of literary permanence, as well as an explanation for the relatively 

short run of Herod as compared to his subsequent collaborations with Phillips. It was, the author 

suggests, abruptly withdrawn upon the death of Queen Victoria, since ‘Herod, … notwithstanding 

its success, would not have been a cheerful form of entertainment in view of the fact that the 

audience was entirely in mourning’. It was replaced with Twelfth Night, which opened 300 years, 

as the programme notes, after the first recorded performance of the play at the Middle Temple 

Hall, with Shakespeare himself among the performers.  

For the first time in sixty-three years, to many a thrill of national emotion, ‘God Save the 
King’ was sung in a London theatre. The scenery and staging of Twelfth Night throughout 
were in keeping with the traditions of the house, and the very Oriental Herod of a few 
nights before was shed [by Tree] like last year’s love for the Elizabethan oddity who 
served Olivia in the capacity of Major Domo.122 

The idea of Shakespeare and of the great age of the Elizabethan theatre was inseparable 

from the idea of a modern English poetic drama. ‘Nations appear and disappear one after 

another,’ wrote Poel, ‘but civilised countries seldom pass away without creating some form of art 

which is of permanent value to mankind.’ Few artworks, even ones that might be considered 

unsuccessful, did not carry ‘embellishments taken from the art of the past.’ To have one’s art 

compared to that of ancient Greece was ‘the greatest praise,’ and plays of a ‘higher order,’ such 
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as those of Shakespeare, continue to ‘awaken in the mind of the spectator ideas which will 

benefit himself and future generations.’123 For Poel, whose Elizabethan Stage Society productions 

were designed with reverence for performance text and in stark and deliberate contrast to those 

of the West End actor-managers, Shakespeare ‘wrote his plays for the public stage, regardless of 

the rules which were upheld by the scholars of his day, but not, therefore, regardless of all 

rule.’124 Even when poetry had been the dramatic vehicle for nearly every form of drama, scholars 

had complained ‘that plays were written in defiance of art or rule, and solely to please the taste 

of the townsfolk.’ In terms of content, too, Julius Caesar might be considered a ‘fine Roman 

tragedy, but no pedant would have owned to its authorship.’ Shakespeare may not have been as 

ignorant of Roman history as some of his contemporary critics imagined, but what he aimed at 

was something intelligible to all in his ‘mixed’ audience, and he was fortunate in that neither he 

nor his audience ‘considered a play to be an expression of one particular age.’125 

If … the test of merit lies in a certain permanence of impression made on the hearer, it 
must be conceded by those who are striving to bring new ideas into the theatre that plays 
which, when adequately interpreted, can move an audience centuries after they were 
written, have some elemental qualities which form the structural basis of drama for all 
time.126 

Tree’s historiographical model of a nation’s rebirth and renewal in its glorious cultural past is 

presented in the most straightforward of terms. As with Dante and the Greeks, however, beside 

whom he is frequently positioned, Shakespeare’s deployment as an emblem of national pride was 

by no means uncontested. Alongside the activities in England of Poel, Benson, Tree and many 

others in both public theatres and private performance clubs, Richard Schoch has illuminated a 

lively nineteenth-century tradition of burlesques that deformed the plays with comedic intent. As 

Schoch demonstrates, these were themselves designed to counter the earnest pomposity and 

pious pretension of ‘legitimate’ Shakespearean theatrical culture, the excesses of which by 1830 
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were already known as ‘bardolatry’.127 In any case, as Krishan Kumar has pointed out, 

Shakespeare’s plays contain no clear statement of English culture or nationalism; the protagonists 

of the great tragedies are a Scottish and a British king, a Venetian Moor and a Danish prince; 

there are Italians, Spaniards and Portuguese as well as various Greeks and Romans, and English 

kings are hardly notable for their virtues.128 But by persistently characterising Shakespeare’s 

appeal in other nations as deriving from the use of his plays in their original language, critics 

tended towards an implicit assumption of the superiority of the English language as the medium 

for a full appreciation of their universal or ‘elemental’ qualities.  

For Carlyle in 1840, Dante and Shakespeare were the two ‘world-voices’, heroic figures of the 

Poet ‘belonging to all ages’—‘the soul of the whole world’s history.’ A nation such as Russia, he 

wrote, ‘does a great feat in keeping such a tract of the earth politically together; but yet he 

cannot speak.’ Even ‘poor Italy,’ which ‘lies dismembered, scattered asunder’ is yet unified by its 

Hero-Poet: ‘Italy can speak!’ The English people in the meantime might say ‘“Yes, this 

Shakespeare is ours; we produced him, we speak and think by him”’; they were bound in their 

possession of a Heroic voice that ‘will speak forth melodiously the heart of what it means.’129  

Contemporary continental references to Shakespeare, however, particularly as a focus for 

German cultural renewal, are surely made possible by the revival and recreation of his reputation 

in English Romanticism. In the monumental Cambridge History of English Literature published in 

fifteen volumes between 1907 and 1927, J.G. Robertson (in Vol. 5) provided a timely overview of 

the presentation of Shakespeare on the continent, particularly in France and Germany, not only in 

translation for the stage but equally as a focus of sustained critical and philosophical debate. 
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Drawing his comments to a close, he reflected with evident irritation on the ‘influence of 

Hegelianism’ which had led to ‘an excessive preoccupation with metaphysical theories of tragic 

guilt and purpose, to a misleading confusion of moral and aesthetic standards and a too confident 

reliance on a priori theories of literary genius.’130 He was perhaps particularly aware of the local 

influence of A.C. Bradley, who in Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) had demonstrated unashamedly 

his debt to the British Hegelian school of T.H. Green, under whom he had studied.131 

Bradley paid negligible attention to the plays in terms of physical theatre or even dramatic 

language, aiming instead at enabling a tragic apprehension of ‘greater truth and intensity’.132 This 

‘speculative’ approach had only been possible, Robertson insisted, in the vacuum that had pre-

existed the ‘patient and careful’ operation of what his contemporary Allardyce Nicoll suggested 

‘may fairly be styled scientific criticism.’133 In showing them Shakespeare in his own time and the 

conditions in which he worked, and in demonstrating the ‘steady and logical’ development of 

their own national theatre out of the forms and practices of a specifically national past, scholars 

such as W.J. Lawrence and E.K. Chambers had provided the nation’s writers and theatre 

managements with a fresh perspective. They could see more clearly the elements of permanence 

in Shakespeare’s work, what it was that ‘presented a message to the modern period,’ and were 

thus provided with ‘infinite possibilities of experiment and improvement.’134 Once again, the 

assumption of elements of literary permanence masks an unresolved tension between real and 

ideal, with more than structural similarities to contemporaneous historical, philosophical, political 

and theological discourses. 
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The widespread Victorian habit of selecting episodes from Dante (tending to the same two or 

three scenes, particularly those of Ugolino, Ulysses and Paolo and Francesca) had been 

popularised in part by paintings hung at the Royal Academy.135 As with certain incarnations of 

Shakespeare, the Dante from whom Phillips borrowed the Paolo and Francesca story was a post-

Romantic Dante; having had no more than a bit part in discussions of great European literature 

for two centuries, his reputation had been revivified and indeed made anew by Blake, Shelley, 

Schlegel and others in England and Germany, and subsequently in France and America, and as 

Italy’s post-unification national poet. As Robert Hollander points out, beyond the Dante of the 

academic commentators, the ‘Romantic poet of the great-souled damned’ lived in the poetry of 

Victor Hugo, the paintings of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the sculpture of Rodin and the music of 

Liszt.136 Where Tennyson had taken his starting point from Dante-author’s Ulysses, Robert Bridges 

had cited not the poeta sovrano introduced by Virgil to Dante-protagonist in the Divina 

Commedia who, sword in hand, walked ahead of Horace, Ovid and Lucan, but rather the Homer 

of Samuel Butcher and Andrew Lang, ‘done into English prose’ and now, via Macmillan, ‘in every 

one’s reach’ (1879).137 Bridges had also penned his own two-part tragedy of Nero, and the 

playwright Wilson Barrett, one of the most famous stars of melodrama through the 1890s, had 

seen his fortunes revive as that genre waned with his The Sign of the Cross (1896); his 

dramatization of Nero’s reign bore striking similarities to, but was never officially acknowledged 

to be, an adaptation of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s historical novel Quo Vadis (1895, published in an 

English translation by Jeremiah Curtin the following year).  

There are many further examples, both British and continental, of alternative treatments of 

Phillips’s subjects which were partly inspired—and indeed largely enabled—by movements in 
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scholarship.138 Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the German Karl Witte and Giovanni 

Andrea Scartazzini in Switzerland were leading figures in the rapid development of the 

philological study of Dante’s works outside Italy. Two studies that went into multiple editions and 

reprints in England, however, were at pains to distinguish themselves and their subject from such 

endeavours; rather than decrying the absence of the philological endeavour that received their 

approval elsewhere, reviews of both these volumes praised the erudition of their authors as 

having made of their subject something ‘not archaic, but, on the contrary, intensely and 

enthusiastically modern.’139 For Maria Francesca Rossetti in her Shadow of Dante, his was ‘a name 

unlimited in place and period. Not Italy, but the Universe, is his birthplace; not the fourteenth 

century, but all Time, is his epoch.’ Though ‘the embodiment of the character, the realization of 

the science, of his clime and clay,’ he was yet ‘the outcome of a far wider past, the standard of a 

far wider future.’140 ‘Works of art,’ insisted John Addington Symonds in his Introduction to the 

Study of Dante, are ‘in the last resort, beyond the reach of critical or chemical analysis. We can 

observe, investigate, describe, admire them,’ but by such means we cannot, as their authors 

cannot, ‘solve the problem of their vital principle.’141 

Similarly, a rash of late nineteenth-century artistic portrayals of Nero and Herod drew upon a 

series of compelling and engaging works concerned with New Testament history, and popularised 

partly by means of the scandal to which they responded or indeed gave rise. The context 

established by historians such as Ernest Renan, August Wilhelm Zumpt and Theodor Mommsen is 

still fundamental to conceptions of Nero, who of course is not mentioned by name in the Bible 

nor in any historical sources contemporary with his supposed reign. Studies that subjected the 

figure of Jesus to historical investigation inevitably threatened to challenge the notion of biblical 
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inerrancy, and David Friedrich Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (1839) in particular had raised a scandal 

by explaining historical inconsistencies in the gospel accounts on the basis that Jesus was a 

mythical construct. Subsequent scholarly endeavour was, if anything, directed with more urgency 

towards the resolution of those irregularities, with particular attention to the Census of Quirinius 

and its coincidence with the birth of the historical Jesus; portrayals of Herod drew heavily on such 

sources.  

A more recent contributor to this continuing debate attributed its enduring fierceness to the 

desire to ‘save the historicity involved,’ to maintain the idea of a suitably ‘scientific’ pursuit of the 

history of an institution that is fundamentally a product of religious imagination and thought.142 

Church historians still strive towards satisfactory paradigms or models with which to devise the 

relations between salvation history, church history and secular history. Modern historiographic 

theory, which itself might be perceived as ‘a concomitant of modern man’s acute historical 

consciousness’ as Harriet Gilliam puts it, constantly strives to clarify the locus and the nature of its 

objects, the methods and media of its forms of description and communication and the status of 

its truth.143 Whatever the constructive and interdependent relationship between atomistic and 

organic conceptions of the wholeness or concreteness of history, historical practice has 

increasingly tended towards an assumption of the primacy of historiographic realism; it is 

‘scientific’ in emphasising the materially objective and avoiding questions concerned with the 

influence of both rational and irrational factors in the movement of history and the unique 

dynamism of individual historical existence. The practice of history by ‘believing’ historians often 

seems in itself to take on allegorical significance in the nineteenth century, revolving as it does 

around the accommodation of ‘scientific’ practice with a transcendent dimension that places 

church history in a continuum—‘with the religious history of Israel, its historicity rooted in the 
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Incarnation, its message … the word of Christ’s life and death for man’s redemption, sealed by the 

resurrection, and culminating in the eschatological coming of the Kingdom of God.’144 

There are many examples that one might draw upon to exhibit self-consciously literary and 

mythopoeic nineteenth-century historiographies that developed even as ‘scientific’ influences 

were being registered elsewhere, but Carlyle’s definition of his central topic is particularly 

illuminating.145 The idea and idealising of ‘Great Men, their manner of appearance in our world’s 

business, how they have shaped themselves in the world’s history, what ideas men formed of 

them, what work they did,’ was, he professed, ‘illimitable,’ as ‘wide as Universal History itself.’  

For, as I take it, Universal History, the history of what man has accomplished in this world, 
is at bottom the History of the Great Men who have worked here.146 

The principle of loyalty, of ‘submissive admiration for the truly great,’ was for Carlyle the basis of 

human association. Even in the absence of great men, ‘Hero-worship, is nevertheless, as it was 

always and everywhere,’ registered in revolutionary cries of ‘Democracy, Liberty and Equality’; it 

‘cannot cease till man himself ceases.’ Many have regarded the concept of universal history as 

primarily a creation of Christian thought, attributable to a providential notion of history as a 

single event ultimately unified by divine will. The basis of ‘loyalty proper, the life-breath of all 

society’ was certainly ‘akin to religious Faith’; in writing of ‘Christianism’ instead of Christianity, 

however, Carlyle sought to evade the particularity of those articles of faith that had been so 

fundamentally called into question by the spirit of historicism.  

The thing a man does practically believe … concerning his vital relations to this mysterious 
Universe, and his duty and destiny there, that is in all cases the primary thing for him, and 
creatively determines all the rest. That is his religion; or, it may be, his mere scepticism 
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and no-religion: the manner it is in which he feels himself to be spiritually related to the 
Unseen World or No-World.147 

As other contemporary theorists of hero myths demonstrated, though heroism might blur 

the distinction between human and divine, the grandest Western exception to the inalienable 

divide between the two is the figure of Jesus, and that paradoxical status had become ever more 

difficult to maintain in practice.148 Peter Allan Dale offers a neat exposition that moves from the 

immediate impact of Hegel’s theory of history through to its then-startling resolution in 

twentieth-century historiography.149 Understood not as a variety of knowledge but as complete 

knowledge, not a means of knowing but a principle of reality, history, produced by thought or 

reason and distinct from the non-historical processes of nature, is ultimately detached from its 

anchor in the Divine. With particular attention to Carlyle, Matthew Arnold and Walter Pater, 

however, Dale demonstrates that this was not an easy process; the ‘men of letters’ summoned by 

Carlyle did not welcome the now-familiar idea of value as historically relative and reality as 

nothing more than the continuous process of human culture.  

Carlyle’s was, he felt, an age in which the existence and efficacy of great men was 

fundamentally compromised. ‘Show our critics a great man’ and ‘they begin to what they call 

“account” for him, … not to worship him, but take the dimensions of him’; to view him as a 

“creature of the Time” was to reduce him. Certainly heroic figures—and particularly anti-heroes 

such as Herod or Nero—were as much at history’s mercy as having the power to set its course; 

the hero as divinity could only arise in a pre-scientific age, whereas the hero as poet might arise in 

any age. But in knowing the divine heroes of the past, whether Christian or pagan, we know 

ourselves, ‘for the whole Past’ is ‘the possession of the Present.’ In different times and places ‘it is 

always some other side of our common Human Nature that has been developing itself,’ and ‘the 
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actual True is the sum of all these.’150 As criticism of Phillips’s work demonstrated, the problem 

was not simply one of poor historiography or misuse of sources, but a far more fundamental 

cultural and intellectual affliction.  

‘Never,’ said Carlyle, ‘till about a hundred years ago, was there seen any figure of a Great 

Soul living apart … endeavouring to speak-forth the inspiration that was in him by Printed Books,’ 

at the mercy of the marketplace for subsistence. 

He, with his copy-rights and copy-wrongs, in his squalid garret, in his rusty coat; ruling 
(for this is what he does), from his grave, after death, whole nations and generations who 
would, or would not, give him bread while living,—is a rather curious spectacle! Few 
shapes of Heroism can be more unexpected. 

Tradition, which serves to magnify the achievement of the Hero in human Memory and 

Imagination, is nurtured by darkness and ignorance: ‘in thirty or forty years, were there no books, 

any great man would grow mythic, the contemporaries who had seen him, being once all dead.’ 

In the isolating operation of inorganic chaos, the ‘Wonder, Greatness, Godhood’ of heroism were 

replaced with ‘Triviality, Formulism and Commonplace.’151 

Benedict Anderson has provided a particularly compelling model of the commodification of 

print cultures, one which draws these diverse concerns into view, and serves to link Carlyle’s 

heroism to Poel and Newbolt’s schematics of dramatic and temporal process and to various 

criticisms of Phillips. ‘Beneath the decline of sacred communities, languages and lineages,’ 

Anderson suggests, fundamental changes have taken place in ‘modes of apprehending the world.’ 

A crucial characteristic of the great sacral cultures, alluded to by Carlyle, was that their cosmic 

centrality was conceived, Anderson suggests, ‘through the medium of a sacred language linked to 

a superterrestrial order of power.’ If two Muslims met at Mecca, knowing nothing of each other’s 

local languages, ‘they nonetheless understood each other’s ideographs, because the sacred texts 

they shared existed only in classical Arabic.’ From that conception of cosmic centrality it follows, 
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writes Anderson, that ‘the stretch of written Latin, Pali, Arabic, or Chinese was, in theory, 

unlimited. … the deader the written language—the farther it was from speech—the better: in 

principle everyone has access to a pure world of signs.’152 A further component in making the 

imagined community possible was the particular relationship between the literati—‘tiny literate 

reefs on top of vast illiterate oceans’—and their societies. 

The literati were adepts, strategic strata in a cosmological hierarchy of which the apex 
was divine. The fundamental conceptions about social groups were centripetal and 
hierarchical, rather than boundary-oriented and horizontal.153 

Of all the reasons why the unselfconscious coherence of such religiously imagined 

communities waned steadily after the late Middle Ages, Anderson focuses on the two that are 

uniquely and directly related to their sacredness: firstly, the impact of explorations of the non-

European world, the resulting territorialising of faiths and religious relativism; secondly, ‘a gradual 

demotion of the sacred language itself,’ demonstrated by the fall of Latin as the language of a 

pan-European high intelligentsia. (Had English not become the ‘pre-eminent world-imperial 

language,’ would Shakespeare ‘not largely have retained his original insular obscurity?’) This 

development exemplified a larger process in which sacred communities, integrated by ancient 

sacred languages, ‘were gradually fragmented, pluralized, and territorialized.’154 

It was not simply the case, however, that new forms of community, communication and 

lineage replaced the old: beneath the decline of the sacred ‘a fundamental change was taking 

place in modes of apprehending the world’.155 Like Anderson, where twentieth-century critics 

such as Eric Auerbach and Walter Benjamin have proved particularly resonant on this subject is in 

their shared recognition of the difficulty that we now experience in apprehending or representing 

such a fundamental shift in perspective. With a largely visual and aural figuring of imagined 
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reality, in a world in which the parish priest was still the direct intermediary between his 

parishioners and the divine, history was not conceived in terms of a chain of cause and effect or 

of radical divisions between past and present. In the biblical prefiguring of the sacrifice of Christ in 

that of Isaac, Auerbach suggests, the connection between the two events is neither temporal nor 

causal, but one in which both events link to and are understood in terms of divine providence; 

eternal and ‘omnitemporal,’ a ‘simultaneity of past and future in an instantaneous present.’ Our 

own conceptions of simultaneity have been a long time in the making, suggests Anderson: 

‘transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfilment, but by temporal coincidence, 

and measured by clock and calendar.’ Our conceptions are shaped by means of ‘homogenous, 

empty time.’156 

The historical moment at which Phillips burst onto the literary scene is not, of course, the 

first in which such tensions are evident, but it does provide a particularly compelling frame for 

their understanding. In considering the development of the imagined community of nationhood, 

Anderson examines two forms of imagining that emerged in the eighteenth century: the novel 

and the newspaper. Poel might have found much of resonance in Anderson’s analysis of the 

novel, in which imagined characters and elements are linked primarily, and indeed often solely, 

by means of their being embedded in ‘societies,’ ‘sociological entities of such form and stable 

reality that their members … can even be described as passing each other in the street, without 

ever becoming acquainted, and still be connected.’157 The interior time of the novel and its 

characters links to the exterior time of the author and omniscient readers; discontinuities of 

consciousness that are fundamental to the process in itself are actively illuminated by means of 

narrative play. All of the acts of the protagonists—characters, author and readers, who may be 

largely unaware of one another—are performed at the same clocked, calendrical time.  

 
156 Ibid., 23-4. 
157 Ibid., 25. 
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Turning to that other frequent target of ire, the newspaper, Anderson notes its profoundly 

fictive quality, in which items and events are included and juxtaposed on the basis of calendrical 

coincidence or an imagined linkage with a market. ‘The date at the top of the newspaper, the 

single most important emblem on it, provides the essential connection—the steady onward 

clocking of homogenous, empty time.’ Definitively ephemeral, he suggests, the obsolescence of 

the newspaper on the morrow of its printing itself prefigures the mass ceremony, ‘the almost 

precisely simultaneous consumption (“imagining”) of the newspaper-as-fiction.’ It is carried out in 

private, and yet in the knowledge that it is replicated by countless strangers. ‘What more vivid 

figure for the secular, historically clocked, imagined community can be envisioned?’158 

This sense of the mechanistic, commercial-industrial ‘spirit of the age’ as lifeless, forsaken, 

‘out of joint’ is throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century contrasted with the 

fullness of the ideal of fusion represented in the Symbol.159 It was, as Yeats put it, ‘the only 

possible expression of some invisible essence, a transparent lamp about a spiritual flame,’ the 

means to ‘revelation.’ Various attempts to conceive and achieve a perfect fusion of content and 

form were inextricably bound with developing concepts of historicity as they threatened to 

compromise the permanence of moral and intellectual systems.160 This is the crucial motivation 

behind attempts to lend poetry something of the quality of religious experience, as qualifying or 

establishing one or another form of belief. The poetic drama emerges as a concern at a time 

when the encroachments of mass industrial society were felt to be overwhelmingly greater than 

before, with technology, standardisation and vulgarisation the dominant social processes. Taylor 

rightly cautions against a view of modernism that accepts in reductive terms its repudiation of a 

caricatured Romanticism that is concerned only with self-expression.161 If, however, it is illusory 

to think that one can bypass imagination ‘and hence the inwardness of personal vision … just 

 
158 Ibid., 33-5. 
159 Ascher, "The Revival of Poetic Drama," 713. 
160 For a longer view see Taylor, Sources of the Self. 
161 Also instructive on this matter is David Goldie, A Critical Difference: T.S. Eliot and John Middleton 
Murry in English Literary Criticism, 1919-1928 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998). 
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because of this, there is a point in striving to avoid the merely subjective.’162 Even as art turned 

ever more inward by means of explorations, and indeed radical celebrations of subjectivity, at the 

same time it tended towards a decentring of the subject, which was displaced onto various formal 

constellations, comprised not least of language itself.  

Ordinary prose, printed books, periodicals and newspapers, the instituted theatre event or 

de-spatialised time of novelistic discourse, the empty figuration or false teleology of historical 

narratives, all threatened abstraction. Poetry, in so many theories of this period, might break 

through that abstraction and provide living contact with reality, a restored vision of things as they 

are. The ontology of that restored reality remained in question, but the generative force of art 

was increasingly perceived as operating between words and images in a kind of force field of 

juxtaposition, rather than by means of a central referent transmuted through the process of 

description. The freshness, the immediacy of the resulting vision is occluded in those routine 

modes by which the world is apprehended. As Taylor notes, ‘the epiphanic power of words 

cannot be treated as a fact about the order of things which holds unmediated by the works of the 

creative imagination.’163 Timeless, mythic, archetypal elements brought forth by artists might be 

‘transpersonal’, sufficient to carry us beyond the subjective, but they come to us ‘indexed to a 

personal vision,’ by means of a heightened awareness of an individual experience. There is a 

further clue here, perhaps, to the comparatively sudden but subsequently enduring focus on 

Dante, who as author-protagonist proceeds through the Divina Commedia alongside his Roman 

master poetae, in language that is densely packed with both direct and implicit biblical allusion. 

As Kevin Brownlee points out in a particularly interesting essay, each of Dante’s four key classical 

models (Virgil, Statius, Lucan and Ovid) is treated as authorial character, as privileged text and in 

terms of the relation between the two.164 By means of a manifestly literary patchwork of allusion, 

 
162 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 429. 
163 Ibid., 481. Taylor cites Joyce as inspiring his own use of the concept of epiphany.  
164 Kevin Brownlee, "Dante and the Classical Poets," in The Cambridge Companion to Dante. 
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a personal vision ultimately reveals a timeless Christian truth. Even as the subject of art 

increasingly reflects back on itself—to structures outside the self, whether they be deeper, 

impersonal forms of consciousness or the refusal of depth in the particular constellation of words 

or objects—there is something of the paradigmatic Carlylean Hero about the artist who takes us 

beyond the merely subjective. 

For those English writers who focused so persistently on the poetic drama as the twentieth 

century dawned, the suggestion of an audience unknowingly craving poetry, as identified by 

numerous critics, seemed to offer the potential for an artistic creation of a mythic construct. 

Drawing upon developments in philosophy and anthropology, they were, like many others in 

London, on the Continent and in America, inspired particularly by ideas that had emerged from 

Wagner’s theory. In the calculated revival of ritual experience, it seemed, with the restoration of 

medieval Germanic and Celtic myth as well as ancient Greek forms, a link might be established 

between a heroic, imaginative past and modern religious insight. By restoring poetic vision to the 

theatre they might restore those ‘lost idyllic things and give them back to the people, who are 

wearier with waiting for them than they have said or known.’165 The striving towards a Wagnerian 

poetry of the people was always marked by a tension between abstract vision and the obdurate 

physicality and institutional conditioning of the theatre.  

For Arthur Symons, however, one of the key architects of the English poetic drama 

movement with Binyon, Sturge Moore and Yeats in particular, Phillips’s drama was fundamentally 

marked not by that tension, but by the very abstraction that a truly poetic drama might defeat: it 

was not in fact poetic at all.  

 
165 Edward Lord Dunsany quoted in Marvin A. Carlson, Theories of the Theatre: a Historical and Critical 
Survey, From the Greeks to the Present (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 307. 
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iv. A truly ‘poetic drama’: Arthur Symons contra Stephen Phillips  

It is difficult to recall a more fundamental or impactful mismatch in literary culture between 

authorial intent and the reception of a resulting body of work in networks of literary and artistic 

production than that of poor Stephen Phillips. Phillips’s literary standing was increasingly called 

into question in relation to charges of ‘theatricality’ and commercial success. His reputation had 

become inextricably intertwined with that of Tree, as their entries in the Dictionary of National 

Biography make clear (Phillips died in 1915, Tree in 1917). James Leslie Brierly attributed Tree’s 

desire to revive poetic drama to his ‘ambition’ to be ranked not merely as a character comedian, 

but as ‘a great tragedian and a producer in the grand manner. … It was natural,’ therefore, for 

Tree ‘to fall under the spell of Stephen Phillips, who was greeted by many serious critics of the 

time as the founder of a modern poetic drama.’166 Phillips’s entry, written by Henry Buckley 

Charlton, ascribed the deterioration of his career in large part to precisely that from which Colvin 

had sought to absolve him—‘theatricality.’ Phillips had been ‘indolent and careless’ in leaving ‘his 

producer to fix the fashion of his plays,’ for ‘Tree’s fashion is well-known.’ ‘In Paolo and 

Francesca,’ said Charlton, ‘theatricality is thriftily employed to relieve an austere theme’; it is 

‘legitimate.’ Nero, however, ‘is intermittently ablaze with melodramatic flares and wreathed in 

the smoke of rhetoric.’ By the time he was writing Faust in 1908, Phillips was producing little 

more than ‘pyrotechnic pantomime,’ and in Pietro of Sienna (1910) ‘there are only fitful echoes of 

his first and best play.’167  

Arthur Symons was acquainted with Phillips and featured him more than once alongside 

Binyon, Yeats and Sturge Moore in the Dome. His attacks on Phillips, however, appeared in print 

as frequently as publications or performances of the latter’s work offered occasion, and were 

almost all collected by Symons in book form, with most of his critical volumes containing at least 

 
166 "Tree, Sir Herbert Beerbohm (1852–1917)," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 
Press, 1927, accessed 12 Aug., 2010, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36549; "Phillips, Stephen 
(1864–1915)," ibid., http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/35514. 
167 Charlton, "Phillips, Stephen (1864–1915)." 
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one such piece. Symons himself considered those volumes to represent a system of aesthetics, so 

the attacks on Phillips were clearly representative of that system. Indeed, the inclusion of 

Symons’s introduction to the posthumously published Harold is baffling, so damning is it in the 

grudging faintness of its praise.168 It is in Symons’s opposition to Phillips that we see one of the 

clearest expositions of the argument for an English poetic drama, one that was set to extend into 

the next few decades. 

Perhaps because he operated more as a critic than as an artist Symons is now rather 

obscured but, as Marvin Carlson notes, he was one of the most informed and absorbing writers 

on early twentieth-century theatre. In particular he produced some of the clearest statements of 

symbolist aesthetics, and with Edward Gordon Craig and Yeats was a key figure in importing and 

promoting those ideas in England. His collection The Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899) was 

dedicated to Yeats as ‘the chief representative of that movement in our country.’ Having 

observed its development in France, ‘the country of movements,’ he had traced its influence 

throughout Europe, where its principles were evident ‘perhaps not less effectually, if with less 

definite outlines’: ‘in Germany it seems to be permeating the whole of literature, its spirit is that 

which is deepest in Ibsen,’ and in Italy it had ‘absorbed the one new force,’ Gabriele 

d’Annunzio.169 As epigraph to his own preliminary statement of the symbolist aesthetic, Symons 

quotes Carlyle: ‘it is in and through Symbols that man, consciously or unconsciously, lives, works 

and has his being: those ages, moreover, are accounted the noblest which can the best recognise 

symbolic worth, and prize it highest.’ Evoking the quality of a sacred language Symons suggests 

that: 

Without symbolism there can be no literature; indeed, not even language. What are 
words themselves but symbols, almost as arbitrary as the letters which compose them, 
mere sounds of the voice to which we have agreed to give certain significations, as we 
have agreed to translate these sounds by those combinations of letters? Symbolism 

 
168 Though as John Lane himself had died in 1925 it is possible that the editing of Phillips’ texts was not 
subject to the same care as previously. See Stephen Phillips, Harold: a Chronicle Play (London: John Lane, 
1927). 
169 Arthur Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature (London: Heinemann, 1899), v. 
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began with the first words uttered by the first man, as he named every living thing; or 
before them, in heaven, when God named the world into being. And we see, in these 
beginnings, precisely what Symbolism in literature really is: a form of expression, at the 
best but approximate, essentially but arbitrary, until it has obtained the force of a 
convention, for an unseen reality apprehended by the consciousness.170 

To apply a word such as symbolism ‘to anything so living, variable, and irresponsible as literature’ 

could only ever be the compromise of a sign, a mere indication, and indeed the very value of 

symbols predicated their use in every imaginative writer’s work. ‘What distinguishes the 

Symbolism of our day from the Symbolism of the past,’ Symons claims, ‘is that it has now become 

conscious of itself’. Changes in literature reflect deeper changes in ‘the thought of men,’ and in 

the wake of the ‘contemplation and the rearrangement of material things, comes the turn of the 

soul’. Symbolism was now ‘a literature in which the visible world is no longer a reality, and the 

unseen world no longer a dream.’171  

Ibsen was also repeatedly claimed for naturalism, though, and indeed in the attempt to 

distinguish between symbolist and naturalist, realist or idealist forms of art and literature, 

particularly where form is related to a broader philosophical standpoint, scholars are presented 

with as much that is shared as disputed. It seems clear by now that social realism and symbolic 

vision were mutually enriching elements in the development of Ibsen’s aesthetic. He was a key 

influence upon Shaw, as was Chekhov, and both are as frequently cited by Yeats, Symons, Binyon, 

Sturge Moore and others who were to take up the cause of the poetic drama in England. Shaw’s 

expositions of the naturalist philosophical standpoint as it applied to art were in many ways more 

deliberate and explicit than any of those by the major naturalist playwrights, but as the second 

chapter will explore in more depth these were generally more directly concerned with disputing 

the claims of the social and political philosophy of British idealism as opposed to Fabianism than 

they were with alternative approaches to artistic form. Just as he embraced emerging print 

media, bending them to ideological advantage, Shaw chose to work mainly within the forms of 
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established Society drama and adjust them internally, and indeed in his avoidance of the 

specifically naturalist fusion of philosophy and dramatic form he was supported by broader cross-

currents in both British and continental theatre.  

There was of course evidence in realist and naturalist forms of a reversal of those modes of 

representation that seemed to have laid claim to an alchemic transfiguration of the ordinary, but 

realists, symbolists and naturalists shared a suspicion of idealised notions of the essential 

goodness of nature. In various ways, realist and/or naturalist artists determined to show things in 

their rough, common reality and rejected the idea that they were occupied by any deeper 

meaning, replacing historical or sacred figures with recognisably ordinary people. As Taylor has 

pointed out, though, this ‘does involve an unveiling, a revelation of the real face of things, and 

this requires a transfiguration of a kind.’ Indeed, it rests on the assumption that in the normal 

course of things we do not see things as they are, but rather by means of an illusion of false 

significance constituted by fear and self-indulgence: ‘it takes courage and vision to see them as 

they are; but more than this, it takes the resources of art.’172 The unveiling of things in their 

meaninglessness takes place via the framing conditions of the theatrical stage, which by the end 

of the nineteenth century tended if anything towards a greater exposition of illusion and the 

power of the artist, by means of the picture-frame stage’s elaborate gold borders, for example, or 

the fully enclosed drawing room. As a reviewer noted in 1880, commenting on the new 

Haymarket Theatre, the stage action seemed if anything more distinct from ‘the domain of prose’ 

beyond the footlights; ‘there is no borderland or platform in front’.173 Continental examples of 

realist or naturalist modes of representation made no less of a claim to poetic powers of 

expression than those of symbolism, which might be assumed to offer a clearer antecedent to the 
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poetic drama: as Emile Zola suggested, in stripping things of meaning the artist was no less 

concerned with drawing ‘a rare poem of life and force from ordinary reality.’174 

Poel had echoed Newbolt, Nicoll and countless others in Britain, in America and on the 

continent in stressing the extent to which access to the ‘permanent’ basis of dramatic art was 

necessarily mediated by the demands of the social; indeed, this was the central problem that 

drove theatrical experimentation during the period in question. Marvin Carlson’s monumental 

Theories of the Theatre provides a welcome counterbalance to Jonas Barish’s The Antitheatrical 

Prejudice in stressing this point: where Barish tends to quote out of context from such as Yeats, 

Symons, Maeterlinck or Gosse to suggest a contradictory disregard for institutional realities, both 

theatrical and, by implication, societal, Carlson focuses more persuasively on the productive 

tension between the real and the ideal that inspires the persistent focus on and engagement with 

theatre, not only in the nineteenth century but throughout theatrical history. The concept of a 

‘closet drama’ is too often applied in the starkest terms, as if it defines authorial intention in 

regard to nineteenth-century plays by poets such as Robert Bridges. His plays were, Bridges 

allowed, as stage-plays ‘open to evident objections; to which, if [they] be not successful, there 

can be no answer.’175 But it was not from the abstract vision of an idealised drama that he drew 

inspiration, nor in practice did he comprehensively avoid the physical presence of theatre or 

audience as it threatened to prevent community cohesion and transcendence into a higher realm. 

Rather than collapsing distinctions between the relative concerns of the writers in question by 

placing the idea of the ‘poetic drama’ in antecedence with one or other aesthetic position, then, 

it is instructive to examine the specific faults that Symons finds with Phillips, which he presents as 

fundamental to the concerns of a properly ‘poetic’ modern English theatre. 

While Tree was in large part responsible for Phillips’s popular success in the theatre, his 

relationship with John Lane was equally enduring, as reflected in his book sales. But the 
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flourishing publishing trade, which increasingly reflected in its complex institutional 

manifestations those social and political developments alluded to by Poel, Newbolt et al., had by 

the time that Phillips was writing already inspired a counterculture of artisan hand-press 

production, one with which his acquaintances at the Dome were closely involved. Where ‘scribes, 

and memories not yet spoilt by over-cramming’ had once preserved all the literature that was 

worth preserving, now the invention of printing had, for Symons, debased literature. ‘The first 

book pointed the way to the first newspaper, and a newspaper is a thing meant not only to be 

forgotten but destroyed.’ The newspaper was founded upon the assumption that it is of use to 

‘the British shopkeeper’ to spend his money and spare time discovering facts that have no 

bearing, that serve to obstruct ‘any rational conception of the meaning of his own life.’ It registers 

its own value in the recording of facts, things that, having once happened, have ceased to exist; 

‘beating the bones of the buried without pity,’ it sets them before the reader without 

understanding. The newspaper had taken the place of royalty and religion: it was ‘the idol of the 

hour, the principality and power of the moment’. Though its power was ‘the aggregate of 

separate feeblenesses, let us not commit the error of denying that power. As well deny the power 

of folly, which is the voice of the mob’.176 As Yeats reflected in 1906, the printing press presented 

a key obstacle to ‘a way of life in which the common man has some share in imaginative art’ in 

England. Ireland had created ‘the most beautiful literature of a whole people that has been 

anywhere since Greece and Rome,’ while English literature, though the greatest of all literatures 

beyond that of ancient Greece, ‘is yet the literature of a few.’ Where Ireland, ‘her imagination at 

its noon before the birth of Chaucer,’ had made poetry to be spoken or sung, that of England had 

been all but completely shaped by the printing press, and was as a result the literature of an 

intellectual aristocracy, ‘a number of men and women who are not very well pleased with one 

another or the world they have to live in.’177 

 
176 Arthur Symons, Studies in Prose And Verse (London: J.M. Dent, 1904), 1-3. 
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Versatile artists and craftsmen, Charles Ricketts and Charles Shannon are perhaps best 

remembered now not only for their work in the theatre on set and costume design, in which they 

executed numerous collaborations with the English poetic dramatists in particular, but also for 

their work in book design and typography. Following other artists who had been moved and 

indeed repelled by technical advances in printing, they turned their attention to the book not 

merely as a vehicle for content, but as one in which content could only be properly conveyed 

through the harmonious unity of all its elements, including paper, binding, text and illustration. 

They had published the Dial between 1889 and 1897, ‘a periodical devoted to art,’ and with 

investment from a wealthy donor Ricketts had established himself as a printer, publisher and 

bookbinder in 1896, naming the Vale Press after his house in Chelsea. As well as Ricketts’ own 

projects, generally literary classics or wood engravings and lithographs by his friends, the press 

produced books for Lucien Pissarro’s Eragny Press. When the Vale Press closed in 1903, Pissarro 

was forced to find a new printer and indeed adopt a new typeface, since his previous titles had 

been printed in Ricketts’s Vale type. He took the opportunity to introduce the Brook type by 

printing a bibliography of Eragny books to date, with an introduction from Sturge Moore ‘on the 

relation of the printed book as a work of art to life.’ 

The circumstances of life, Sturge Moore suggested, were hostile to beauty: ‘we have scarcely 

leisure for a sigh. And those who have time upon their hands often seem best pleased when they 

are able to emulate the slaves of machinery.’ Those who were loudest in praise of life conceived it 

as an ‘external force, to which it is delicious to abandon oneself,’ in ‘some self-imposed task 

which they are happy to entitle philanthropy, public spirit, or even science, even art. But life? 

That is forgotten’.  

The will to interpret life, to read a reason into history, is supposed vain, Because life and 
history appear interminable, and a result is infinitely postponed, while the beginning has 
receded out of sight. It only now dawns in a few minds, that the habits founded on the 
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legends which then blocked the past and the future are justified to us by what they 
created178 

This inheritance was seldom appreciated, in an age when books were not read and re-read, 

treasured and absorbed. ‘There is no human creation to compare with a good habit, as there is 

none so certainly ruinous as inconstancy.’ Just as an artist developed skill by means of the daily 

use of his tools, so humans built character by means of a sustained focus on the lessons of the 

past.  

We must have fewer [books] then; but those few shall be beautiful upon the table, on the 
shelf, in the hand; while we muse on the meaning the eye shall rest happily on the page 
where fair proportions have been sought and established between margin and text, 
between type and page.179 

In the sustained consideration of those elements which follow, the corollary between print and 

dramatic form is clear: ‘no caprice, no indifference, no deadening by mere routine; every 

development must proceed from an exquisitely adjusted influence of the tools and materials 

employed on the conventional sign.’180 ‘Poetry,’ insisted Binyon in the Dome, ‘is made to be 

known, loved, enjoyed.’181 In the use of spoken language the drama must strive for the quality of 

the ballet, which for Symons achieved the ‘intellectual as well as sensuous appeal of a living 

symbol, which can but reach the brain through the eyes, in the visual, concrete, imaginative way’. 

This was the ideal in terms of artistic expression.182 

It is a common misconception even now that drama evades the effects of mechanical 

reproduction, is always immediate. Forms of discontinuity were, for many, inscribed in the 

theatre event itself as it occurred in London’s theatres. Phillips’s Ulysses was not ‘a Greek of the 

heroic age; he is … “classical in the decorative sense”,’ an effect that was only heightened by the 
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fact that audience members celebrated the event by attending in classical dress.183 As Harold 

Hodge put it, reviewing Nero for the Saturday Review in 1906: 

If it were frankly understood that there was no question here of poetry, drama or history, 
only a good show, it would be foolish to find fault with the production. Unfortunately 
there are those who do take the play for both history and poetry. The costume of many 
of the ladies around me showed plainly enough that they regarded it as an eminently 
classical occasion.184 

Such empty figuration was only reinforced by the sale of books and commemorative items at the 

theatre, and even those critics who were happier with their experience of the theatrical event 

seemed unable to conceive of Phillips’s contribution to Tree’s productions without reference to 

the printed text they had been handed at the theatre. Assessments of Phillips’s verse by theatre 

critics writing for newspapers and periodicals are frequently such that they might as well take the 

form of a separate review of the book. 

‘Nothing,’ insisted Binyon, ‘is better for the correction of false notions about an art, and the 

establishment of a right standard, than study of a master.’185 This was written by way of a review 

of Bridges’s Milton’s Prosody, which, one suspects, had provided a key reference point for Phillips 

in the construction of his verse (as suggested by his protestations concerning the 

misapprehension of his own verse via that of Milton). But Bridges approached his subject ‘in a 

spirit so scrupulous and sincere, that his beauties are always truths, and lie deep.’ His plays were 

of simple construction, with ‘none of the subtle character-drawing, the conflict of minds at 

elaborate cross purposes, which are now thought the essence of drama.’ Bridges took simple 

heroical actions, ‘pregnant with known and dreaded consequences,’ in which ‘every character on 

the stage is singly and entirely interested.’ Though seemingly bare in comparison, in formal terms 

his work ‘wins with tranquil and sure power’ over that which thrills at the first encounter, but 

‘chills on the third or fourth.’ In Bridges’s Prometheus, for example, its organic strength resulted 
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for Symons in the operation of imagination, by means of which ‘we are thrown back into that 

primeval world, and realise all that the absence of fire means to life, to see that the subject 

affords much material for emotion of a truly dramatic kind.’  

And when the actual fire springs up on the altar, how apt, how dramatically poetic, a 
symbol it seems of the emotions of those who watch it!186 

For Yeats, similarly inspired by The Return of Ulysses, Bridges succeeded in ridding his verse 

of ‘heterogeneous knowledge and irrelevant analysis, and purifie[d] his mind with elaborate 

art.’187 The point of dramatising figures from history or legend was not to excite the nerves: in 

such usage they became merely markers of obsolescence. It was ‘to illustrate the reveries of a 

wisdom which shall be as much a part of the daily life of the wise as a face or hands at rest.’ 

Some day the few among us who care for poetry more than any temporal thing, and who 
believe that its delights cannot be perfect when we read it alone in our rooms and long 
for one to share its delights, but that they might be perfect in the theatre, when we share 
them friend with friend, lover with beloved, will persuade a few idealists to seek out the 
lost art, that is perhaps nearest of all arts to eternity, the subtle art of listening. 

Yeats’s ideas concerning the speaking of verse were not in practice immune to such temporal 

disjuncture, as Symons noted after hearing his verse spoken to the psaltery by Florence Farr.188 

The danger of following prescribed methods was that what was spontaneous and ‘profoundly felt’ 

was always in danger of becoming imitative; most actors treated verse as ‘a slightly more stilted 

kind of prose,’ and it was a more pressing concern that they unlearn such habits before they learn 

anything more.189 The problem with Phillips’s plays was not, however, the actors, but the verse 

itself. All speech was an imperfect attempt to ‘express the mind’s conception of itself, of the 

universe, and of its relation to the universe.’ Phillips’s verse ‘reaches a high general level, but 

never the absolute.’190 Poetry was not simply the turning of those imperfect attempts into verse, 
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but rather ‘a complete marriage or interpenetration of substance and form,’ and in this sense 

Phillips’s poetry was not poetic.191 

Upon first reading, Phillips’s verse was already ‘vaguely familiar’: indeed, it was ‘second-

hand’. It was ‘not a new revelation of beauty; it is the tribute to an already worshipped beauty’. 

In poetry there is, indeed, the great unformulated tradition by which all poetry may be 
recognised, in virtue of which all poets are of the same race … But in exact opposition to 
this tradition, which cannot be dated, there is a literary tradition, new in every age, and at 
the most of only temporal value. 

Even if a tradition once had all the virtues, in order to bring a new force into the world one must 

play a part in the destruction of what was now obsolescent. In particular, the idea of modern 

English poetic drama was frequently delineated in opposition to the Elizabethan tradition, which 

‘haunts us, oppresses us, destroys us’; ‘if we are ever to have again in England a prosperous 

poetic drama,’ suggested Gosse, ‘it will be in spite of, not because of, the Elizabethan tradition’. 

‘The poetic drama has been for two centuries and more crushed beneath the weight of the 

Elizabethan ideal,’ agreed Phillips, which deviates attention from an adequate appreciation of 

‘the cumulative effect of a whole work’.192 The problem with Phillips’s plays was not, however, a 

matter of damage wrought by means of the misapprehension of audiences and critics, their 

perspectives skewed by the weight of a national cultural ideal, but rather a lack of organic unity 

central to the plays themselves.  

Phillips had constructed his plays upon an assumption of cultural continuity, without 

adequate reflection on the grounds of that continuity. The superficial quality of his blank verse 

was for Symons not in question; there were ‘single lines which are really exquisite’. But in 

following the ‘dangerous Miltonic tradition’ he had tended towards a ‘beautiful lifelessness’: ‘it is 

not enough to do over again, however well, only what has been done before.’193 As the influential 
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Revue wagnérienne had demonstrated in France, the mythopoeic nature of Wagner’s critical and 

philosophical works had left the door open for alternative visions of the work of art as mystic 

expression of a deeper reality, or models of the ideal integration of the various arts. Symons’s 

lengthy essay on ‘The Ideas of Richard Wagner’ provided one of the clearest explications in 

English of ‘The Art-work of the Future’ and ‘Opera and Drama’ in particular, for which Yeats 

thanked him upon reading it for the first time.194 Like Yeats, Wagner had been concerned with the 

establishment of a ‘popular theatre,’ one that ‘should grow always more objective; more and 

more a reflection of the general mind; more and more a discovery of the simple emotions that 

make all men kin’. Like Wagner, Yeats and Symons had found in the notion of ‘the thirty thousand 

Greeks assembled to listen to a tragedy of Aeschylus’ the ‘one ideal public.’ As Wagner put it in 

his ‘Letter to Berlioz,’ 

I asked myself what position Art should occupy towards the public, so as to inspire it with 
a reverence that should never be profaned; and, not to be merely building castles in the 
air, I took my stand on the position which art once occupied towards the public life of the 
Greeks. 

He took from this not the grounds of a pedantic revival, but a suggestion towards a similar union 

of the arts, ‘in the proportions demanded by their present condition and by the present condition 

of the world.’195 Modern drama was traced by Wagner out of the achievement of Shakespeare, 

who had taken the ‘fantastic romance’ of the narrative poem and the conventions of the 

mummers and mystery-players and generated both ‘inner meaning and outward show.’ Always 

alert, as Poel suggested, to the conditions and limitations of stage representation, he had left the 

full representation of the scene to the mind’s eye, and thus sustained the ‘vague and unlimited’ 

qualities of romance and history.196 
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But Wagner’s was a narrative of decline: in that very achievement Shakespeare had been ‘the 

cause and starting-point of an unparalleled confusion in dramatic art,’ as a felt deficiency of scene 

‘drove people into arbitrary deeds of violence against the living Drama.’197 The very thing that 

Shakespeare had left disregarded as an outer moment, his drama created organically from within, 

had increasingly become an outward-shaping norm, a dramatic form that ‘sought to construct 

itself from without inwards, from Mechanism into Life.’198 Art, since that time, remained 

hovering, reeling, between heaven and earth. ‘That heaven, however, is really nothing but the 

antique art-Form, and that earth the practical Romance of modern times.’ Newer dramatic forms 

were not true to life, and served only as platforms for the theatre-Virtuoso.199 ‘In the modern 

world,’ Symons suggested, ‘money is power,’ and Wagner had ultimately realised that a national 

art of the people as opposed to a private association of art lovers could not be established 

without the support of wealthy sponsors. In the end, however, though it may not be actively 

chosen by the public ‘even Bayreuth may be forced upon the world’; ‘the thing once done, the 

public will follow; for the public, like the work itself, has to be created.’200  

For Symons, only Yeats had demonstrated that ‘whole poetical temperament’ in dramatic 

writing, while as he notes by means of juxtaposition, Phillips (cited not by name but dismissively 

by means of a quote from Herod) had simply turned prose into a parody of poetry. Where 

Phillips’s characters talk too much, Yeats carries condensation as far as it can go; where Phillips 

deploys verse merely as theatrical ornament, in Yeats poetry and drama ‘both grow together, like 

bones and flesh.’ His poetry brings ‘the consciousness, under all the beauty and clearness and 

precision of the words we hear, of something unsaid, something which the soul broods over in 

silence.’201 It was in the partial relinquishing of the Wagnerian notion of ‘a people’s theatre’ that 
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Yeats made perhaps his clearest statement as to his own purpose with the drama. ‘You and I and 

Synge,’ he wrote in an open letter to Lady Gregory in 1919, ‘not understanding the clock, set out 

to bring again the Theatre of Shakespeare or rather perhaps of Sophocles.’202 But a theatre 

brought with it the demands of its own age, and it was not so easy to clear it of ‘sentimentality, 

the wreckage of an obsolete popular culture.’ To be intelligible, playwrights of true poetic genius 

had been moved to ‘harden, to externalise and deform,’ but ‘let those who are all personality, 

who can only feel and imagine, leave [the Popular Theatre], before their presence become a 

corruption and turn it from its honesty.’203  

The challenge to those who would establish an ideal English drama that answered the neglect 

of the interior, the obscured, the spiritual in its people was keenly felt. They faced a theatre in 

which Phillips’s plays continued to run to popular acclaim, and indeed Symons diverted one of his 

attacks on Phillips via a disdainful selection from positive press notices as they were reprinted in 

the flyleaves of his published volumes, from such publications as the Pall Mall Gazette, the Daily 

Post, the Globe, The Times, the World, the Daily Graphic and more.204 They wrote for critics who 

were ‘compelled by cruel editors to read, digest, and pronounce on books almost before they are 

published,’ forced against their will ‘to a hurried stripping from the pages before them of the 

ornaments that glitter most’. (‘There are some authors whom this treatment flatters,’ noted 

Binyon, and one can only assume that he referred to his cousin.)205 They wrote for audiences ‘into 

whose hands modern education has put all the great books of the world, all the treasures of all 

the arts, and whom it has not taught to discriminate between what is good and what is second-

rate.’206 The crowd would pay for nothing upon which their money had not in turn been 

squandered, and so the judgement of the crowd was paramount. The perceived force of this 

spiralling cultural degeneration, which in itself had produced Phillips, was both the immediate 
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challenge and the driving motivation for the ‘Georgian’ poets who set out to establish a truly 

popular, truly English modern poetic drama. Their work will be examined in the next chapter. 

‘We will excuse ourselves from saying very much about Mr. Phillips’ latest volume,’ wrote a 

critic for the Edinburgh Review when Phillips issued his second volume of poems in 1908. The skill 

exhibited in ‘Christ in Hades’ was in fact merely one of imitation: his ‘Miltonic line was calculated 

to deceive and did deceive even the elect among critics.’207 Of the play Pietro of Siena (1910), a 

somewhat puzzled reviewer for the Academy noted that, ‘the action is so hurried that it conveys 

an impression of unreality.’ There is ‘poetry and fine feeling,’ certainly, but behind it the 

development of the action of the play ‘is not made plausible.’208 J.C. Trewin suggested that 

Phillips should have left ‘a mark upon the conscience of some of his critics who had merely toyed 

with him, overpraising his casual dew, then letting him pass into near-oblivion.’209 His untimely 

death in 1915 occasioned some sanctimonious retrospectives: ironically it was the Academy, by 

this time under new editorship, which commented that: 

It is chastening to reflect on the way Mr. Phillips’ work has fallen from esteem. A matter 
of a few years ago, he was spoken of in terms that seemed to hail him as a brother to 
Shakespeare; now there are none so poor to do him reverence. It is a characteristic of the 
way journalistic reviewers, having no just standards of appreciation, are always eager to 
whet their appetites by seeking new loves.210 
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2. ‘Myth-makers to eternity’: The Georgian poets and the ideal of a 
community 

‘There never was, and there never will be,’ noted William Archer and Harley Granville-Barker in 

their 1904 Scheme and Estimates for a National Theatre, ‘an ideal theatre’: it was ‘too complex 

and delicate a machine, depending on the harmonious co-operation of too many talents and 

influences, ever to reach perfection for more than a passing moment.’ But the craving for what 

was ideal, they insisted, should not render public-spirited citizens careless of ‘what is practically 

desirable as an improvement upon existing conditions.’211 The theatre was not deserving of 

unalloyed blame, nor indeed would a national theatre cure all that was amiss. But ‘the realisation 

is gradually spreading among us Anglo-Saxons that a well-ordered theatre stands high on the list 

of institutions indispensable to an enlightened community.’212 

The immersion of the nation in lower forms of drama was, suggested Archer, ‘a political force 

of no small importance.’  

Musical extravaganza has almost completely swamped the higher forms of drama. … It 
draws the whole English-speaking world together in the bonds of a racial vulgarity. The 
slang of the London music-halls is wafted with incredible rapidity over the bush, the veldt, 
and the prairie, and with it the ideals which it symbolises.213 

There could not, the authors insisted, be an object of greater public utility than that of ‘rendering 

the most fascinating and universally popular of the arts a source of intellectual and emotional, as 

well as of merely sensuous and sensational, pleasure’. The artistic ideal was of fundamental 

importance beyond the world of letters, to ‘the statesman, the patriot, and all who have at heart 

the social and intellectual development of the race.’214 And for Archer, the ‘ideal of the drama’ 

was ‘a subject of unceasing controversy. Shall we steer for Realism or for Idealism, for culture or 

merely for amusement?’  
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Through the years that followed Phillips’s success, publishers and theatre managements 

were bombarded with unsolicited manuscripts in the Phillips mould. During the same period, 

however, forces of transition were evident to what are by now recognisably modern institutional 

structures of theatre: the private theatre societies already mentioned; Harley Granville-Barker 

and J.E. Vedrenne’s seasons at the Court; and establishment of the first repertory companies 

between 1908 and the outbreak of war in Manchester, Glasgow, Birmingham, Liverpool and 

Bristol.215  

Various approaches to poetic drama were represented across all these ventures, and it is 

illuminating to compare them. This chapter will examine the passionate and single-minded 

adherence of the ‘Georgian’ poets to the cause of poetic drama, and the platforms they devised 

for its promotion both in print and performance. That they had absorbed the possibilities for 

large-scale consumption of their work as demonstrated by Stephen Phillips was clear. It was 

equally clear that they had sympathy not only with the aesthetic dimension of the thought of 

Yeats and Symons, but equally with its implications within the broader context of a fixation with 

ideals of community.   

As several scholars have shown, social and political debate in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries was markedly preoccupied with attempts to restore the attachments of 

community, a persistent concern to balance new and modern forces with communal values.216 

This concern formed a nucleus for the theatre enthusiasts of the new century, and we can see it 

in many if not most theatrical movements of the period. The individuals who coalesced around 
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the poetic drama, as a lighthouse cause, shared a feeling characteristic of many intellectuals from 

the late nineteenth into the twentieth century. As A.M. McBriar has put it, there was a sense that 

‘the traditional values of earlier Victorianism no longer provided a satisfactory way of reconciling 

man to society and the universe.’217 Drama, in various forms, was seen as just one of the ways to 

propagate a socio-political programme of improvement, a new ‘collectivism’ that might restore a 

sense of true community to an increasingly fragmented society.  

i. Hellenism and Fabianism in the ‘New Drama’ 

At first glance, we would seem to see some important successes for the poetic drama during the 

early years of the twentieth century, via one of the most influential movements in modern English 

theatre. As Dennis Kennedy has shown, while Harley Granville-Barker’s immense impact in 

modern theatre has been ‘conventionally associated with realist Edwardian plays … his work at 

the Court belies this common notion.’ 

He regularly presented four distinct types of plays, each requiring a different production 
style; the realist play, while important, was only one of the pillars of his theatre. The 
other three led him away from realism to the innovative open staging that marked his 
later directing career: the translations [by Gilbert Murray] of Euripides; the poetic, non-
representational work of Maeterlinck, Hewlett, Masefield, and Prunella; and the 
“ideational comedies” of Bernard Shaw.218 

Between 1903 and 1907, the period of J.E. Vedrenne and Harley Granville-Barker’s management 

at London’s Court Theatre served to extend the practices and the influence of the Independent 

Theatre in the Stage Society. Kennedy has provided a thorough account of the staging and 

reception of Barker’s work, including the ‘non-representational’ (though generally not verse) 

plays of Maeterlinck, Hewlett, Masefield and Houseman.219  

What is of interest here, however, are the verse translations from the ancient Greek by the 

classical scholar, politician and public intellectual Gilbert Murray. These, and indeed Murray’s 
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entire career, tend to be viewed in the field of English studies as a footnote to T.S. Eliot’s scathing 

attack of 1920 in ‘Euripides and Professor Murray’. That attack in itself will be examined in 

chapter 4, but for now we’ll focus on the important intellectual history that lay behind it, and its 

position in relation to claims being made on behalf of the poetic drama in both critical and 

concrete, cultural and socio-political terms.  

Like Shaw, Murray was a staunch supporter of the Court, via financial as well as artistic 

patronage. As Fiona MacIntosh has suggested, ‘just as Shaw’s work met with new audiences 

through Barker’s production of his plays, so Murray’s translations, with Barker’s mediation, 

introduced the same people to Euripides.’220 And despite some solid criticism from scholarly 

quarters, they have in fact had an extremely broad and long-lasting influence.221 In terms of his 

academic contribution, it seems few would disagree with the classicist Robert Fowler’s suggestion 

that Murray ‘might never have written so far as most scholars are concerned today.’222 Although 

Murray remained closely attuned throughout his career to the latest theories and discoveries in 

the world of Classics, he tended not to publish in the academic journals, or produce critical 

editions or commentaries.  

Beyond academia, though, Murray’s influence as an interpreter and appreciator of Greek 

literature was enormous. ‘The medium and manner of his communication,’ suggests classicist 

Mark Griffith, was particularly attractive to ‘well-read, politically influential readers from all kinds 

of other fields.’223 He was a ‘supremely elegant, persuasive, and reader-friendly spokesperson for 

Victorian-Edwardian liberal-aristocratic values,’ as well as a ‘serious and engaged literary critic 

who saw the conflicts and inconsistencies that mark (especially) the texts of Euripides and 
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Thucydides … as indicators of cultural stress and challenge from which we can all learn and 

benefit.’224 Griffith has suggested that Murray was perhaps ‘ahead of his time in acknowledging … 

so blatantly and so cheerfully’ that his work involved claiming the ancient Greeks as ‘the 

ancestors – and/or as justification – for some contemporary status quo or political 

programme.’225  

Murray’s mission was contemporary and cultural, and he was selective in presenting literary 

and philosophical texts which aligned with that programme, as suggested in the introduction to 

Euripides and his Age, Vol.73 of the Home University Library of Modern Knowledge:226 

Most of the volumes of this series are occupied with large subjects and subjects 
commonly recognised as important to great masses of people at the present day. In 
devoting the present volume to the study of a single writer, remote from us in time and 
civilisation and scarcely known by more than name to many readers of this Library, I am 
moved by the belief that, quite apart from his disputed greatness as a poet and thinker, 
apart from his amazing and perhaps unparalleled success as a practical playwright, 
Euripides is a figure of high significance in the history of humanity and of special interest 
to our own generation.  

As Julia Stapleton has demonstrated, Murray didn’t deviate a great deal throughout his career 

from his mission ‘of pressing both Classics and liberalism into the service of widespread cultural 

uplift.’227 The ‘fate of civilisation hung firmly in the balance of education,’ and should be available 

to ‘all those who were capable of grasping [the] wider historical and cultural significance’ of not 

only the language, but also the poetry, literature and politics of Greece.228 (His later influence 

within the English education system will be addressed in the following chapter.) Hellenism, for 

Murray, represented, ‘the spirit of upward striving in man,’ of ‘both feeling the value and wonder 

of life, and being desirous to make it a better thing.’229 In his attachment to the Greek drama, and 

his particular presentation of its ritual origins, we see his intention for modern audiences to 
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perceive the power of these creative traditions, the recitals and reworkings, via which self-

discipline and a sense of common culture were continually refined. The future of his own 

generation rested for Murray in the creative adaptation of this tradition by the advanced literary 

class or ‘men of words’ (Logios Aner) and their agents, for the benefit of the Agora, the social and 

political order.  

Murray must have been pleased, then, when the popular pictorial weekly The Bystander 

suggested its readers should see the revival of his and Barker’s Hippolytus at the Court in 1906, on 

the grounds that, ‘you will like it without any necessity of posing as an earnest student of the 

drama’. Shaw’s Major Barbara, the first new play written for the Court under the Vedrenne–

Barker management, evidences a clear sense of interplay with Murray’s translations from and 

introductions to Greek tragedy, as they had been showcased via special matinee performances at 

the Court. There are echoes of Murray’s historiography in Shaw’s epigraph to his play: 

The Euripidean verses in the second act of MB are not by me, nor even directly by 
Euripides. They are by Professor Gilbert Murray, whose English version of the Bacchae 
came into our dramatic literature with all the impulsive power of an original work shortly 
before MB was begun. The play, indeed, stands indebted to him in more ways than one. 

In Major Barbara we see various aspects of the broader social programme to which both men 

were committed. Shaw’s portrayal of Murray in the character of Adolphus Cusins, played first by 

Barker in 1905, is well known, and Fiona MacIntosh in particular has provided strong analysis of 

the interplay between that play and Murray’s Bacchae.230 For our purposes here I would point to 

an aspect of the context for the New Drama that has received less attention, a minor one perhaps 

but useful in understanding why the Georgian poets in particular (and later, and more famously, 

T.S. Eliot) did not see a satisfactory solution to their poetic drama programme in Murray’s verse 

translations.  

 
230 Macintosh, in Stray, 145-65. See also Peter Gahan, "Bernard Shaw’s Dionysian Trilogy: Reworkings of 
Gilbert Murray’s Translation of Euripides’s Bacchae in Major Barbara, Misalliance, and Heartbreak 
House," SHAW: The Journal of Bernard Shaw Studies 37, no. 1 (2017): 28-74. 



81 
 

It is well known that the New Drama was broadly aligned with Fabian socio-political 

concerns. In a speech Barker gave at a private dinner in 1907, in celebration of the Vedrenne–

Barker partnership as it drew to a close, he highlighted his own standing ‘as a good Socialist’. ‘Our 

work,’ he said, ‘is but a continuation of that begun by Mr. Grein and the Independent Theatre, 

and carried on by Mr. Archer and the New Century Theatre, and by that body to which I am 

always inclined to refer as my father and mother called the Stage Society’.231 Murray himself 

pursued a broad range of friendships and extensive dialogues across party and political lines. A 

lifetime Liberal, he would certainly not identify as ‘a Fabian,’ and Shaw’s portrayal of him in 

writing demonstrates their political differences as much as it does their mutual respect and 

friendship.232 It seems clear, however, that Murray saw some alignment between his own 

Hellenist programme and the Fabian agenda of cultural ‘permeation,’ in particular through linked 

forms of education and drama. He addressed the Fabian Society on more than one occasion, and 

among the broad range of his commitments he had been a key contributor to Beatrice Webb’s 

Minority Report on the Poor Law.  

In 1908, William Archer published a series of essays in the New Age (founded by Fabians 

Holbrook Jackson and A.R. Orage) based on a lecture he had delivered to the Fabian Summer 

School. This laid out some key socialist concerns, illuminating the active ways in which they’d 

been addressed in and by a range of plays—at the English companies cited by Barker, and in 

other, broadly sympathetic international movements. ‘Drama is a product,’ suggested Archer, ‘of 

a barbaric state of society.’ And insofar as the Fabians were ‘combatting barbarism (falsely 

describing itself as civilisation), you are working for the ultimate extinction of drama’.233  

It is probable that at least three-fourths of the drama of the present day springs – directly 
or indirectly – from the iniquitous distribution of wealth, the unhealthy and often vicious 
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idleness of the exploiting classes, the unhealthy and degrading poverty of the exploited, 
the meagreness and precariousness of their means of subsistence, the constant 
temptation under which they lie to lighten the burden of their misery by means of vice 
and crime.234  

Similarly, reflecting the Fabian interest in women’s emancipation and suffrage movements, with 

the realisation of Fabian principles, ‘there will be a vast diminution in the fuss made over 

marrying, giving in marriage, and so forth; and when there is no fuss there will be no drama.’235 

What tends to be missing from reflections on the Fabian context for the New Drama is the 

broader engagement, the ‘conflict of ideas’ as it is represented in A.M. McBriar’s brilliant book An 

Edwardian Mixed Doubles, between the Fabian socialism of Sidney and Beatrice Webb on the one 

hand, and the spokespeople of the Charity Organisation Society (COS) on the other.236 Archer’s 

rather strange positioning of his argument represents an attack on (a Fabian view of) the 

‘absolute Idealism’ of the opposing position—in particular the philosopher Bernard Bosanquet 

and his wife Helen (née Dendy), economist and social worker. The debate between the 

Bosanquets and the Webbs, which had begun in the 1890s, ranged from practical social work to 

philosophical enquiry, and culminated at the Royal Commission of enquiry into the Poor Laws of 

1905 to 1909. While the Webbs and other signatories of the Minority Report called for a 

structural understanding of the causes of poverty and a greater public role for the state in 

guaranteeing a basic minimum income, the Bosanquets emphasised individual responsibility and 

argued that charity-led provision would be undermined by the state. 

It has been suggested that Beatrice Webb is perhaps a model for Barbara in Shaw’s play—in 

fact, she seems at times to nod to Helen Bosanquet’s ‘Social Economics,’ and represents possibly 

a dialogue and resolution, for Shaw, between opposing arguments from both women on the 

distribution of wealth.237 In the play’s preface, he rails bitterly against Helen Bosanquet’s 
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opposition to Fabian schemes such as Wages Boards and Minimum Wages (though she isn’t 

named, the reference is clear). An increase in wealth alone, Helen Bosanquet had argued, could 

not bring benefit or happiness, or at least ‘only when the power to use it wisely is present.’238 It 

was the job of ‘the philanthropist,’ supported by ‘the statesman,’ to inculcate such inner virtues, 

and that required diversity in quality which in turn rested on inequality of distribution. A doctor 

must pass through a longer unproductive period of training than the ‘unskilled labourer’—

similarly the ‘scholar’ and the ‘man of science.’ ‘The artist and the poet need leisure and freedom 

from anxiety; the statesman immunity from the pressure of his own personal wants.’239 This, says 

Shaw, ‘is to strain towards the extreme limit of impudence in lying and corruption in hypocrisy.’  

The universal regard for money is the one sound spot in our social conscience. Money is 
the most important thing in the world. It represents health, strength, honour, generosity 
and beauty as conspicuously and undeniably as the want of it represents illness, 
weakness, disgrace, meanness and ugliness. […] The crying need of the nation is not for 
better morals, cheaper bread, temperance, liberty, culture, redemption of fallen sisters 
and erring brothers, nor the grace, love and fellowship of the Trinity, but simply for 
enough money.240  

The Bosanquets and the Webbs shared common ground with many intellectuals of their 

age—a marked preoccupation with the fragility of society frames a persistent dialogue about the 

need to restore a lost sense of community. As suggested in the first chapter, idealism had been 

‘the primary school of thought in Britain’ since its advancement by T.H. Green, F.H. Bradley and 

Edward Caird in the 1870s, ‘and for half a century thereafter dominated philosophical debate.’241 

British Idealism certainly did not represent a unified body of doctrine, though as John Macquarrie 

has suggested, it might be seen to have ‘reached its high water mark’ with ‘the absolute idealism 

of Bradley and Bosanquet.’242 And if, as den Otter suggests, ‘idealism was an inherently 

synthetical philosophy,’ then Bernard Bosanquet was perhaps one of its most wide-ranging 
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representatives. He wrote on logic, metaphysics and ethics, ‘but also on such themes as art, 

religion and the state. He was, in addition, much taken up with social work. Philosophy, he 

believed, needs to be both the best of logic and the best of life.’243 Both McBriar and den Otter 

have written of his ‘complete system which linked COS practice to an elaborate structure of 

Idealist philosophy.’ Although Helen’s own style was more down to earth, ‘she gave no indication 

of disapproval.’244 And although other Idealist philosophers held quite different views on many 

things, not least social policy, ‘there seems to be a perennial interest in the attempt to create 

links which suggest that a particular social policy can rejoice in the halo conferred by higher, more 

general principles.’245 

It is here, as much as in the specific application of the Bosanquets’ theories, that Archer 

targets his lecture. His strange envisioning of a world in which the Fabians have obviated the need 

for drama altogether is designed to send up this other-worldly view of the idealists and their own 

theatrical referents. ‘If ever the Fabian ideal of justice and health is realised,’ he boldly states, ‘it 

will be largely through the agency of drama.’ Then, and only then—when the struggle for health 

has resolved, when politics consists ‘in an exercise of reason,’ when ‘only an irreducible 

minimum’ of disease lurks in the body politic,’ such that ‘it would be anti-social folly to drag it to 

light’—the theatre might be a place ‘for some sort of symbolic-philosophic-poetic drama which 

we cannot foresee, and the idea of which, to my unregenerate nature, is, I confess, not very 

appetizing.’246 The ills facing society, framed in the selection of plays recommended by Archer, 

‘can and must be corrected, and drama is, or ought to be, a potent means to that end.’ Instead, 

we are, at the present moment, as the poet sings, “Anticipating the slow mind of God,” 
and supplying a prophetic example of the drama of the future, with, I am sorry to say, a 
very inferior protagonist.247 
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The quote is from Phillips’s Paolo and Francesca, and the sentiment is clear.248 As den Otter 

suggests, there is more than enough evidence that the ‘idealists’ understanding of the individual 

and society … remain compelling,’ but the broad range of positions under the idealist umbrella 

have also been regularly attacked on the basis of ‘ambiguities, imprecision, and rather optimistic 

compromises’.249 Archer’s is one such attack, and it is fired as much at the Bosanquets and their 

ilk as it is at those dramatists who might be seen to sympathise with their proposed solutions to 

the perceived disintegration of society. Indeed, it is clear that, for Archer at least, the movement 

for a poetic drama is indivisible from that of Idealist social policy. 

Archer pursues his deliberately ‘laboured irony’ to a firm conclusion. From the ‘clear heights 

of Pen-yr-all,’ says Archer, as he muses on the ‘feasts of pure reason’ which he has offered his 

audience, ‘I feel that the kingdom of righteousness is at hand, and that drama begotten of 

injustice and nourished by disease has but a few short centuries to live.’ Then, he describes his 

descent into the industrial communities of ‘the valleys and the mists’ of North Wales. ‘I feel that 

the conditions which beget and foster [the drama] are likely to endure.’   

The drama is, or at any rate may be and ought to be, one of the most potent instruments 
for furthering the transition from insensate individualism of the present to the rational 
collectivism of the future.250 

ii. The Georgian poets and Idealist social policy 

At this time, however, a group of poets were building their own literary identities as primary 

English flagbearers for the idea of a modern poetic drama, an uncompromising vision that 

diverged as much from the experiments of Phillips and Tree as it did from Murray’s translations 

from the Greek—both from their verse form, and from their positioning in a broadly Fabian 

system of cultural permeation. Literary historians have tended to accuse the Georgians of 

‘conservatism’ in relation to their choice of material and literary form. I am not arguing that the 
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Georgians were activist adherents to the social philosophy of the Bosanquets, but rather that 

their choice of poetic form and claims for its dramatic function do represent a more complex 

position than has previously been ascribed. In a broad landscape of varying positions, they 

identify with what several modern historians have now restored to view as the ‘primary school of 

thought in Britain’ at the time.251 That somewhat establishment choice pointed to a more 

complex socio-political position than that for which they have hitherto been given credit. The 

sympathies of the Georgians in relation to the highly publicised debate between the Fabians and 

the Idealists was, I would argue, made clear through their response to the related arguments of 

the New Drama. It is within this context that we see the nature of their public programme. 

‘The Georgians’ came about through the energies of two men in particular—Harold Monro’s 

entry in the Oxford DNB suggests that ‘perhaps no one did more for the advancement of 

twentieth-century British poetry,’ as he ploughed the small income he’d inherited, with little 

financial return, into a series of publications and other ventures that provided a vehicle for the 

energies of some particularly influential poets and critics.252 Monro’s creation and editorship of 

The Poetry Review during 1912 presented a key opportunity for those poets who were placing 

fresh energy into the writing, publishing and staging of the poetic drama, and they used it to 

position themselves at the forefront of debates surrounding the state of the theatre. As well as 

the lyrical efforts of poets such as Lascelles Abercrombie, Wilfred Wilson Gibson and Rupert 

Brooke, contributors to the Review included future ‘Imagistes’ (whose famous anthology Monro 

would also publish) such as F.S. Flint, Ezra Pound, John Gould Fletcher and Richard Aldington. As 

with the Georgian Poetry anthologies, also published by Monro, the aim was to provide a 

representative organ ‘chiefly of the younger generation of poets’ to suggest the opening of a new 
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poetic age.253 In this endeavour Monro was supported by Edward Marsh, civil servant and patron 

of the arts, with whom he had formed a close bond via a mutual appreciation of the poetry of 

Brooke. The plan for the Georgian Poetry anthologies was hatched over breakfast at Marsh’s 

lodgings, where Marsh and Monro, together with Brooke, Abercrombie and John Drinkwater, 

declared that ‘England must be bombarded with the claims of the new poets.’254 

The Poetry Review was conceived after Galloway Kyle, founder of the Poetry Society, 

approached Monro in 1911 seeking his ‘active serious help’ in finding someone ‘anxious to 

become a publisher of verse who would take up the development of the Poetical Gazette,’ the 

Society’s existing newsletter. Established in 1909, the Society described itself as a ‘poetical 

freemasonry,’ of which, by means of ‘Local Centres,’ a wider membership may be sought ‘with a 

view to interesting the general public and showing what an exquisite pleasure can be derived 

from the intelligent reading and speaking of verse.’ 255 Kyle offered Monro a half share in the 

Gazette for fifty pounds, but their failure to arrive at an understanding concerning the 

publication, and a fear that ‘its traditions would be fatal to any serious new literary venture,’ 

persuaded Monro that it would be better to establish an independent monthly, to which he 

grudgingly agreed to append the Gazette.256  

Two full pages of each Gazette, which generally numbered around ten pages in total, were 

devoted to the ‘Details of the Poetry Society,’ and a list of its Vice-Presidents, Patrons and 

Honorary Members. Brief articles on topics such as ‘How the Poetry Society is improving the 

Londoner’s speech’ or ‘Poetry as an aid to physical well-being’ appear alongside uniformly 

complimentary editorials and reviews covering publications or public appearances by Society 

members, or summaries of various local meetings, recitals and elocution contests. 
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From its first editorial in January 1912 Monro set the Review apart from such enterprises. 

Certainly the Review aimed to create a public for poetry, but the right public, one in which the 

demands of the market are kept in check, and indeed ordered by, ‘an emphatic enunciation of 

literary standards.’ Poetry ‘has fallen into the hands of literary tinkers and pedlars, or it is muffled 

in the roar of cities. ... We believe the multiplicity of useless books a most melancholy weakness 

of the time, and we deplore the loss of an instinct for appreciation, and the consuming appetite 

for self-expression.’ The Review, however, will not ‘waste [its] energy in deploring what is, and 

thundering what might be.’257 

Good poetry is as much read now as at any time since the invention of printing, and bad 
poetry is certainly read a great deal too much. Discrimination might well be inculcated, 
but poetry cannot be popularized. The good might be more appreciated, the bad less 
read, and the merely mediocre should always be ignored. ... We ourselves believe in 
specialization and concentration, and we only desire to exist as a Review in so far as we 
can contribute to the fulfilment of a purpose. ... As the months proceed we hope, not 
only to sustain the interest of our readers continuously from one number to the next, 
but, in addition, so to plan out the various branches of our subject that each issue might 
be an integral literary document of specific and abiding interest.258 

The March issue of the Review was devoted to the subject of the poetic drama. In a critical 

editorial, Monro said of the writers represented in his pages that they ‘will never be swallowed up 

by the actor-managers. Any poet who gets into their hands must be expected to share the sad 

fate of Mr Stephen Phillips. That the writer of Paolo and Francesca should eventually fall to Pietro 

of Sienna may well serve as a caution.’ For in the theatre as it stands, the better the work of the 

poetic dramatists, ‘the worse their chance.’259  

For further explanation the reader is pointed to the lead article by Abercrombie, a lecture 

that he had read before the English Association of Manchester on ‘The Function of Poetry in the 

Drama.’260 As a reviewer for the daily press in Liverpool, Abercrombie had established a regular 

correspondence with poets such as Gibson, Drinkwater and Gordon Bottomley, often by sending 
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them copies of his own reviews, bestowing lavish praise on their work. His own first volume, 

Interludes and Poems, had appeared quietly on John Lane’s list in 1908, but it was Emblems of 

Love, published in February 1912, that attracted a range of positive notices in the periodicals. 

Abercrombie’s essay became something of a definitive statement for the ‘Georgian’ lobby for 

poetic drama—a sign of its influence might be seen in its inclusion twenty-one years later in 

Phyllis Jones’s Oxford World’s Classics collection of English Critical Essays (1933), alongside pieces 

by George Saintsbury, A.C. Bradley, E.M. Forster, Lytton Strachey, Virginia Woolf, T.S. Eliot and 

others.261  

A supplementary piece by Gibson sets out ‘Some Thoughts on the Future of Poetic Drama,’ 

and supports Abercrombie’s, both in positioning the poetic drama against alternative 

standpoints, and in staking a claim for the future realisation and success of their shared vision.262 

Gibson was an admirer of Abercrombie’s verse and part of Marsh and Monro’s inner circle—his 

own poetry, which had been published by Elkin Matthews and Monro’s Samurai Press, often 

focused on the lives of the industrial working class. Amidst a range of broadly positive reviews of 

Gibson’s early work, Conrad Aiken said that he had ‘proved that poetry can deal with the 

commonplaces of daily life,—with the bitter and trivial and powerful and universal 

commonplaces of human consciousness,—and do it with force and beauty.’263  

In both of these essays, the challenge made to the ‘New Drama’ is implicit. In some respects, 

Abercrombie and Gibson are in agreement with Barker, Archer, et al.: ‘Drama, like all art, must be 

credible’ and ‘must be made out of actual experience.’264 In any case, agreed Gibson, ‘a play can 

only be poetry if it have the stuff of life in it. […] Poetry must stand the test of life. It may, and 

indeed, must excel life, but it may never fall short of it.’265  
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They are also in line with Archer, Shaw and Barker’s resistance to what Gibson calls the 

‘stillborn productions of the painstaking archaeologists of verse.’266 The ‘stuff of life’ was certainly 

not to be found in ‘dreary imitations of Greek and Elizabethan drama, … even when tricked out in 

the most sumptuous apparel, and produced, regardless of expense, by energetic and well-

meaning actor managers’.267 ‘It happens,’ said Archer, ‘that many of these fossil specimens of 

human passion are embedded in a perennially beautiful medium of language, to which it may be 

hoped that the actors of the future may do more justice than those of the present.’268 

For Archer, however, the Greek and Elizabethan drama can only live in the present moment 

via the sort of radical interpretations of Murray, Shaw and other advocates of the ‘New Drama.’ 

When the socio-political issues faced in the present day have been brought under control, then 

‘our descendants of the Fabianised future’ might enjoy them as ‘tremendous documents in the 

history of civilisation.’ Until then, though, ‘idolators insist on making [Shakespeare] a supreme 

poet, and entrench their reactionary stupidity behind his alleged world-wisdom.’269 Shaw, of 

course, famously railed against ‘bardolatry’ in many contexts—Shakespeare’s weakness ‘lies in his 

complete deficiency in that highest sphere of thought, in which poetry embraces religion, 

philosophy, morality, and the bearing of these on communities, which is sociology.’270 For Archer, 

Shakespeare is, ‘as yet imperfectly fossilised,’ and so ‘many of the evils and abuses which he 

countenanced, or at any rate failed to attack, still survive and are threatened by his 

acquiescence.’271 

Gibson and Abercrombie are, however, approaching from a different position. There were 

many Elizabethan plays in which ‘the handling is anything but consummate’; but King Lear and 

The Tempest are examples of a timeless ‘species of drama’ to which Agamemnon, Oedipus, The 
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Trojan Women and Tamburlain all belong, alongside Ibsen’s Brand.272 The fault lay with those 

productions which were based solely on an ‘appeal to antiquity.’ This was ‘not a very 

conscionable line of reasoning’ for the continuing requirement either for new productions of 

timeless pieces, or for new writing in the poetic drama which might achieve the same timeless 

quality.273 Gibson agreed—‘the dramatist who would even be the equal of Shakespeare or 

Sophocles will never gain his end by imitating either, or both. He must be the poet of his own age 

as surely as they were the poets of theirs.’274 But realist prose could be as barren as any soulless 

poetic imitation. In writing ‘either of the present or the past,’ the dramatist must ‘beware of 

becoming either a painful “realist” or a peddling archaeologist, concerning himself merely with 

the temporal and parochial.’  

Poetry and not prose was the medium via which the dramatist might reveal ‘the reality that 

lurks behind’ common speech and expression, and bring it into communion with an ‘everliving 

and everlasting revelation’ of Truth.275 

Although the prose dramatists of to-day are doing significant and stimulating work, prose 
can never wholly satisfy the essential needs of the spirit, or give voice to the first and last 
things. The supreme adventures of the soul can only find fit expression under the impulse 
and exultation of the urgent and imperative rhythm of verse—the rhythm of life at its 
tensest and most absolute.276 

‘The poet of all time,’ states Gibson, ‘is he who gives expression to the subconscious spirit of his 

own time.’277 In the future, ‘dramatic verse will be the medium which the energy of life will shape 

into its most effectual means of expression.’278 

Both the Fabians and the Idealists were driven by the vision of a more just and equitable 

society, but despite a great deal of common ground could not find a compromise between the 
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individualist, and arguably somewhat paternalistic, approach laid out in Helen Bosanquet’s 

Majority Report on the Poor Law, and the more collectivist, bureaucratic line of the Webbs. 

Beatrice Webb called for a structural understanding of the causes of poverty, and she argued that 

collective responsibility required a much greater public role for the state in establishing 

preventative measures and guaranteeing a basic minimum wage. Helen Bosanquet, on the other 

hand, agreed that adjustments to the Poor Law were required, but feared that the measures 

suggested by Webb would underplay individual responsibility, and undermine charity-led 

provision. A corresponding disagreement is, I would argue, played out within the same broad 

arena between the dramatic programmes of the Fabian New Drama on the one hand, and the 

idealist poetic drama on the other. For Shaw, in the Quintessence of Ibsenism, the ‘ideal’ was a 

thing ‘invented by the minority as a mask for the reality, which in its nakedness is intolerable to 

them.’ Idealism was ‘the policy of forcing individuals to act on the assumption that all ideals are 

real, and to recognize and accept such action as standard moral conduct, absolutely valid under 

all circumstances, contrary conduct or any advocacy of it being discountenanced and punished as 

immoral’.279 And it was ‘the poets’ who had woven this ‘beautiful veil … to hide the unbearable 

face of the truth.’ For Abercrombie, though, ‘poetic drama … strongly reminds its witnesses that 

they have the power of being conscious of their own lives, and it makes the possession of that 

power an actual and keenly felt exhilaration.’280  

The fundamentally enjoyable qualities in prose drama, yes, even in prose drama dealing 
with the politics and economics of everyday affairs, are those qualities which have their 
freest and fullest exercise in poetic drama; and I say that these qualities are diluted in 
prose drama because the stuff of prose drama – external imitation – is less disturbing, 
therefore a weaker solvent of our ordinary states of mind, than the stuff of poetic drama 

The realist, insists Abercrombie, ‘is for repeating all the old lies that life itself has been telling over 

and over again.’  
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“What a lie life is,” says a famous realist [Shaw], “what a beastly lie!” – and that is exactly 
what his plays are. But the poet dramatist, finding he must lie somehow, is determined to 
tell as fine and as noble a lie as he can, a lie so splendid that it must be believed in’.  

Only the poetic drama, can induce in its participants ‘a unity of triumphant and delighted self-

consciousness,’ so that ‘in us, too, the fate of life becomes for a moment a thing on which we can 

ride not without mastery.’281 Poetry’s relation to truth, suggested Gibson, is not in ‘decorating or 

disguising, but the unveiling of truth in the white light of the imagination.’282 

Shaw’s Quintessence was a response to Bernard Bosanquet’s translation of Albert Schäffle’s 

Quintessence of Socialism, ‘presented to the English public in the spirit in which the opening 

pages declare it to have been written, — “Truth before all things!”’283 Schäffle’s critique of 

socialism had argued that it was essentially incompatible with democracy, via an analysis of the 

problem of incentives in large-scale collectives. The message in Bernard Bosanquet’s brief 

preface, however, was equally aimed at careless and immoderate approaches to the subject 

found elsewhere. ‘Though popular in form,’ Schäffle’s was ‘the work of a thorough expert, and is 

even now, to the best of my knowledge, the clearest account of Socialism that can be obtained in 

anything like the same compass. The author’s criticisms are distinctly separated from his 

description, so that his private views can be allowed for by the reader.’284 

Such implicit criticism of the Fabian cultural programme was equally present in Helen 

Bosanquet’s writings, as they pointed to an alternative programme for cultural improvement. The 

daily press was, she suggested, probably ‘the most widespread influence in determining public 

opinion.’ Its very function is to ‘present situations vividly to the public,’ and in doing so it 

ferments the unfortunate theory, that  

all progress must be by action and reaction, that a result can only be achieved by over-
statement in one direction corrected by over-statement in another; a theory which, when 
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realised in practice, is apt to involve an immense amount of human suffering which might 
conceivably have been avoided.285  

This, suggests Helen Bosanquet, is possibly to be expected of the daily press, but: 

With literature of a more permanent kind the case is different. We have a right to expect 
that the information contained or the opinions expressed in a book have already been 
submitted to criticism and considered in their wider relations. How far this is from being 
universally the case is shown by the varying amount of confidence which we are prepared 
to repose in various writers; but the book which is written merely from the point of view 
of the advocate is as ephemeral in its nature as the daily press itself.286 

The warning to the artistic branches of the Fabians is clear. ‘The people,’ suggests Helen 

Bosanquet, ‘in the sense of the working classes, are not isolated in their interests from the rest of 

the community. Any good work which advances the interests of mankind is a gift to all alike.’287 As 

well as access to libraries and learning, ‘perhaps one of the greatest needs at the present day is to 

open wider all the ways to harmless pleasures,’ to ‘music and books and art.’  

Still more potent is the influence of those who can actually create new delights and new 
interests in any branch of art or knowledge.288 

A comparable approach to collectivist progress could be seen, for Helen Bosanquet, with the ideal 

religious institutions, which could and should take the example of a small church in East London 

at which working men and women spent their evenings in mission work assisting the poor. ‘They 

were the Church and did the work of it. The great spiritual leaders have always been those who 

made great demands upon their followers.’ To simply preach at them or distribute alms from a 

rarefied position was to risk ‘apathy and indifference.’289  

Compare this to Gibson’s claim, in view of the proliferation of ‘little companies of players, 

eager to play new poetry, who snap up every morsel of live work which is offered them’:  

When there is such a wide, and so intense, a desire for the communal expression of the 
people, it is certain to find an outlet. The poet always comes in time of need, even though 
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he come before the need be felt; and the poets, through whose work the pent-up 
dramatic energy of the people must find expression, will come as surely as tomorrow’s 
dawn.290 

The difference between the poetic dramatist and one who writes in prose is not, Abercrombie 

suggests, simply one of form: ‘that is only the outer sign of a profounder difference, a difference 

of conception.’291 When the process of dramatic composition is ‘moderated from the beginning’ 

by the ‘notion of imitating life, and strictly controlled so as not to vitiate the imitation, we get the 

prose play.’ The prose dramatist might argue that to conceive a play in poetic form ‘requires a 

very serious tampering with the material of drama, which is life.’ And ‘the modern soul … wants a 

drama that gets as close to life as possible,’ with ‘as little and as scrupulous tampering’. But what, 

he asks, ‘does this desire to get close to life really mean? … what exactly is it that drama has to 

imitate? The answer is not simple, because reality is not simple.’292 

Those appearances which we call reality are like a set of Chinese boxes, an inner one still 
fitting inside the last one opened. There is the sensible reality of deeds and words—the 
outward gestures of character; then there is the reality of reasoned motive and 
conscience—so to speak, the inward gestures of character; then character itself; then 
passion, then the social reality: I don’t profess to have taken the puzzle to pieces in the 
right order. Anyhow, the innermost reality, the one with which art is most dearly 
concerned, is what is commonly called the spiritual reality. … Now the great difference 
between prose drama and poetry drama is that the first concentrates its imitation on the 
outermost reality, the second on the innermost.293  

Drama written in poetry, claims Abercrombie, ‘except only for preserving the necessary 

credibility, neglects the outer shells of reality, and directly seeks to imitate the core,’ the 

‘profound emotional reality’ that is the ‘general substratum to all existence’. The characters in a 

poetic play, ‘compared with ours, have undergone a certain powerful simplification and 

exaggeration, so that the primary impulses of being are infinitely more evident in what they do 

and say than in the speech and action of actuality’s affairs.’  
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The confusion of forces which make up the impulsion of ordinary life has in these 
characters been simplified to a firm arrangement of conflict, an orderly disorder, and as 
every force which moves in them is made thereby to be of intense unobstructed 
significance,—so also the language which is in their mouths has been simplified out of the 
grey complexity of ordinary speech into an ordered medley of colour, and every word 
they use is required to have the intense unobstructed significance which words can only 
have in poetry; the half felt allusiveness, the dulled metaphor, of common talking, 
become image, metaphor, and simile unashamed and rejoicing. 

The characters in a poetic play have, claims Abercrombie, a ‘more vehement and expressive’ 

quality than the persons we know in everyday life. Compared with ‘the blurred outlines known 

from actual acquaintance,’ they have ‘an exaggerated shapeliness of personality’ that draws on a 

‘corresponding exaggeration in the shape of the speech they utter,’ such that the exaggeration 

and simplification in speech which results in poetry is always felt to be natural.294  

Metre gives to the poet’s words a form which is in itself a direct expression of the 
emotion which the words enclose. Not only does the underlying consistent beat keep our 
answering emotions in the necessary state of excitation, but the sudden varieties and 
modulations of metre, the momentary deviations from consistency, are most powerful 
suggesters of shifting changes and unexpected upward rushes of emotion. 

The ‘poetic method of imitation’ is, Abercrombie suggests, much more effective and direct than 

that which aims at imitating ‘the sensible and reasonable exterior of life so laboriously and 

exactly.’ As these characters move in a region of events appropriately imagined ‘according to the 

same laws of exaggeration and simplification’ thus they move into ‘impressiveness and 

significance. The whole effect … is to give an exhibition of life intensified, life supposed at a higher 

pressure than actuality.’295  

Why then, asks Abercrombie, the increasing preference for prose plays over poetic? This can 

only, he insists, be understood as ‘a preference for ordinary appearance over spiritual reality: it is, 

in fact, a form of materialism.’  
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The alleged desire to “get as close to life as possible,” the desire which prose plays satisfy, 
means a desire for that kind of credibility which keeps us familiar with the superficial, and 
avoids the requirement of familiarity with the inmost formidable energies of existence. 

It is assumed, he suggests, that drama should ‘diagnose the diseases of life,’ should put those 

‘problems that beset our actuality … —economic, moral, sociological—into concrete and 

impressive form.’296 The prose dramatist sets about this task, Abercrombie claims, ‘in a 

determinedly practical and rationalistic fashion.’ To those ‘hesitating between socialism or 

anarchy, or between polygamy or eugenics, or between overhead and underground connections 

for tramways,’ Macbeth or The Tempest ‘might have very little to say of any profit.’297  

But this, insists Abercrombie, is not the proper purpose of the drama. The ‘capital function of 

drama’ might best be described as a ‘state of consciousness in which life is felt, for all its malices, 

as an admirable astonishing power, and we are made to exult in the part we have in life’. Drama 

‘has a certain evocative power over self-consciousness’—which at its best is not self-analysis: it is 

a fire that puts out with its brightness the milder flame of analytical reason.’ We sympathise, 

Abercrombie suggests, with ‘the dramatist, who has conquered the confused and meaningless 

actuality of life into ordered significance.’298  

We should seek in the drama, suggests Abercrombie, a sort of Dionysian ‘intoxication’: 

‘Dionysus was more than a wine-drunken god, and Dionysus is the god of drama.’ 299 Here he is 

pointing to Shaw and Murray’s engagement with the religion of Dionysus as the means to renew 

drama as religious ritual by evoking its beginnings in the ancient Greek festival of Dionysia. He is, 

in fact, pointing to the seat of this tension between disorder and order, ‘actuality of life’ versus 

‘ordered significance’. Peter Gahan has provided a thorough analysis of the interplay between 

Shaw and Murray in plotting the ‘Dionysian possibilities of theatre as the locus for expressing a 

communal manifestation of democratic social equality, characteristic of both the Dionysian 
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Mystery cult and Shaw’s politics.’300 He also illuminates the manner in which Shaw, in a sense, 

claimed Dionysus for his own social, political and cultural agenda. Dionysian religion, for Murray 

and Shaw, was one of social equality and democracy, and this was further linked for both men to 

the selection of forms for dramatic writing, ‘the spontaneous falling,’ for Shaw, ‘of a play of ideas 

into the form most suitable to it.’301 Murray’s Bacchae, as it featured the God of theatre himself, 

represented for him and Shaw one of the key dramas qua drama in theatrical history, and as 

Gahan in particular has shown, Shaw deployed a consistent rewriting and reworking of its 

incidents, themes, settings and characters ‘with deliberate and insistent metatextuality.’302  

The selection of form was crucial for both Shaw and Murray as a representation of that spirit 

of democracy. Murray outlined the socio-political significance of the Dionysian religion in his 

introduction to the Bacchae: 

It seemed to Euripides … that a God had been rejected by the world that he came from. 
Those haggard, striving, suspicious men, full of ambition and the pride of intellect, almost 
destitute of emotion … were hurrying through Life in the presence of august things which 
they never recognised, of joy and beauty that they never dreamed of. Thus it is that “the 
world’s wise are not wise” (v. 395). The poet may have his special paradise, away from 
the chosen places of ordinary men … But Dionysus gives his Wine to all men, not to poets 
alone. Only by “spurning joy” can men harden his heart against them. For the rest— 

The simple nameless herd of Humanity 
Hath deeds and faith that are truth enough for me! 

It is a mysticism which includes democracy as it includes the love of your neighbour. They 
are both necessary details in the inclusive end. It implies that trust in the simple man 
which is so characteristic of most idealists and most reformers. It implies the doctrine of 
Equality—a doctrine essentially religious and mystical, continually disproved in every 
fresh sense it can be formulated, and yet remaining one of the living faiths of men.303 

With the collective aspect of the Dionysian, Abercrombie is in sympathy. A crucial divergence, 

however, can be traced via the selection of poetic form. Murray and Shaw were not the first to 
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insist that artists had a duty to ensure that their works were accessible enough to be appreciated 

by all, and this was a particularly persistent trope of socialism. Murray, again, describes the 

poetic, mystical side of the Dionysian as 

an appeal to the almost mystical faith of the poet or artist who dwells in all of us. 
Probably most people have had the momentary experience—it may come to one on 
Swiss mountains, on Surrey commons, in crowded streets, on the tops of omnibuses, 
inside London houses—of being, as it seems, surrounded by an incomprehensible and 
almost intolerable vastness of beauty and delight and interest—if only one could grasp it 
or enter into it! … It is no use telling all the world to find happiness by living permanently 
at the level of these fugitive moments—moments which in high poets and prophets may 
extend to days. It is simpler and quite as practical to advise them all to have ten thousand 
a year.304  

Hence, perhaps, Murray’s conscious engagement with the Swinburnean model for the choruses in 

his translations, and William Morris for the rhyming couplets. Short on poetic vitality, perhaps, 

but familiar to many and, as James Morwood suggests, ‘in performance they seem to have been 

remarkably efficient in communicating the tragedies’ literal meaning’.305 Murray’s impatience 

with the ‘high poets and prophets’ was related to his dismissal of the ‘absolute idealism’ of the 

age.306 Shaw himself was known for carrying, and indeed defending, the influence of Nietzsche, 

for whom idealist metaphysics was no more or less than a ‘psychological’ reaction to fearfulness 

in view of human suffering:  

What has been most feared, the cause of the most powerful suffering (the lust for 
domination, sexual lust, etc.) has been treated by humans most hostile and eliminated 
from the “true” world. Thus they have step by step wiped out the affects—claimed God 
to be the opposite of the evil, i.e., reality to consist in the negation of desires and affects 
(which is to say precisely in nothingness). Likewise they hate the irrational, the arbitrary, 
the accidental (as the cause of countless physical suffering). Consequently they negate 
this element in that-which-is-in-itself, they conceive it as absolute “rationality” and 
“purposiveness”. In the same way they fear change, transitoriness: therein is expressed 
an oppressed soul, full of mistrust and bad experience307 
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It was The Birth of Tragedy which had introduced the ‘catchwords of Nietzschean 

controversy’ as Shaw termed them, the Dionysian and the Apollonian. In it Nietzsche had 

suggested that in Athenian tragic drama the Dionysian and Apollonian elements of life were 

artistically woven together, in such a way that the spectator benefited from direct experience of 

the Dionysian within the protective Apollonian form of the tragedy. As A.R. Orage put it in his 

book on Nietzsche, ‘Apollo stands for Form as against Dionysos for Life; for Matter as against 

Energy; for the Human as against the Superhuman. Apollo is always on the side of the formed, the 

definite, the restrained, the rational; but Dionysos is the power that destroys forms, that leads 

the definite into the infinite, the unrestrained, the tumultuous and passionate.’308 As Murray 

suggested, for the New Drama the ‘special paradise’ of the absolute idealist/high poet was ever 

‘away from the chosen places of ordinary men.’ It was not, therefore, charged with the religious 

quality of Dionysus, who ‘gives his Wine to all men, not to poets alone.’309  

‘With such barren forms of thought, that are always a world beyond’ the epigraph to Bernard 

Bosanquet’s introduction to Hegel on Art stated suggestively, ‘Philosophy has nothing to do. Its 

object is always something concrete, and in the highest sense present.’ It was taken from Hegel’s 

Logic, and quoted by Bosanquet as a rebuttal to attacks such as these, on the grounds of the 

perceived remoteness of particular universals or ideals:  

It will surprise many readers to be told that the words which I have quoted above 
embody the very essence of Hegelian thought. The Infinite, the suprasensuous, the 
divine, are so connected in our minds with futile rackings of the imagination about 
remote matters which only distract us from our duties, that a philosophy that designates 
its problems by such terms as these seems self-condemned, as cloudy and inane. But, all 
appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, Hegel is faithful to the present and 
concrete. 310 

Bernard Bosanquet was perhaps the most single-minded adherent to the teachings (as he 

interpreted them) of T.H. Green, whose identification of Christian ethics with social humanitarian 
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commitment had motivated Bosanquet to resign a fellowship at University College, Oxford to 

move to London and pursue an active involvement with charity and social reform. Many of his 

publications, including this translation from Hegel, were aimed at ‘the students … in University 

Extension classes whose eager interest encouraged the hope that [they] might be useful.’311 Like 

Murray, his aim was to bring to students who could read them ‘in a translation only’ 

commentaries on philosophy and Greek literature of a quality ‘which a tutor at Oxford or 

Cambridge would probably lay before his pupils,’ but which were ‘of a size and cost which make it 

universally accessible.’312 This translation from Hegel remains in print with Penguin Classics, 

though sadly without the preface, which remains arguably one of the most accessible 

introductions to Hegel’s thought.  

Hegel’s views on art should be seen as ‘a microcosm of his entire system’.313 When we read in 

his works of ‘law, property, and national unity; of fine art, the religious community, and the 

intellect that has attained scientific self-consciousness’ we are dealing with the most real, the 

‘deepest concerns of life.’ Hegel’s operative distinction in Spirit, Bosanquet is at pains to point 

out, was not between the real world of the senses and a mystical ‘other’ world of divine entities. 

His object was ‘to enforce a distinction which falls within the world we know,’ in every individual 

consciousness, between our mere apprehension of natural objects and the ‘conscious 

intelligence’ that forms the world above sense.314 That ‘unity’ was ‘not visible and tangible, like 

the unity of a human body’: it was ‘“ideal”; that is, it exists in the medium of thought only; is 

made up of certain sentiments, purposes, and ideas.’315  

For another of T.H. Green’s pupils, A.C. Bradley, the idea that he or any other in that Hegelian 

line had made of art ‘the whole or supreme end of human life’ was to be accused of nothing more 
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or less than a ‘formalist heresy.’ This was not an ‘arid controversy about mere words,’ but was of 

the greatest importance in ‘an age already inclined to shrink from those higher realms where 

poetry touches religion and philosophy.’316 Poetry, when it was truly poetic, was not the clothing 

of a truth or a fact—‘philosophical, agricultural, social’—in ‘metrical and coloured language.’317 

Poetry and life are ‘parallel developments which nowhere meet,’ but this is not to say that they 

have no connection. They are ‘analogues’.318  

Poetry is not a copy of what we call reality, ‘but in dealing with it idealises it, and in doing so 

produces in certain respects a fuller manifestation.’ Poetic experience ‘could not satisfy us if it 

were not real’.319 It ‘touches us as beings occupying a given position in space and time, and having 

feelings, desires, and purposes due to that position: it appeals to imagination, but it appeals to 

much besides.’320 We may find analogues of the meaning of poetry outside of the poetic 

experience, and indeed ‘the other arts, the best ideas of philosophy or religion, much that nature 

and life offer us or force upon us, are akin to it.’321 But though we may recall the poem, dismantle 

its unity and reflect on a form or substance more or less isolated, these are analytical procedures 

outside of the poem itself, ‘which is poetic experience.’322 

Poetry does not present to our imagination our highest knowledge or belief … but it, 
content and form in unity, embodies in its own irreplaceable way something which 
embodies itself also in other irreplaceable ways, such as philosophy or religion. And just 
as each of these gives a satisfaction which the other cannot possibly give, so we find in 
poetry, which cannot satisfy the needs they meet, that which by their natures they 
cannot afford us.323 

It was true that a poet might write a bad poem on the Fall of Man, and a good one on a pin’s 

head. But the former drew upon a subject that, ‘as it exists in the general imagination, has some 
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aesthetic value before the poet touches it,’ an ‘inchoate poem,’ an ‘assemblage of figures, scenes, 

actions, and events, which already appeal to emotional imagination,’ and might by means of 

poetic experience drive reflection in the higher realms of religion and philosophy.324 

‘I would not be understood to imply,’ suggested Abercrombie, ‘that avowedly poetic drama is 

the only one which can appeal to the patronage of Dionysus,’ but the ‘supremacy’ and the 

‘ultimate appeal’ of Ibsen’s plays is attributed to ‘the poetry concealed in them.’ ‘If I were a 

politician,’ he insists, ‘I would labour for a movement to set going once more the drama which 

can most mightily intoxicate men to be consciously and delightedly in love with life itself, yes, 

even with the tragedy of life.’325 

It is surely that kind of drama which most daringly handles its materials: drama which is 
only for exigencies of technique concerned with imitation of life, in which representation 
of life has become a complete recreating of life’s materials into a symbol charged with 
satisfaction of our profoundest desires—the aesthetic desire for rhythm and order even 
in the midst of conflict, the moral desire for courage and exultation resisting the 
irresistible destiny of things: in a word, poetic drama, wherein the speech used can be the 
most uncompromising kind of poetry.326 

In its ideal state, poetry is allied with ‘real life,’ with speech that is ‘alive’ and ‘as direct and 

straightforward as the speech of every day seems to be.’ And that living symbolism was indeed 

compromised and masked in Murray’s Swinburnean treatment.   

The task facing the modern poetic dramatist was not, suggested Gibson, an easy one. It is 

‘always more difficult to discover the inherent poetry of the life about us, to disencumber it of the 

accidental and superficial’. Hence the reliance by Phillips and his kind on ‘the material that the 

passage of years has discovered for us and shaped ready to our hand.’  

In reality, for the poet, there is no past, no present, no future, but only life, everlasting 
life; and he may find himself unable to express the universal and everlasting, save in the 
terms of universal and everlasting myth; still, it seems to me that the greatest poets have 

 
324 Ibid., 11-12. 
325 Abercrombie, "The Function of Poetry in the Drama," 118. 
326 Ibid., 115-6. 



104 
 

been those who have lifted the local onto the universal plane, and have given the 
temporary eternal life. The poet of to-day is myth-maker to eternity.327  

* * * 

In his stated mission to represent ‘the younger generation of poets,’ Monro had placed himself in 

a difficult position. Firstly, the ‘multiplicity of useless books’ to which he referred in his editorial 

introduction to The Poetry Review were generally written by precisely those people to whom 

Kyle’s Poetry Society was designed to appeal. 328 The audience represented in the pages of the 

Gazette were the same audience that had leapt with such fevered enthusiasm on the poets and 

poetic dramas of the previous decade, and who were by now turning out countless self-funded 

volumes of poetry and poetic plays of their own.329 To his new generation of Georgian literary 

ambassadors, Edward Marsh preached caution, lest they should ‘make an ass of themselves like 

Sidney Colvin did over Stephen Phillips.’330 As far as members of the Society were concerned, 

however, Phillips was one of the ‘Modern Poets’ of the day.331  

Secondly, in his attempts to provide an impartial forum for the various, often contradictory 

approaches to ‘new’ poetry that were emerging at this time, Monro found himself arbitrating 

between imagists and Georgians. Ezra Pound was furious to find his ‘Prolegomena’ followed by 

Gibson’s effusive review of Abercrombie’s Emblems of Love. ‘Aberbubble’ was not what Pound 

had in mind when he wrote of ‘twentieth century poetry, the poetry which I expect to see written 

during the next decade or so.’332 This, he proposed, should ‘move against poppycock, it will be 

harder and saner ... It will be as much like granite as it can be. ... I want it so, austere, direct, free 
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from emotional slither.’333 Not so to Gibson. ‘Mr. Abercrombie’s verse ... has sinew, fibre, texture, 

and a sense of resistance. ... Sometimes it may seem overcharged with matter; but usually the 

intellectual substance burns, a lucent core, in the lustral fire of emotion.’ If a reader should fail ‘to 

appreciate such work adequately’ he must be lacking in ‘the mental scope and grasp, the ardent, 

searching and pregnant speech of the author.’334  

Pound was furious, warning Monro that ‘the moraly [sic.] righteous but illiterate Gibson will 

be the final slough into which you perish.’335 Introducing a selection from William Carlos Williams 

in the October issue, Pound noted in an aside that ‘considering the tolerance accorded to such 

authors as Mr Noyes, Mr Abercrombie and Mr Figgis, I think there are a number of American 

works which might be with safety offered to the island market.’336 This was too much for Brooke, 

who retaliated in the following issue. ‘Why should he go out of his way to dismiss a man like that 

in a rather discourteous footnote? ... It is impossible to understand the state of mind that caused 

or permitted the writing of this sneer.’ It would have been preferable, Brooke suggests, if Pound 

‘had been brilliantly elucidatory in an article, not slightly ridiculous in a footnote. But good God! 

“the tolerance accorded to Mr Abercrombie”!!’ This is a discourtesy not simply to the slighted 

poet, ‘but to poetry, and to us, the public.’337  

It was not only the constant squabbling that took place in the pages of the Review between 

Pound on one side and Abercrombie, Gibson and Brooke on the other that Kyle felt to be out of 

step with the nature of the Poetry Society; a barely concealed disdain for the Society and its 

activities from Monro and his associates created further unease. Particular offence was caused by 

a review of Brooke’s for a spirited first appearance in the July issue of the Review, in which he 

ridiculed a new series of Introductions to the Poets. ‘This is a bad book indeed,’ wrote Brooke, ‘as 
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full of information as an egg is full of meat. ... Space is wanting to recount the manifold humours 

of this absurd book.’338 Presumably the staff at the Review were unaware that the author, Mr 

W.F. Rawnsley, was not only a member of the council of the Poetry Society but one of only two 

life-members. The October Gazette attempted to heal any damage wrought with its counter-

recommendation and appreciation of the author who ‘is personally known to more members of 

this Society, we believe, than any other official, thanks to his delightful chats on his lifelong friend, 

the late Laureate.’339 But the Review had become in itself an expression of the divergence in 

mission between Monro and his contributors and Kyle’s Poetry Society: from that first editorial 

statement it had alienated many of those to whom identification with the Poetry Society might 

seem desirable. 

The publication had been founded on rather unequal terms. The ‘Hon Director,’ Monro later 

mused, ‘is undoubtedly the better man of business.’ Kyle had not thought it necessary, as Monro 

had suggested, for a contract to be drawn up and overseen by the Society of Authors. Since it was 

clear to Monro that the Society effectively consisted of little more than Kyle himself, he had 

clearly hoped that any objections that might be raised could be easily dealt with. However, when 

Kyle wrote to him on November 22nd 1912 informing him that ‘all rights in the Poetry Review are 

vested in the Society and will pass into direct control of the Council of the Society at the end of 

the year,’ Monro was in no position to accuse him of acting beyond his legal rights.340 To his fury, 

the periodical that Monro had proposed, named and funded, and which runs to this day, was 

wrested from his control. 

And so, in December 1912, the Poetical Gazette announced that: 

THE JOURNAL OF THE POETRY SOCIETY 
Beginning with the next number, 

JANUARY, 
will be issued under the Editorship of 

MR STEPHEN PHILLIPS 
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and a brilliant list of contributors has been secured, 
including all the principal leaders of modern life and thought and criticism who are associated 

with Poetry. 
In addition to his editorial functions, the poet-dramatist who thrilled the world with “Paolo and 
Francesca,” and fascinated us with the rare beauty of “Marpessa,” “Herod,” “Ulysses,” “Nero,” 

will contribute a monthly leading article on the eternal significance of poetry.341 

The appointment of Phillips was more in keeping with the character of the Poetry Society and far 

less likely to ruffle its calm. In the context of the ‘new age’ he was by this time representative of a 

somewhat faded hierarchy of senior poets appealing to more traditional tastes. Phillips took his 

place at the Review, which, he declared, ‘in its present form is in no way intended as a medium 

for the exploitation of unknown versifiers.’ Instead, it bore the ‘larger purpose … not merely to 

attract, if we can, the avowed lover of poetry, but to arouse and hold that much larger class, 

which undoubtedly exists, of possible poetry lovers, who, either by uncongenial surroundings or 

by lack of education or leisure, are not encouraged at present to bring the seed that is in them to 

fruit.’342  

Kyle’s appointment of Phillips also suggested that he had noted the extent to which the 

Poetry Review had become associated with the fashionable topic of the poetic drama, a 

connection which he seemed keen to exploit. In the May 1913 issue of the Gazette, Kyle gave 

notice of a ‘subscription list’, by means of which a committed list of ‘Poetic Drama Patrons’ would 

subscribe a minimum of two guineas to further ‘the development of this attractive side of our 

work, involving the production by expert authorities and trained professional players attached to 

the Society of a series of exceptionally interesting poetic plays.’343 Later in the year the Gazette 

announced a ‘Centre for the development and production of poetic drama.’ ‘The development of 

The Poetry Review – in which poetic drama ... has been regularly dealt with, – has paved the way 

for more practical work, and made co-ordination and extension of this peculiar intent of the 
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Poetry Society still more desirable and feasible.’344 Phillips needed no persuading to remind 

readers of his own experience with the poetic drama, and the Review under his editorship 

repeatedly urged its claims. The Review, Phillips insisted, would ‘be of no coterie or clique. … Let 

the singing be full-throated and from any bush.’345  

In the meantime, however, Harold Monro had gone on to open The Poetry Bookshop in 

Bloomsbury, ‘with the object of establishing a practical relation between poetry and the public.’ 

Supported by his moderate income, the bookshop both published and sold ‘only Poetry, the 

Drama, and books connected with those subjects.’ The bookshop quickly gained a name for itself 

as embodying in physical terms the sort of environment that had been provided in print by the 

Review under Monro, providing a social hub, and even lodgings for, poets including Gibson, 

Wilfred Owen and Robert Frost. And as publisher Monro wasted no time, quickly following the 

first Georgian Poetry anthology with a new periodical, Poetry & Drama. To all intents and 

purposes a continuation of the Review, it would be less hampered by its connection to the Poetry 

Society and would include ‘the appreciation and criticism of modern drama.’346  

For a further statement of the purpose behind Poetry & Drama, the reader was directed back 

to an editorial in the November issue of Monro’s Poetry Review: 

We do not believe in the conscious popularization of poetry ... Unavoidably in this new 
and wonderful world of the twentieth century we must throw in our lot with those who 
are endeavouring to stretch, force and even wrench form to meet the exigencies of 
expression. ... Let us leave our enemies, so far as possible, to die their natural death. ... 
The twentieth century world is crude enough material; and may the poet but learn to 
refine it to his purpose. ... Shall he content himself with allowing the faint echoes of 
traditional poetry to die for him like the last notes of a horn, or will he, as we find him 
represented in the public of England, hear us and believe that a new age shall begin and a 
new music of words shall be chanted?347 
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In various ways, and via a series of publications, the Poetry Bookshop continued to give voice to 

the critical programme of the Georgian poets. It also provided a vehicle for publication of several 

poetic plays which their authors were attempting to take to the stage, with varying degrees of 

success. 

iii. The poetic drama versus the theatre 

So much, then, for the theory. The Georgian poets found, or themselves created, opportunities to 

publish a number of poetic plays: in the Poetry Review and then Poetry and Drama; in New 

Numbers, a self-publishing enterprise put together by Gibson and Abercrombie with Brooke and 

Drinkwater; and in the Georgian Poetry anthologies themselves. The first Georgian Poetry sold 

well, and was in its ninth thousandth printing by the end of 1913. The task of seeing these plays 

to production, however, was required to close the circle of the Georgian dramatic programme. 

The poets needed to fulfil that ‘wide,’ ‘intense … desire for the communal expression of the 

people,’ identified by Gibson, to give poetic voice to ‘the pent-up dramatic energy of the 

people’.348 

An insurance clerk from a humble background, John Drinkwater was a self-taught poet who 

in 1903 paid a local bookseller to print a small edition of his verse. Though by his own admission 

the volume was somewhat ‘premature,’ for certain of his friends, in particular Herbert Milligan, 

‘the discovery of a possible poet in their midst clouded their judgements.’349 Milligan introduced 

Drinkwater to his friend Barry Jackson, and a series of local theatrical experiments ultimately gave 

rise to the Birmingham Repertory Theatre. 

In The Scallop Shell, a short-lived periodical edited by Drinkwater to carry the message of this 

new theatrical endeavour, the work of the Birmingham company is related to a ‘Renascence of 

Dramatic Art’ in the nation’s urban centres. The work of the National Theatre in Dublin and of 
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Annie Horniman’s company in Manchester is singled out for mention, as exemplifying a 

movement that was ‘strongest, not among professionals, but outside the theatre proper: not 

behind the footlights, but on the hither side of them: not among actors, but rather among 

audiences.’350 Forced, suggested Arnold Pinchard, a local vicar and early advocate and member of 

the company, to form an answer to the question ‘“What is the goal and object of our labours?” … 

we must answer that our goal seems to us to be the creation of “the Perfect Audience.”’ For 

Pinchard, this vision was inextricably linked to that of ‘the city-that-is-to-be,’ a ‘city against whose 

outskirts the green country shall suddenly break as the sea breaks upon the shore.’  

And in this city there shall be scattered Houses of Delight, wide and spacious; and in each 
house shall be found the gymnasium; the library; the gallery where, by constant 
interchange from city to city, all the best painting and sculpture—of yesterday as of to-
day—shall be seen; and above all the Theatre, where the perfect audience, whose 
dramatic sense shall have been trained to the highest pitch of subtle and delicate 
discrimination, shall find infinite variety of delight in the free play of the imaginative 
faculties, quickened and kindled by that Art which of all others appeals most directly to 
them, and at once stimulates and purifies their activities.351 

This would amount to no less than the ‘general training of the dramatic sense of the nation’. It 

was, for Pinchard, ‘impossible to over-estimate the educational service which the Drama at its 

best may render to men and women … or to exaggerate the evil and demoralising effect which so 

powerful an influence may produce when it becomes, for commercial considerations, the servant 

of an ignorant and undisciplined taste.’352 The ‘bad traditions and customs of modern 

management’ have produced a theatre industry that gives ‘the bad taste of the public … what it 

wants.’353 But an amateur company like theirs was ‘not obliged to play to the public every night.’ 

They might occupy themselves productively in private whilst they accumulate ‘the means to 

produce the play they ought to produce’, and in any case should present the play ‘on its own 

merits,’ without the ‘bagful of tricks and conventionalities’ of the commercial stage that ‘hinder 
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the free expression of human emotion.’354 And so gradually, the amateur company might actually 

create demand for ‘good plays, … rendered with real care and discipline,’ a demand that would 

make it ‘not only possible, but necessary, for the commercial theatre to follow the lead given to 

them.’355 The ‘people of the country’ have been ‘exploited and vitiated under the stress of 

commercial speculation and competition,’ a situation in which theatre managements have been 

complicit in their ‘acceptance of a low standard of Art.’356 But hand in hand with this ‘return to 

methods which shall be simple, artistic and natural’ there might yet be a ‘true spiritual sympathy 

passing, like an electric current, between audience and actors.’357 Thus the Pilgrim Players, 

‘upheld in the endeavour by our ideals and aspirations,’ might play a part ‘in a great artistic and 

educational movement.’358  

In February 1910, led by Drinkwater, who had by this time established himself as the author 

of several volumes of poetry, the company produced its first modern verse play. W.B. Yeats, from 

whom Drinkwater had received an unexpected letter of encouragement on the publication of his 

Lyrical and Other Poems, responded readily to a request from the younger poet to produce his 

The King’s Threshold. He was unable to attend the performance, but after witnessing a later 

production of Measure For Measure (“sweet in memory to eye and ear”) he invited the Pilgrim 

Players to give three performances of his play at London’s Court Theatre as part of a forthcoming 

season of the Irish Players. The trip was not entirely successful—the Irish Players, ‘although they 

were very civil to us personally,’ were, Drinkwater suspected, ‘professionally antagonistic.’ This 

was hardly surprising, since they were, it seemed, under the impression that the Birmingham 

company had received their invitation due to Yeats’s feeling that ‘his own people ... were not 
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good at speaking verse. ... I had a dreadful suspicion,’ Drinkwater recalled, ‘that they were guying 

us ... from the wings.’359  

Reviews, however, were positive. ‘I often hear of the good work your company is doing in the 

great labour of making the stage a home for spiritual passion,’ wrote John Masefield to 

Drinkwater in 1911. ‘Let me wish you all success, and a large audience, both in your theatres and 

in the bookstalls.’360 It certainly wasn’t managing this: its regular audience, while faithful, was 

‘lamentably small.’361 But in line with their collectivist and progressive principles, the Birmingham 

Rep had stated from the outset their determination to do ‘[no] more than cover outlay in the 

matter of financial return.’ In fact they hadn’t managed even that, but Barry Jackson exhibited 

‘comparative indifference to the financially disastrous results,’ and as the company’s business 

manager noted, seemed ‘prepared to continue paying out quite cheerfully.’362 From 1909 he 

enabled Drinkwater to joyfully relinquish insurance by paying him a small salary to become 

Secretary of the company.  

‘John Drinkwater is a poet, and he is in charge of the Brummagem new theatre,’ wrote 

Lascelles Abercrombie to Gordon Bottomley a few weeks before the new theatre opened its 

doors to the public. ‘[He] is a great man, greater than his poetry. I bow to his mixture of being a 

poet and of having long actual experience of theatre work and wanting what’s right i.e. what I 

want.’ Abercrombie, ever keen to place works by himself and his friends into suitable hands, 

urged Bottomley to write to Drinkwater, which he duly did so ‘in the fellowship of the craft.’363 

Being largely confined to his house through a tubercular illness contracted as a child, Bottomley 

was unable to travel widely or live in a town. Despite this he was one of the more dogged 
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adherents of the poetic drama, and remained in close contact with his Georgian circle (and 

particularly Abercrombie) by means of an extensive daily correspondence.  

‘It is a great joy to me,’ Bottomley wrote to Drinkwater, enclosing a copy of his Riding to 

Lithend, ‘to think of you there in Birmingham with a theatre in your hands: the theatre has always 

been my chiefest and most fundamental passion, … it is a great comfort to me to see things going 

the right way at last, toward poetry again, and to know you are busy about seeing to it.’364  

It is a cursed thing to have to write stage-plays without ever a stage to try them on: many 
things that could be set to right by a few moments experience have to be stumbled at 
painfully. But to have a fellow-poet’s point of view helps to overcome the disability.365 

By 1920 the Birmingham Rep under Drinkwater’s management had produced four pieces by 

Yeats, two by Gibson, one by Bottomley, two by Abercrombie, three of Masefield’s and eight of 

Drinkwater’s own poetic plays.366 Private correspondence, however, between the poets in 

Drinkwater’s developing circle of contacts demonstrates a deep mistrust of his ability to negotiate 

the conflicting demands, as they were perceived, of poetic sympathy on the one hand, and 

theatrical management on the other. As Robert Trevelyan wrote to Bottomley in 1914, there was 

a persistent sense that, while Drinkwater’s intentions were on the right lines, he ‘was feeble in 

carrying them out.’ The quality of his verse was also subject to criticism: ‘Marsh brought 

Drinkwater to dinner when we were in London, a nice and amiable, but somewhat uninteresting 

and ineffectual creature, and much like his verse.’367  

‘My very sincere admiration for your work,’ Drinkwater wrote to Bottomley on reading 

Lithend, ‘and my feeling that in spite of your stage difficulties you have a definite dramatic sense, 

makes me very anxious to be able to produce something of yours.’ But in Bottomley’s work and in 

several other drafts sent to him from among that circle of poets, Drinkwater found ‘difficulties 
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which my experience in the theatre tells me would be almost, if not quite, insuperable in 

performance.’368 He frequently requested revisions, which were permitted only grudgingly. ‘If I 

had Drinkwater’s chances,’ wrote Bottomley to Trevelyan, ‘I would burst the bonds of the 

theatre: I would never write a word except the words I could receive back again from the 

company that was putting its best services at my command.’369 As Drinkwater himself reminded 

Bottomley, however, ‘a theatre has a most obstreperous will of its own.’370  

Abercrombie and Bottomley tried every avenue in this new climate, eagerly seeking 

opportunities to present their plays to suitable companies. Bottomley had sent Lithend to Annie 

Horniman at Manchester’s new Gaiety Theatre. At a meeting with Iden Payne, Horniman’s advisor 

at the Gaiety (‘“Art Director” he calls himself, the Lord help him.”371), Abercrombie pushed the 

claims of Bottomley’s plays further, and added to it his own Blind. But Horniman had already 

turned down Bottomley’s play ‘in a weary letter that suggested a gentle little lady, blind and 

dyspeptic with reading too many plays,’ and a similar letter from Payne soon followed.372 ‘A man 

who has had the chances Payne has had,’ Abercrombie wrote in disgust, ‘three unhampered 

years in which to train his company ... and yet—who confesses his inability to tackle Lithend,—

that man’s name is not Payne but Judas Iscariot, and I wish him in Judas Iscariot’s place,—which 

is, being gnawed eternally in the munching jaws of Satan.’373 At Sturge Moore’s suggestion, 

Bottomley tried Herbert Trench at the Haymarket (‘Trench is a braying ass if he does not take it’) 

and Tree’s new ‘Afternoon Theatre’ matinee series at His Majesty’s, both to no avail. Gertrude 

Kingston’s Little Theatre, which like many similar ventures had opened proclaiming its intention 

to introduce literary and classical drama to a commercial audience, caused some excitement, but 

Bottomley and Abercrombie were again rejected. According to Abercrombie, Kingston had 
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‘unwillingly confessed’ to him that her venture ‘had failed as an engine for bettering the drama in 

London.’ She had, claimed Abercrombie, been driven to producing ‘light’ plays with a view to 

working up the firm backing of an audience before introducing more serious fare. ‘Let us take it as 

a grateful bow on leaving an untenable position,’ he suggested, ‘for of course if her theatre gets 

successful, “light” with a 10/6-a-seat “light” audience, nothing short of dynamite will ever shift it 

into anything else.’374  

The reasons for Abercrombie and Bottomley’s persistent failure to gain traction were almost 

certainly more straightforward than they claimed. Firstly, many of the more sympathetic ventures 

were short lived, or indeed, as in the case of Herbert Trench’s scheme at the Haymarket, whereby 

a long-run piece would support newer, experimental works, never came to fruition. Kingston’s 

efforts with the Little Theatre did indeed run into financial difficulty, and in 1911 she handed over 

the lease to Lillah McCarthy, then living with her husband Barker in a flat over the theatre. And it 

is also within the bounds of Barker’s extensive influence, perhaps, that the Georgians repeatedly 

encountered rejection. In taking the lease at the building that she remodelled as the Little 

Theatre, Kingston had been directly inspired by her experience as an actor during Barker’s time at 

the Court, and she chose Laurence Housman, who had collaborated with Barker on the pierrot 

play, Prunella, to translate Aristophanes’s Lysistrata for her company’s opening show. A fervent 

socialist, Housman had co-founded the Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage in 1907, and saw 

Lysistrata as a ‘play of feminist propaganda which offered lurid possibilities’. ‘I have been 

watching the accounts of the Little Theatre in the papers lately,’ wrote Bottomley, shortly before 

the lease passed to McCarthy, ‘and I noticed ruefully that Miss Kingston seems to be going the 

way of all London managers and confining herself to contemporary life. … I feel we shall never get 

anyone to do what we want until we build that theatre of our own and do as we like all day long 

and every day.’375 
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Barker’s influence was also at play when, in 1911, Abercrombie was in line for a role with a 

proposed repertory theatre in Liverpool. Having been proposed by a group of academics in the 

university, the idea of a local company had been taken forward by Barker and Annie Horniman, 

who generated an increasing body of enthusiasts through notices in the local press, and enlisted 

the support of various backers in the city who were willing to provide financial guarantees. The 

theatre’s ambitious young manager and producer, Basil Dean, had made public his desire to 

provide a platform for experiments in poetic drama, seeing this as a means to nurture a set of 

local writers to rival the Manchester school. He had suggested Abercrombie to the theatre board 

as someone who might be in a position to generate new writing in this mode. Dean’s first 

experimental season had featured Masefield’s Nan, and Masefield had further demonstrated his 

support for the venture by writing opening verses for the company’s first night.  

‘I wish I had a theatre,’ wrote Abercrombie to Bottomley in 1910. ‘Wouldn’t I make it 

hum!’376 Bottomley was ‘overjoyed,’ then, in hearing that Abercrombie had the chance of ‘having 

the literary control of the Liverpool theatre’ in 1911. ‘It would be a great thing,’ wrote Bottomley, 

‘for the English drama to have a poet in touch with it at last, and I am praying to all the gods that 

your appointment will soon be settled.’377 Just a week later, however, Abercrombie responded ‘I 

have REFUSED the Liverpool Theatre job. It is a great and bitter grief to me. ... How often have I 

dreamed of holding such a job and of helping the British Public to what it really likes but thinks it 

doesn’t!—and I’ve refused it.’378 But Dean, wrote Abercrombie, was a ‘clever young ass.’ He 

would have final say on the selection of plays, and ‘would be peering into financial returns pretty 

shrewdly at first.’  

The margin of capital is extremely small, ... which means that every play for 1st year must 
pay, some mild experiments in 2nd year might be possible, and a certain daring might 
begin in the 3rd year, given financial success in 1st and 2nd. Of course, if I’d had full control 
and free hands, I’d have played them into poetic drama straight off and kept ‘em there, 
and either lost all the money or made their fortunes. ... You see, the notion was, I 
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supplied the theory, Dean the practice. Now a job of the kind would be no use to me 
unless I both supplied the theory and commanded the practice.379  

As it transpired, the board of directors were hesitating over Abercrombie anyway, in light of an 

earnest letter from Granville-Barker warning them that Abercrombie was ‘a violent 

reactionary.’380  

Although Abercrombie’s appointment as ‘play reader’ was eventually agreed, this too was a 

short-lived opportunity. Any initial suspicion on Abercrombie’s part was quickly obviated with the 

first production of his play The Adder.381 ‘The performance,’ wrote Abercrombie to Bottomley, 

‘for faithfully following my intentions and completely relying on the poetry, could not have been 

beaten by any theatre in England; and if Dean is going to go on producing poetic drama in the 

style he contrived for me, his funeral will be followed by such a mob of lamenting poets as has 

never yet been heard of.’382 Dean was not so popular at board level, particularly when his 

production of Gerhart Hauptmann’s ‘dream poem’ Hannele lost the theatre nearly £800. Dean’s 

own memoir recalls ‘too much board-room and not enough green-room,’ while the theatre’s own 

official history recalls Dean as a director of important experimental works under whose 

management the theatre suffered extreme financial losses.383 Dean’s adversarial approach to 

boardroom politics was not lost on the theatre’s chairman, who was particularly angered over his 

failure to secure Stanley Houghton’s Hindle Wakes for the theatre—according to Dean he had 

handed it over to Annie Horniman, feeling it to be more in line with the school of writing 

represented by her Manchester company. It came as no surprise, then, when Dean received 

notice to quit at the end of his second season.  

The narrative could go on. The Georgians did in fact see some strong opportunities for the 

production of their work, but for Bottomley, Abercrombie and others they were marred in each 
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moment through the prism of an over-reaching ambition—one that was uncomfortably close to 

Murray’s ‘special paradise’ of the absolute idealist/high poet, ‘away from the chosen places of 

ordinary men.’ Drinkwater, perhaps, understood that the poet might arrive (as Gibson had put it) 

‘before the need be felt,’ and so felt able to present the poetic drama alongside material from 

across the new ‘schools’ of theatre. This, however, led to an increasing schism between his own 

practice and the uncompromising vision of his fellow Georgians.  

One event, though, seemed to present an opportunity for the production of the poetic drama 

that would please even Bottomley and Abercrombie. Under Marsh’s influence, Viola Tree, 

daughter of the great actor-manager, devoted a charity matinee at her father’s theatre to 

‘Georgian Plays’ in May 1916, an event which provides an opportunity to compare and contrast 

three approaches to the form. A great fan of the poetry ‘of that period and kin,’ Tree framed the 

event as a tribute to her father, giving his stage to repertoire that she felt matched his interests 

so closely, and which would otherwise be unlikely to ever receive such exposure.384 Although such 

performances ‘were only of a day, … they meant weeks of preparation,’ and the three pieces 

went into rehearsal at the end of April, with Drinkwater producing Bottomley’s King Lear’s Wife, 

Henry Ainley producing Gibson’s Hoops and Norman Page producing Brooke’s Lithuania.385 (The 

former two had appeared in the second of the Georgian Poetry anthologies, while Tree requested 

the rights to the latter unpublished piece from Marsh, as executor of Brookes’ estate.) The 

proceeds, the programme announced, would be ‘divided between the City of Westminster Health 

Society and a Day Nursery just opened under its auspices which provides comfort and shelter for 

the Children of our Soldiers and Sailors.’386 The programme’s front cover was entirely occupied by 

a sketch of the nursery nurses embracing the children in their care, under the banner ‘THE 

FUTURE GENERATION MUST BE SAVED.’ The original sketch was auctioned before the 
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performance, while debutantes sold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop Chapbooks in the foyer. ‘Mr. 

Asquith,’ noted The Stage, ‘was amongst the audience that was treated to this afternoon of 

inspissated gloom.’387 

The writers included in the Georgian anthologies certainly did tend towards realistic, earthy 

depictions of life, which veered at times into conscious and even gleeful brutality. Bottomley, for 

example, reflected repeatedly, and with evident delight, on the controversy that had clearly been 

intended to arise from the final scenes of King Lear’s Wife. A letter from the censor following the 

play’s earlier production at the Birmingham Rep had been circulated by Drinkwater—‘References 

to a louse crawling out of a lady’s shift, “armpits” and “savour” associated with a corpse,’ … were, 

‘in the view of the Lord Chamberlain … somewhat revolting and hardly presentable matter on the 

stage.’388 What this reflects, however, is a broader determination on the part of the Georgians to 

engage in the starkest possible terms with those conditions of modern life that could in their view 

be transformed or transfigured via the perfect fusion of content and form. Their approaches to 

issues such as the countryside, the city, industrial labour, poverty and the position of women in 

society were neither ancillary nor sentimental.  

The dominant canonical narrative concerning the Georgians was established before the ink 

was dry on the final anthology of 1920 to 1922, and echoed Granville-Barker’s estimation of 

Abercrombie—‘feeble,’ ‘reactionary,’ ‘more or less casual and entirely untheoretical,’ ‘the bucolic 

warblings of the rather cosily domesticated’.389 In fact, the lack of visible ‘theory’—as seen in 

Abercrombie’s deliberately ‘plain English’ approach to the aesthetic scheme within his essay on 

poetic drama—was in line with a neo-Romanticism which the Georgians did not wear lightly. This 

thesis makes no argument for a recuperation of the Georgians and their works, but those few 

attempts made to summarise one or more of the plays presented on that Friday afternoon seem 
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to have missed the fact that the selection was clearly not accidental, since all three pieces engage 

in different ways with contemporary representations of the goddess Diana. They present an 

opportunity to identify what ‘theory’ there might have been behind the poetical and dramatic 

ambitions of the Georgian project. 

The comparison is made particularly interesting due to the inclusion of Rupert Brooke’s 

Lithuania. Brooke had been a driving influence in the publication of the first Georgian Poetry 

anthology, but along with some of the other poets included in the first volume he might have 

struggled with inclusion in future anthologies, as the ‘Georgian’ school took on a more specific 

identity. Impossible to say, but Brooke was certainly a committed Fabian, and this piece (which he 

had discussed with Barker in his lifetime) reflects that influence. It presents in prose a retelling of 

an archetypal plot that appears in many literatures—most tellingly, perhaps, in George Lillo’s The 

Fatal Curiosity of 1736, a play that had been instrumental in bringing about the theatre Licensing 

Act. Lithuanian culture at the time of Brooke’s writing was characterised by rebellion against a 

long period of common Polish–Lithuanian statehood and nationality, and the Russian Empire’s 

policy of Russification. Crushed by poverty and famine, large numbers of Lithuanians were 

emigrating to more developed industrial nations, particularly the US, and the ‘Lithuanian National 

Revival’ gained traction in light of the erosion of national languages and folklore. The 

protagonists, a family whose tragic fate is constituted in poverty, are visited by a ‘Stranger,’ lost in 

the woods, who shows them money and wears his wealth ‘expensively, rather flashily’. They plot 

to murder him to escape the desperate nature of their crushing poverty, only to discover after his 

death that he is their son, back from America to rescue them from those circumstances.  

The Stranger brings with him a golden watch, which he hangs on the wall before eating the 

mother’s ‘poor food’ and going to sleep in the ‘poor room’ his guests provide. ‘Look! It’s good 

gold, all of it! I’ll hang it up there. […] There, what do you say to that!’390 Against the backdrop of 
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the surrounding woodland, ‘vaguely visible beyond,’391 we are given more and more clues that we 

are in the ‘sylvan landscape [that] was the scene of a strange and recurring tragedy’ in James 

Frazer’s The Golden Bough—‘a sombre picture, … the background of forest showing black and 

jagged against a lowering and stormy sky’.392 We are put in mind, by means of accumulating 

references, of the legend of the Rex Nemorensis, whereby the priesthood of the shrine to Diana 

at Nemi could only be held by a slave who had run away from his master. Within the sanctuary at 

Nemi grew a tree, of which no branch might be broken, except by a runaway slave—success in 

that attempt entitled him to fight the priest in single combat, ‘and if he slew him he reigned in his 

stead with the title of King of the Wood (Rex Nemorensis).’393 

‘Surely no crowned head ever lay uneasier, or was visited by more evil dreams, than his,’ said 

Frazer. ‘A priest and a murderer,’ he could only wait to be murdered in his turn.394 ‘I killed a man 

in fight, once – in fight. My God…, ’says the Lithuanian Father. The Stranger was ‘mad, I say. Who 

ever heard tell of a man walking through these woods because he liked it?’ The Father, we are 

told, is ‘of a rather excitable manner, dark-brown hair beginning to go grey.’395 In Frazer’s initial 

summary of the legend, we are told that ‘grey hairs might seal [the] death-warrant’ of the King of 

the Forest—‘the least relaxation of his vigilance, the smallest abatement of his strength of limb or 

skill of fence, put him in jeopardy.’396  

‘There’s a curse on these woods,’ says the Father. ‘There’s not a hare nor a bird in them. 

They’re as quiet as the dead.’397 In the many approaches that Frazer takes towards this regulation 

of the succession to the priesthood of Diana, we are reminded on more than one occasion of the 

hare’s significance to the goddess—and to her Hellenic equivalent, Artemis. She is queen of the 
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mountains, of forests and of hunting, regularly depicted in surviving art forms in sinuous flight, 

with a bow and quiver of arrows. She is also the virginal protector of small children and animals, 

in particular the hare—Artemis would not permit young hares to be sacrificed, but left to her 

protection. Here we have the Daughter—‘just past her youth … heavy-faced and immobile.’ 

Virginal, yes, but aggressively sexualised, grasping the Stranger by the thigh when he suggests 

that he might ‘give her the best of everything, like a lady’. ‘I’m lame. A dog bit me. Would you like 

to see? … Are ladies’ legs like that?’398  

Later a suitor appears, carrying the gift of a hare, a valuable gift in a house in which the last 

food has been given to the unexpected visitor, but one which seems to silence the Daughter.  

Daughter: It was good of you to bring this. 
Young man: I snared her today. 
Daughter: I wish… I think Mother wants to shut the house up. […] Go!399 

Hares and dogs are also related by Frazer to the corn-spirit, the spirit that lived among the crop 

and was made homeless by the last harvest. By various customs the corn-spirit was captured and 

kept alive in the final sheaf of grain, which was fashioned into corn dollies or baked into bread or 

dumplings ‘as a substitute for the real flesh of the divine being’.400 Not so here—the dog has 

bitten the Daughter, so she has been punished by the corn-spirit, which if it is not caught, will 

‘[flee] before the reapers’.401 There is no harvest here—‘There’s no living off this land,’ cries the 

Father.402 

In this short piece there are many more allusions to be seen to The Golden Bough, which 

Brooke has clearly savoured, as with so many of his generation. He was himself a classicist, but 

the book’s reception was unusual, of course, in gaining little traction in the fields of either 

anthropology or classics, yet having an enormous impact elsewhere. Like Murray’s work, and that 
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of the other ‘Cambridge Ritualists,’ the heuristic potential of these works can still be seen in the 

development of many literary-critical systems and theories of drama through the twentieth 

century and beyond. As Gillian Beer has put it, Frazer’s work offered ‘a fresh general explanation 

that would justify the cross-reading of myths from groups widely separated in time and space and 

that would stabilise an underlying common significance.’403 The thirst for such systems of thought 

can be situated within the broader lens of what Charles Taylor traces in depth through A Secular 

Age:  

In pre-modern times, the beauty of art was understood in terms of mimesis: the imitation 
of reality which was set in an ordered cosmos, with its levels of being, which was further 
understood as God’s creation; or the imitation of a divine history, in portrayals, say, of 
Mary and her Son, or of the Crucifixion. It went without saying that great art refers us to 
the correspondences, to the order of being, to sacred history. With the fading of these 
backgrounds, with the coming of a buffered self, which whom this larger spiritual 
environment was no longer a matter of untheorized experience, though it might still be a 
matter of reasoned belief, we have the growth, of … “subtler languages”.404 

The ‘subtler languages’ of the modern ages, emerging through Romanticism and into the present 

day, arise partly from the fading of metaphysical beliefs, ‘about the great Chain of Being, the 

order of things, and the like’. And in a further development through the ‘disembedding’ of ‘art’ in 

the modern sense from religious liturgy, ‘the praising of heroes’ and so on. Art is a ‘separate 

activity [that] arises when we come to value creations because they allow us to contemplate … 

without participating in the actions they were originally embedded in,’ for example a Bach mass 

in a concert hall.405  

From the watershed of Romanticism had emerged an art of protest, suggests Taylor, at the 

disengaged, disciplined post-Enlightenment self and the world it had built. We had been divided 

as moral reasoning agents from our own nature, and from the great unity of nature outside us. 

‘And in another sense, the same emphasis on calculating reason cut us off from sympathetic 

 
403 Gillian Beer, "Speaking For the Others: Relativism And Authority In Victorian Anthropological 
Literature," in Sir James Frazer and the Literary Imagination, ed. Robert Fraser (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 
1990), 39. 
404 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), 359. 
405 Ibid., 354-5. 



124 
 

union with others … the reasoning mind was divided from his own desiring nature, from the 

community, which thus threatened to disintegrate, and from the great current of life in nature.’ 

The sense for the Romantics, maintained into the neo-Romanticism of the Georgians, is that in 

closing ourselves to the enchanted world, we have been cut off from a great source of life and 

meaning. We must find new ways to recover our unity with nature, the model for which was so 

frequently the Greeks. ‘In ancient times, the unity with self and communion with nature in feeling 

was a given of life’.406  

In the British Academy Shakespeare Lecture of 1914, Murray made a rousing case for Frazer’s 

work, and particularly those more recent responses to it which had focused on drama, ‘which is a 

very primitive and instinctive kind of literature’. His own work, and that of Jane Harrison, Francis 

Cornford and Janet Spens, is cited as exploring ‘the two elements of tradition and invention, or 

the unconscious and the conscious.’ By tracing the similarities between Hamlet and Orestes, 

Murray demonstrates that ‘before any of these plays were written Orestes was firmly fixed both 

in religious worship and in epic and lyric tradition.’407 Likewise Hamlet, with reference to a broad 

range of English and Scandinavian sources, ‘presents itself to us as a whole that has been 

gradually built up, not as a single definitive creation made by one man in one effort.’ Given the 

stark similarities between the two plays, and Shakespeare’s apparent ignorance of the Greek play,  

can there be some original connexion between the myths, or the primitive religious 
rituals, on which the dramas are ultimately based? And can it be that the ultimate 
similarities between Euripides and Shakespeare are simply due to the natural working 
out, by playwrights of special genius, of the dramatic possibilities latent in that original 
seed?408 

The key lies in ‘a clearly marked group of Greek or pre-Greek legends,’ says Murray. ‘You will 

doubtless have recognised it. It is the world-wide ritual story of what we may call the Golden-

Bough Kings.’  
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That ritual story is, as I have tried to show elsewhere, the fundamental conception that 
lies at the root of Greek tragedy; as it lies at the root of the traditional Mummers’ Play 
which, though deeply degraded and vulgarized, is not quite dead yet in the countries of 
Northern Europe; as it lies at the root of so large a part of all the religions of mankind.409 

Ultimately, we find the roots of both plays in ‘that prehistoric and world-wide ritual battle of 

Summer and Winter, of Life and Death, which has played so vast a part in the mental 

development of the human race’.410 And this was ‘no pale myth or allegory that has so deeply 

dyed the first pages of human history.’ This death and vengeance was really enacted, ‘in terms of 

human bloodshed. … It is man’s passionate desire for the food that will save him from starvation, 

his passionate memory of the streams of blood, willing and unwilling, that have been shed to 

keep him alive.’411  

The point for the dramatist, perhaps, was that the proven and accepted fact of the ‘almost 

eternal durability of primitive conceptions and even primitive rites … may also occur in 

imaginative drama.’ It was so perfectly, for Murray, represented in the Greek example, and for all 

who came after the power of stirring or moving with this ‘strange unanalysed vibration below the 

surface, an undercurrent of desires and fears and passions, long slumbering yet eternally familiar’ 

might be ‘one of the last secrets of genius.’  

Of course it is an essential part of the whole process of Tradition that the mythical 
material is constantly castigated and rekindled by comparison with real life. That is where 
realism comes in, and literary skill and imagination. … And in the greatest ages of 
literature there seems to be, among other things, a power of preserving due proportion 
between these opposite elements—the expression of boundless primitive emotion and 
the subtle and delicate representation of life.412  

In Brooke’s piece we see, perhaps, some sympathy with the proportions struck by Murray, Shaw 

and other proponents of the New Drama. Also, possibly, some sympathy with a more Nietzschean 

turn in the moral imagination of unbelief. The irrational, amoral forces within us cannot simply be 
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condemned or sanitised, because our existence, strength, vitality and creativity depend on them. 

As Taylor puts it,  

This turn finds a new moral meaning in our dark genesis out of the wild and prehuman. It 
comes of a rebellion against the standard form of modern anthropocentrism, along the 
“tragic” axis, rejecting the too-harmonised picture of life, in which suffering, evil and 
violence have been painted out. This is a turn against the values of the Enlightenment. 
But unlike what we usually call the counter-Enlightenment … it is not in any sense a 
return to religion or the transcendent. It remains resolutely naturalist.  

Taylor calls this the ‘immanent counter-Enlightenment’. While some seek meaning in the 

recovery of transcendence, others try to define what is needed in purely immanent terms.413  

As Brooke’s short piece moves to its conclusion we see collision and confusion of myths and 

of understanding. The Father is too agitated to carry through the murder of the Stranger, and 

leaves to spend his last money on vodka. ‘I’ve been working all day. I’m sick. … I’ll drink till I’d 

stick Almighty God. … I’ll drink murder into me. My God!’414 It is the Daughter who ultimately 

murders the Stranger, taking the golden watch from the wall, stuffing it into her bosom and giving 

instructions to her mother to hold him down. When the Father returns home, drunk, with the 

‘Vodka Shopkeeper’ and his son, his destruction seems complete. ‘He has only one boot on,’ we 

are told. ‘He would take his boot off,’ laughs the Vodka Shopkeeper; ‘We couldn’t stop him.’415 

We are reminded of Pelias fearing the man with one sandal, but the wealth of the Stranger has 

blinded the Father to the fact that he himself is the elder patriarch and not the challenger. The 

confusion is underpinned by the revelation that father and son are both called Ivan. The son, we 

discover, had himself visited the vodka shop before appearing at his family’s door. While the 

awful truth emerges around him, the Father repeatedly approaches the stairs to commit the 

murder that has already taken place, ‘with immense air of mystery and determination,’ before 

falling repeatedly in a drunken stupor.416 
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This, it seems, is the most dangerous of all territories, one in which the destruction of 

livelihoods and that of the mythic mainsprings of community and culture are one and the same. 

There was heated debate among early Fabians on the role of Empire, with some members 

supporting rapid decolonisation and others seeing the British Empire as a potentially progressive 

force in the world. This piece of Brooke’s is perhaps his own contribution to that debate, 

highlighting the impact of the forces of Empire upon the very issues with which the Fabians 

concerned themselves, in particular the brutal facts of the iniquitous distribution of wealth under 

the influence of the exploiting classes.417 

With the other two pieces we see a difference in approach. ‘Subtler languages which have 

taken [an] “absolute” turn,’ suggests Taylor, can ‘offer a place to go for modern unbelief.’ 

Whereas before deeper domains were confidently mapped out by the languages of theology and 

metaphysics, now many artists believe that the higher, spiritual realm ‘can only be made 

indirectly accessible’ through a symbolic language, one which ‘reveals something which can’t be 

made accessible any other way.’418 This is never easy—Taylor points to a ‘middle space’ in which 

we encounter ‘a certain admiration, wonder, mixed with some nostalgia, at [those] sites where 

the contact with the transcendent was/is so much firmer.’419  

The painful nature of such yearning for an irrecoverable condition is what characterises 

Hoops, a short verse play by Gibson. In the big tent of a travelling circus, Gentleman John, ‘a little 

hunched man with a sensitive face and dreamy eyes,’ offers comfort to Merry Andrew, a clown 

resting between performances, who has just missed a hoop for the first time in his career.420 As 

Brenda Assael has noted, the circus’s ‘display of the extraordinary body’ in this period had its 

roots in various forms of traditional recreation from the preindustrial period—from the ancient 
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amphitheatre to the Lord Mayor’s Day procession.421 Only in recent times had the circus emerged 

as a commercialised entertainment, and for Gibson it represents both the possibilities and the 

problems facing an artist seeking to break through the abstraction and empty figuration of an age 

of disenchantment to provide living contact with reality, a restored vision of things as they are.  

The clown’s face is ‘chalked dead-white, and painted with a set grim, so that it is impossible 

to see what manner of man he is.’422 With this and many other details we are reminded of the 

necessarily inward nature of Gentleman John’s personal visions as he relays them to Merry 

Andrew and to a reader or audience. As we saw in the first chapter, the generative force of 

poetry and/or music, the immediacy of the resulting vision, is occluded in those routine modes by 

which the world is apprehended. Timeless, mythic, archetypal elements might be ‘transpersonal’, 

sufficient to carry us beyond the subjective, but they come to us ‘indexed to a personal vision’ by 

means of a heightened awareness of an individual experience. As Taylor notes, the power of the 

symbol in the ‘absolute’ mode ‘cannot simply rely on established languages.’ It ‘first and only 

gives access to what it refers to.’ 

And this is why making/finding a symbol is so difficult; why it needs creative power, even 
genius. But this also means that what has been revealed is also partly concealed; it 
cannot be simply detached from the symbol, and be open to scrutiny as the ordinary 
referents are in our everyday world.423   

We come across John mid flow, as he reflects at length, without interruption or recourse to an 

interlocutor. His reflections are full of references to the beauty, might and grandeur of nature, 

and to rapidly cycling snatches of ancient and/or mythical representations of the camels and 

elephants he tends.  

…it’s just my devil’s luck 
I’ve come to this – to be a camel’s lackey, 
To fetch and carry for original sin, 
For sure enough, the camel’s old evil incarnate.  
Blue beads and amulets to ward off evil! 
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No eye’s more evil than a camel’s eye. 

The elephant, in the meantime, is ‘a lord. / Only the bluest blood that has come down / Through 

generations from the mastodon / Could carry off that tale with dignity’.424  

Simon Critchley has written of the ‘unfinishedness’ of romantic writing as ‘evidence of its 

infiniteness.’  

Thus, the romantic fragment or project, defined as the synthesis of form and content or 
subject and object is the self-consciousness of the perpetual lack of this final synthesis.425 

In light of the felt inadequacy of previous moral frameworks, Romanticism establishes beauty 

itself as an ethical category. ‘Beauty is what will save us, complete us.’426 It can be found in the 

grandeur, even the horror, of nature, but in order to open ourselves fully to it we need to 

articulate it in poetry, music, in created beauty. Like many in his neo-romantic Georgian circle, 

Gibson used myth and nature to explore this continual process of self-creation and self-

destruction:  

[The elephant] has weight 
Behind him: aeons of primeval power 
Have shaped that pillared bulk; and he stands sure, 
Solid, substantial on the world’s foundations. 
And he has form, form that’s too big a thing 
To be called beauty. Once, long since, I thought 
To be a poet, and shape words, and mould 
A poem like an elephant, huge, sublime, 
To front oblivion; and because I failed, 
And all my rhymes were gawky, shambling camels,  
Or else obscene, blue-buttocked apes, I’m doomed 
To lackey it for things such as I’ve made…427 

Merry Andrew speaks, or rather interrupts, the flow of Gentleman John’s reflections. ‘I fail to see 

/ There’s any sport in baiting a poor man / Because he’s losing grip at forty-two, / And sees his 
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livelihood slipping from his grasp – / Ay, and his children’s bread.’428 But those children are, for 

John, the bittersweet consolation of a life that shows us meaning that is always just beyond us. ‘If 

I’d six clean-limbed children of my loins, / Born of the ecstasy of life within me, … / Man, man, 

you’ve missed a hoop; / But they’ll take every hoop like blooded colts: / And ’twill be you in them 

that leaps through life, / And in their children, and their children’s children.’429 

‘I’ve always been afraid of ugliness,’ says John. ‘I’m such a toad myself,’ a ‘broken cur, / That 

limps through life’.430 ‘The only moments I’ve lived my life to the full,’ he says, ‘And that live again 

in remembrance unfaded are those / When I’ve seen life compact in some perfect body, / The 

living God made manifest in man’. And so, the circus, where ‘there’s more delight / Of seemly 

bodies, goodly in sheer health, / Bodies trained and tuned to the perfect pitch, … than elsewhere 

/ In this machine-ridden land of grimy, glum / Round-shouldered, coughing mechanics.’  

He once lived, he tells us, ‘in a slum called Paradise,’ where he was ‘Sickened to see the greasy 

pavements crawling / With puny flabby babies, thick as maggots.’431 His words recall Octavia Hill’s 

famous expressions of horror at the poverty she found in London’s Paradise Place, the first of her 

landmark tenement renovation projects.  

Those who are not at the public-house are standing or sitting on their door-steps, 
quarrelsome, hot, dirty; the children are crawling or sitting on the hard hot stones till 
every corner of the place looks alive, and it seems as if I must step on them, do what I 
would, if I am to walk up the court at all. Everyone looks in every-one else’s way, the 
place echoes with words not of the gentlest.’432  

It was John Ruskin’s initial investment that enabled Hill to put her theories into practice with the 

purchase of a series of properties in the area. Hill believed in self-reliance, and was opposed to 

municipal provision of housing, believing it to be bureaucratic and impersonal. Instead of the 

twelve per cent return on investment in place for most landlords, Hill instituted a more modest 
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five per cent return, a portion of which was invested back into the fabric of the buildings. In 1869 

it was Hill who cofounded the COS with Helen Bosanquet. (A young Beatrice Webb, née Potter, 

had volunteered in Hill’s housing schemes before coming across the Fabian Essays and their 

gradualist philosophy of social change.)433  

Both firm believers in private charities over public welfare programmes, Hill and Helen 

Bosanquet placed equal emphasis on the fabric of the community, and on cultural philanthropy 

as a key to social reform. With her sister Miranda, Hill was a driving force behind the Kyrle 

Society, founded in 1877 to ‘Bring Beauty Home to the People,’ and supported by William Morris 

among others. ‘We all need space,’ said Hill in an article of 1883. ‘Unless we have it we cannot 

reach that sense of quiet in which whispers of better things come to us gently. Our lives in London 

are over-crowded, over-excited, over-strained. This is true of all classes; we all want quiet; we all 

want beauty for the re-freshment of our souls.’434 And like Helen Bosanquet, Hill positioned art 

and literature as key to sustaining the ties of community, to finding ourselves within a spiritual 

world. Among a range of activities in hospitals, schools and community centres, Miranda Hill 

wrote and staged verse plays for children, with staging and costumes by Kyrle volunteers.435   

‘I’d soon go mad if I’d to live / In London, with its stunted men and women,’ says John, ‘But 

little better to look on than myself.’ In the ‘stark fastness of high crag’ of St Kilda’s, on the other 

hand, ‘They must keep fit their bodies taut and trim … 

… and they’re like tempered steel, 
Suppled and fined. But even they’ve grown slacker 
Through traffic with the mainland, in these days.436 
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‘The Greeks knew,’ he suggests, how ‘to cut in marble or to cast in bronze / Their ecstasy of 

living’. But as Gentleman John declaims at length to the uncomprehending Merry Andrew, he 

does so from the position of an isolating poetic awareness. ‘What are words / To shape the joy of 

form? … Ay, the Greeks knew: but men have forgotten now.’437 

‘Six strapping sons!’ says Gentleman John to the sleeping Merry Andrew. ‘And I have naught 

but camels. (Pause.) Yet, I’ve seen / A vision in this stable that puts to shame / Each ecstasy of 

mortal flesh and blood / That’s been my eyes’ delight. I never breathed / A word of it to man or 

woman yet: / I couldn’t whisper it now to you, if you looked / Like any human thing this side of 

death.’438 On the night that he stumbled upon the circus, on the verge of death, John tells of 

passing out and sleeping in the barn: 

And opening sleepy eyes, scarce marvelling, 
I saw her, standing naked in the lamplight, 
Beneath the huge tent’s cavernous canopy, 
Against the throng of elephants and camels 
That champed unwondering in the golden dusk, 
Moon-white Diana, mettled Artemis – 
Her body, quick and tense as her own bowstring, 
Her spirit, an arrow barbed and strung for flight – 
White snowflakes melting in her night-black hair, 
And on her glistening breasts and supple thighs: 
Her red lips parted, her keen eyes alive 
With fierce, far-ranging hungers of the chase 
Over the hills of morn…439  

The goddess of nature, of hunting and the Moon, Diana is considered a virgin goddess and 

protector of childbirth. And for so many artists and writers of the late nineteenth century and 

beyond, particularly in light of Frazer’s work, a powerful representation of the history and power 

of religions, of the performance of religious rites or observances indicating reverence for a 

superhuman power. Is this a vision of the goddess herself, as John insists, or a dream? Perhaps, 

Gibson seems to suggest, we are fated to remain within the circle of that personal vision, without 
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the institution of a communal mode of poetic drama to reveal ‘the reality that lurks behind’ 

common speech and expression, and bring it into communion with an ‘everliving and everlasting 

revelation’ of Truth.440 Andrew’s six sons come tumbling into the tent, and there we leave them. 

Gentleman John will ‘hold [his] secret to the end,’ and the solace of that vision, and of the mythic 

correspondences of his own understanding, will have meaning for him alone—too perfect, too 

fleeting a vision to be fully grasped without those timeless, mythic, ‘transpersonal’ archetypal 

elements of form, sufficient to carry us beyond the subjective.441  

Bottomley’s King Lear’s Wife is an altogether more confident piece. Irene Morra has provided 

a close reading of the play, dwelling on its challenge to the ‘heroic effusiveness’ of the Victorian 

actor-managers and neo-Elizabethans such as Phillips. As she notes, the play’s exploration of the 

limited agency of its women, and its ‘unsentimental examination of their position within an 

overarching patriarchal structure, … would have resonated with many of the themes that 

preoccupied much of the ‘new drama’’.442 Bottomley’s play is indeed a challenge to those 

productions which were based solely on an ‘appeal to antiquity,’ as Abercrombie put it. Equally, 

though, it was a challenge to the criticisms levelled by Shaw, Archer and others at Shakespeare 

himself, and an effort to create a modern correspondence to that ‘timeless species of drama’ to 

which King Lear belonged.  

The events of King Lear’s Wife take place before the events of Shakespeare’s tragedy, and 

provide a foregrounding of the later actions of Goneril. Lear’s Queen, Hygd, lies dying, while Lear 

has taken up with Gormflaith, a servant who consorts with the King in the queen’s bedchamber 

and steals her crown. Meanwhile, Goneril tends to her mother and endeavours to protect her 

from the shallow baseness that surrounds her. The physician who tends to the Queen attempts to 

persuade Lear to part with a large emerald that he wears as the supposed ingredient of a cure for 
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the Queen’s malady. Lear responds with anger and scorn—the emerald ‘has a spiritual 

significance’ to the kings of Britain.443 A short while later he gives it to his serving girl to wear in 

her bosom. The child Cordelia, in the meantime, cries at the door for her father, while Hygd 

curses her ‘evil child, thou ill-comer,’ conceived only to keep Lear from looking elsewhere for a 

male heir, and refuses to let her near.444 

In King Lear, Shakespeare showed us a world in which a truly integrated medieval society has 

been threatened and corrupted by a new culture of Machiavellianism—a situation that had clear 

resonance in Bottomley’s own era in light of everything that has been discussed here and 

elsewhere. For A.C. Bradley the problem in contemplating the play was that it was ‘composed 

almost wholly of painful feelings,—utter depression, or indignant rebellion, or appalled 

despair.’445 The play did not, he insisted, contain ‘a revelation of righteous omnipotence or 

heavenly harmony, or even a promise of the reconciliation of mystery and justice. … there never 

was vainer labour than that of critics who try to make out that the persons in these dramas meet 

with ‘justice’ or their ‘deserts.’’ 

But, on the other hand, man is not represented in these tragedies as the mere plaything 
of a blind or capricious power, suffering woes which have no relation to his character and 
actions; nor is the world represented as given over to darkness. … Its final and total result 
is one in which pity and terror, carried perhaps to the extreme limits of art, are so 
blended with a sense of law and beauty that we feel at last, not depression and much less 
despair, but a consciousness of greatness in pain, and of solemnity in the mystery we 
cannot fathom.446 

In Goneril, Bottomley presents us with a vision of the goddess Diana that is cut adrift from 

the Greek unity of author and spectator, and offers a central focus for the modern malady in 

which ‘the reasoning mind was divided from his own desiring nature, from the community, which 

thus threatened to disintegrate, and from the great current of life in nature.’447 She appears ‘in 
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hunting dress,—her kirtle caught up in her girdle, a light spear over her shoulder—… a girl just 

turning to womanhood, proud in her poise, swift and cold, an almost gleaming presence, a virgin 

huntress.’ She truly cares for her mother, seemingly the only one to do so, but feels the 

irresistible pull of hunting and of nature, ‘as with an unseen beauty long awaited’.448   

Goneril worships in nature—‘I lost my thoughts before the giant Stones...’ She talks of killing 

two young hares, then taking them in her hands, feeling ‘shame light my face from deep within, / 

And loathing and contempt shake in my bowels’. 

But under the first trees and without thought 
I stole on coneys at play and stooped at one; 
I hunted it, I caught it up to me 
As I outsprang it, and with this thin knife 
Pierced it from eye to eye; and it was dead, 
Untorn, unsullied, and with flawless fur. 
Then my untroubled mind came back to me.449 

Without the spiritual, the higher purpose, Goneril/Diana’s worship is self-referential, glorying only 

in the clean, ‘cold’ beauty of the kill (the ‘coldness’ of Goneril is mentioned several times). ‘I have 

had piercing thoughts,’ says her mother, ‘of what the ways of life will do to you’. ‘If life is so ill-

seated,’ reflects Goneril as she sees her mother die, ‘no one is safe.’ She finds her meaning in the 

murder of Gormflaith, a meaning that will carry her through King Lear. ‘The way is easy: and it is 

to be used. / How could this need have been conceived slowly? / In a keen mind it should have 

leapt and burnt.’ 

A little blood is lightly washed away, 
A common stain that need not be remembered; 
And a hot spasm of rightness quickly born 
Can guide me to kill justly and shall guide.450 
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And with this, the washerwomen who so appalled the censor, many of the critics and Viola Tree 

herself (who tried to persuade Bottomley to soften or remove them) appear to prepare the 

corpse of the queen.  

All three of these plays, and indeed many more in the Georgian and New dramas and 

beyond, represent the effort described by Murray to recast and rekindle mythic material by 

bringing it into a relationship with real life. Where Brooke’s piece attempts to define what is 

needed in purely immanent terms, those by Bottomley and Gibson situate transcendence in the 

poetry itself, the spoken vehicle. Murray takes pains to distinguish the ‘modern’ plays of 

Shakespeare from those of the Greeks, with their uninterrupted foundation in religious worship 

and in epic and lyric tradition. For Bradley, however, as for Bottomley and Gibson, it is 

Shakespeare’s voyage to the ‘extreme limits of art’ in his poetic language that brings us to 

consciousness of ‘solemnity in the mystery we cannot fathom.’451 For these two poets, the 

challenge is to reveal something through their spoken poetry that cannot be made accessible any 

other way. 

So did the audience recognise these efforts? Correspondence between the poets reveals that 

their impression of the performance was not positive. Even Drinkwater, as one of the producers, 

felt surer than ever that ‘the theatre generally speaking is infested with a temperamental twist 

that makes quite true and clean work impossible.’ He was, he wrote to Bottomley, ‘very glad to 

have had the experience of working with these chiefs of the popular firmament, but [had] no 

hankering after more of it.’452 Bottomley, in the meantime, described the experience as one of 

‘unreality and make-believe’ with which he had felt little ‘connexion.’ ‘I felt a rhythm when I 

made Mrs Lear in lonely places; … but I did not feel it today.’453 Viola and her mother as Goneril 
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and Hygd had, felt Thomas Sturge Moore, ‘murdered’ Bottomley’s play,454 and Bottomley felt the 

same way: ‘I hope Eddie [Marsh] will never know how many lies I told to his Ladies.’455  

The reviews, however, were united in praise of Lady and Miss Tree. They both played ‘with 

freedom and well-marked expression,’ said The Stage.456 The former, according to The Era, gave 

an ‘intense tragic’ performance, while the latter ‘got the spirit’ of her part ‘excellently.’457 And it 

was not only the theatrical papers that felt so: the Daily Telegraph felt that they ‘played with 

distinction and power,’458 and The Times that it was ‘in spite of’ their best efforts that the pieces 

fell down.459  

‘It is early,’ noted a reviewer in The Stage, ‘to speak of a modern Georgian drama, and 

certainly these plays do not help to make any distinctive contribution to it.’ They were, it 

suggested, ‘more rhetorical exercises, upon old themes, than vital dramatic writings.’ Gibson’s 

short piece was singled out by many of the reviewers for qualified praise. It was the piece that 

‘most pleased’ the reviewer for The Era, while the Illustrated London News felt that it displayed 

‘charm, and romantic feeling, and an instinct for beauty.’460 Gibson, it was suggested, was the 

only author to have ‘achieved his purpose’: in addition to ‘some fine passages in the verse’ (Daily 

Telegraph), his piece had, just as crucially, ‘proved to be the most dramatic of all’ (The Times). 

Brooke’s piece, suggested The Times, was ‘rather a clever exercise in drama than a live play,’ 

demonstrating that he had known ‘how to produce horror, but not that he knew when to stop 

and how to give dramatic life to the results of his knowledge.’ ‘Mr. Brooke,’ suggested The Stage, 

‘may have thought that he was being tragical, but horror for horror’s sake is not tragedy.’ 

Similarly, the Daily Telegraph described it as ‘the poetry of terror rather than of tragedy. What it 

brings is the sense of the misery rather than the dignity of life.’ The strongest criticism, however, 
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was levelled at Bottomley’s ‘rather ambitious’ play (Daily Telegraph) which ‘exceeded its 

resources and missed the essence of drama through concentration on its superficialities.’ The 

poetry ‘would read well enough; but he fails to get movement, misses grip in his tragedy’ 

(Illustrated London News). It was, suggested The Times, ‘intelligent rather than inspired.’ The 

Stage, less kindly, asserted that Bottomley lacked ‘the reticent art that keeps a check upon mere 

words.’ 

Only one publication commented on the motivating principle of the enterprise. ‘Many years 

have gone by,’ stated the Daily Telegraph, ‘since poetry reigned in our theatres. It is one of the 

heartening signs of the times that the younger poets are intent upon reconquering the lost 

realm.’ But perhaps the most stinging assessment of all for the poets was that of The Era. While it 

was a generally affable review of ‘an interesting … afternoon,’ the ‘disappointing’ work 

represented in these performances ‘did not suggest a particularly high level of artistic or literary 

excellence.’  

‘After the first flush of anger,’ reflected Drinkwater in a letter to Bottomley, ‘I always am 

quite tranquil now when criticism becomes the dirty trade it so often is, in the reflection that the 

truth is the truth and nothing can affect it. … We are all doing our best and time will chalk up the 

results.’461 ‘The bidding for public suffrage is, it is true, a sour enough business,’ he reflected, but 

‘the appeal of and the response to poetry are unchanging things and secure against all 

distractions. The good verse has its elect audience waiting for it at any distance of time.’462 

Bottomley, too, declared himself ‘case-hardened and shell-proof,’ even as he shared his horror at 

finding his prosody compared unfavourably to that of Stephen Phillips. (‘I hope the fellow who 

wrote that will die uncomfortably and prematurely.’463)  
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As the next chapter will demonstrate, before too long the Georgians were considering 

alternative avenues through which they might press their claims.  
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3. Education, the verse-speaking movement and the ‘Chamber-Drama’ 

By the early 1920s, then, exponents of the poetic drama could be seen to have defined or created 

numerous platforms and opportunities from which to further its claims. Appeals for the clarifying 

and socially regenerative qualities of the poetic drama must, to a greater or lesser extent, have 

been familiar to any of those who subscribed regularly to one or more periodical or broadsheet, 

or maintained awareness of goings on in the world of the theatre. Each of the writers mentioned 

so far had seen one or more of their plays produced, in London, at the provincial repertory 

theatres or by one of the many new play-producing societies. There was evidence of a desire on 

the part of the London managers to identify themselves and their theatres with the more literary 

fare that was being produced by companies such as Barry Jackson’s, Harley Granville-Barker’s or 

Basil Dean’s, despite mixed reception and attendance. New publications such as the New York-

based Theatre Arts Monthly, or Drama, the official publication of the British Drama League, 

exhibited a strong editorial bias towards the movement for poetic drama. Publishing 

opportunities were no less in abundance than for poetry in general, as Harold Monro had noted 

with horror, and the presence on the publishers’ market of countless (often self-funded) 

imitations show the extent to which the idea of the poetic drama had captured the muse. 

Despite the Birmingham Rep’s impressive record in the production of modern poetic drama 

under John Drinkwater’s management, Drinkwater himself felt moved in 1920 to submit a terse 

notice to the Theatre Arts Monthly, printed impressively on its own page under the heading ‘A 

Note on Poetic Drama’: 

That poetic drama has fallen into neglect in a country which, having produced several of 
the world’s greatest dramatic poets, never plays any but the first of them in its theatres, 
and hardly ever plays him without the most shameless and foolish distortion of his work, 
is the fault not of poetry but of the theatre. For nearly two hundred years in England the 
poets very rightly have refused to work for a theatre that has sacrificed the drama to the 
actor, instead of so training its actors that they could honourably give the poet the 
supreme joy of seeing his work nobly and tenderly interpreted. The poets, in their chosen 
exile, have suffered; for dramatic imagination, deprived of its gathering to the theatre, 
cannot, even with a Cenci or an Atalanta for harvest, be wholly prosperous. But the loss 
to the theatre has been immeasurably greater; since the breach, English poetry has lost 
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no splendour, but, with the exception of half a dozen plays at most, the drama of the 
theatre, until the last few years, has kept none. A theatre audience can be the most 
exhilarating crowd-intelligence in the world, once it has been given the chance of caring 
for good drama on the stage, but the appetite of a theatre audience will inevitably grow 
to what it is given. And only in a theatre where the audience has been nourished upon 
fine fare can poetry live, or the poet decently exercise his dramatic instinct. The rarity of 
such theatres is the measure of the rarity of poetic drama.464 

The message is by this time extremely familiar, as is the tone. Drinkwater was by this time 

known to many not only as manager of the Birmingham Rep, but equally as a leading literary 

personality of the younger generation. In addition to several volumes of poetry, and critical 

articles and reviews for a number of periodicals, he had provided, amongst others, a volume on 

Lyric Poetry for Martin Secker’s Art and Craft of Letters series, a critical edition of Philip Sidney for 

the Routledge Muse’s Library and one of Thomas Gray for Dent’s Everyman’s Library.465 In 

publications such as this he was ahead of Abercrombie, even, who by 1920 was in place as 

lecturer in poetry at Liverpool University. (‘It seems like the end of all things,’ he wrote to 

Bottomley. ‘But there – let come what will come.’466)  

Cultural commentators in the post-war period were certainly no less keen than they had 

been at the turn of the century to demonstrate their anxiety in relation to wider societal 

developments, and particularly a perceived breakdown of the attachments of community. It is the 

very ‘problem’ of the poetic drama from which this movement derived its impetus, and it is 

helpful to look at the emblematic qualities it takes on in the interplay between ideas, institutions 

and practices in a broader cultural and intellectual context. In this chapter the focus will be on a 

period during which the movement for an English poetic drama is effectively removed from the 

stage and placed into the ‘chamber’ and the classroom, in line with vigorous debates as to the 

place of artistic endeavour in relation to state education and welfare reform.  
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The Newbolt Report for the Board of Education, published in 1921, argued that it was in the 

interests of national unity to provide all English children with a liberal education, for which the 

only basis could be the national language and literature. In addition it picked up a persistent 

complaint in similar such tracts regarding the supposed neglect of speech training. This, it was 

suggested, should be ‘undertaken from the outset, and should be continued all through the 

period of schooling,’ and the natural vehicle for such training was poetry.467 A series of 

movements and societies arose dedicated to verse-speaking, in and outside the schools. These 

stimulated a shift in direction for several of the poetic drama’s key practitioners, and some 

heated debates as to its meaning and purpose. 

i. Poetry as a civilising medium—liberal idealism and the educational context 

As the historian of education David Watson has reflected, the ‘concrete, prescriptive concerns of 

[the current] generation of educational reformers’ have worked over time to occlude a complex 

philosophical lineage. ‘To [present-day] historians of education,’ he suggests, ‘heavily influenced 

by controversy over school funding, denominational control and curriculum development,’ the 

social philosophy of idealism, with its emphasis on organically related institutions, seems 

somewhat unfamiliar.468 As previously noted, however, a series of recent studies in a range of 

fields, including education, have served to highlight the extent to which this might have been an 

instance more of circumstance than force of argument.469 It would be a serious error, according 

to a growing number of contemporary historians, to fail to see the profound influence of that 

movement of scholars and activists emerging from the late nineteenth-century Oxford lineage of 

Benjamin Jowett and T.H. Green upon the development of the welfare state in Britain, an 
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influence that was sustained through the early decades of the twentieth century. As we have 

seen in the previous chapter, social theorists and activists in this tradition shared a common fear 

of socialism as ‘the reduction of the individual under the control of society,’ as Edward Caird had 

put it.470 In orthodox liberalism, however, Green and his students had identified too great an 

emphasis on the individual, which resulted in an overly heightened subjectivism, a common 

disregard for morality among politicians and philosophers and unacceptable economic 

inequalities. Liberal theory, suggested Green, needed to speak the language of community, to 

meet the needs of ‘an absolute and common good.’471 His fusion of contemporary ethics and 

philosophical enquiry championed a new, publicly oriented perspective that foregrounded 

individual responsibility, whilst theorising the existence of an objective good found in both 

individuals and the universal realm beyond.  

Several scholars have examined what Jeanne Morefield calls the ‘liberal muddle’ that arose 

from this tension between individual and community, one that she suggests can be 

misunderstood ‘during an intellectual era in which political theorists are used to neatly dividing 

concern for the individual and concern for the social into the descriptive categories of liberalism 

and communitarianism’.472  

These thinkers’ social theories were by no means identical, and in fact differed 
considerably from one another in terms of their levels of commitment to liberal 
individualism, German idealism, organicism, nationalism, and Social Darwinism. On a 
philosophical level, however, despite these differences, a common goal united the idealist 
liberals [in the Oxford lineage of Jowett and Green]: each sought to theorise a more 
collectivist liberal society through the Hegelian notion of Spirit.473 

As we have seen in relation to the poetic drama and accompanying debates, this common thread 

of intent is evident even in those cases in which the specific argument might be less clearly 

referenced. As Morefield puts it, ‘the study of ancient philosophy, contemporary liberal ethics, 
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and German idealism were deeply intertwined even after the specifically “German” character of 

this idealism had etiolated significantly.’474  

There was, in fact, a rather definite end to the idealist heyday, one that is illuminated in this 

chapter with attention to the ongoing fortunes of the movement for poetic drama. The early 

years of the twentieth century had seen powerful intellectual criticisms from G.E. Moore in 

particular and what we now call ‘analytic philosophy,’ which combined with the emergence of a 

well-organised and purposeful Labour movement independent of the Liberals, and state 

assumption of responsibility for social welfare. More than anything, though, the First World War, 

and its immense effect on the European consciousness, severely compromised the ethical 

intensity of the idealist project. Pains were taken to put clear ground between social reform and 

the Hegelian influence, which was seen to carry a problematic taint of Prussianism. In light of a 

looming mistrust of any systematic normative philosophy, and a corresponding focus on 

analytical political theory, philanthropy and voluntary action could never again, as Melvin Richter 

puts it, ‘have the moral quality and practical urgency Green and his generation attached to 

them.’475 

We should not, however, take either this, or the ‘divers voices’ of idealism and its critics, as 

Eliot described them with the poetic drama as a focus, as a reason to dismiss the common 

threads that sustained through that ‘muddle.’ Eliot’s perspective has become defining in the years 

that followed, even while the ‘neatly divided concerns’ of our current age might be seen to have 

somewhat occluded these threads that defined his central project, threads that he focused 

around the poetic drama. There is more on this in the next chapter, but for now it is instructive to 

trace the impact of these developments on the moral quality and tone of practical urgency so 

vigorously attached by the Georgians to the movement for poetic drama.  
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Education was, of course, of great importance to the idealist liberal project. The influence of 

idealism on British educational thought and practice has been traced in particular depth by Peter 

Gordon and John White, who among others remind us that, ‘institutions which the idealists 

helped to found or foster – university extension, the WEA, the new universities – continued to 

flourish long after the idealist heyday between 1870 and 1920.’476 Green himself was closely 

involved in all three projects, and saw education as of primary importance in advancing the self-

realisation of the individual in a society oriented towards an absolute and common good. This is, 

of course, a somewhat bald summary of a complex set of ongoing investigations, but subsequent 

projects with broadly similar intent are too numerous to mention, an extensive network of 

agencies created by the efforts of reformers and self-help organisations. Some of these have 

already been mentioned, in particular those publishing imprints with which virtually every figure 

on every side thus far mentioned had been involved and/or published that provided authoritative 

but accessible (short and cheap) guides to history, philosophy, art and science. These shared an 

intent not just to meet but to shape the demands of a new market, readers in upper elementary 

and public schools, as well as those in working men’s colleges, University Extension classes, 

literary societies and so on. 

The years leading up to Drinkwater’s article had seen the inception of organisations such as 

the English Association and the Society for Pure English, and the publication—often in connection 

with such organisations—of a particularly high volume of works setting forth arguments and 

schemes concerning the teaching of English literature and language. In 1913, having spent several 

years engaged in debates concerning the pronunciation of the English language, Robert Bridges 

felt sufficiently moved to establish The Society for Pure English, with the assistance of Henry 

Bradley, L. Pearsall Smith and Sir Walter Raleigh.477 Abercrombie, Bottomley, Trevelyan, Flecker, 
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Gibson and Murray all willingly signed up, as did Thomas Hardy, Maurice Hewlett, Desmond 

McCarthy, J.C. Squire, Henry Newbolt, Herbert Warren and a host of others.478 The Society set 

down as its motivating principle that: 

Literary education in England would seem in one grave respect to lack efficiency, for it 
does not inspire writers with a due sense of responsibility towards their native speech. In 
most European countries men of letters, and the better class of journalists, are trained to 
observe the changes of the language, and to assist consciously in its development, being 
guided by acknowledged principles of tradition and taste. But the English language, which 
is now rapidly spreading all over the world, is subject to no such guidance, and to very 
little intelligent criticism. There is indeed occasional discussion, both in the journals and in 
table-talk, concerning the choice and use of special words and the standards of style; but 
this is mostly conducted by irresponsible persons, who have no knowledge of the history 
of English, and are even without any definite ideal or right conception of what the 
essentials of a good language must be.479 

It was proposed that the group, or ‘free association,’ thus formed should ‘agree upon a modest 

and practical scheme for informing popular taste on sound principles, [and] for guiding 

educational authorities.’ While it would ‘oppose whatever is slipshod and careless, and all 

blurring of hard-won distinctions,’ it would equally oppose ‘the tyranny of schoolmasters and 

grammarians, both in their pedantic conservatism, and in their ignorant enforcing of newfangled 

“rules”, based not on principle, but on what has come to be considered “correct” usage.’480  

‘There is,’ as Bridges put it in an address to the Workers’ Educational Association, ‘a bad 

education. If learning to read should only kindle a taste for vulgar newspapers and exciting fiction, 

and lead a man’s mind astray into shallow philosophies and materialistic views of life, which feed 

his baser passions and make disturbance and discontent in his soul, then education is a bad thing 

for him. Better have none.’481 That kind of ‘false valuing,’ Laurence Binyon concurred having been 

asked for his comment on the address, ‘is the curse of our country and time.’ Bridges’s Society 
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considered its approach an ‘ideal, … both conservative and democratic.’482 The problem with the 

current education system, as one of many published treatises on the subject put it, was that: 

at a time when old theories of education are discredited, and our whole system is being 
reconsidered, and a spirit of utilitarianism prevails everywhere, we need to make the best 
possible use of the one part of modern education which is able to give some kind of 
culture to a boy destined to spend his life in the endeavour to make money; which may 
give him the key to a place of rest and refreshment from the sordid business of the world; 
which may show him that there are things worth knowing and possessing, not to be 
bought with money, and with a value not to be stated in terms of the currency, and 
independent of direct utility. No one at least who has taught in middle-class schools can 
have failed to recognise how great a need there is of some corrective for the merely 
commercial view which boys begin to take of all things, including their work at school, as 
soon as they begin to think. 

What modern education neglects is ‘the inner life of man, which has uttered itself in literature’.483 

The consistent claim in a range of books, pamphlets and articles is that, as one puts it, ‘the 

study of English literature … leads to an apprehension, not otherwise to be won, of what may be 

roughly called the mind of England.’484 As Arnold Smith, headmaster of the Battersea Polytechnic 

Secondary School, put it, ‘we are witnessing a change of social and national importance, … [a] 

growing sense of the importance of education in affecting national as well as individual interests,’ 

and ‘by nothing,’ declaimed C.H. Herford to the Manchester branch of the English Association, 

quoting Matthew Arnold, ‘is England so great as by her poetry.’485 Poetry is ‘the higher form,’ 

stated another schoolmaster, and ‘is capable of imparting a finer pleasure’ than is prose. It 

‘produces a greater culture, and, perhaps most importantly of all, … does not lead to such 

intellectual debauchery as the excessive reading of inferior newspapers, magazines, and 

novels.’486 
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This debate reflected both internal tensions and a broad thread of consistency in a line of 

Greenian influence, linking liberalism, ‘Spirit’ and the hierarchical social whole. Arguments in this 

line tend to reflect, as Stefan Collini puts it, ‘a kind of methodological collectivism, that is, an 

insistence on the social group, ultimately the community or state as a whole, as the primary unit 

or appropriate level for the understanding of man and his history.’487 In 1920, Bernard Bosanquet 

published a third edition of The Philosophical Theory of the State, a work that had provided a 

focal point for an accumulating weight of criticism around the liberal idealist project since its first 

publication in 1899.488 In a new preface he attempted to address these criticisms, ones that play 

out indirectly in the debate surrounding both education and the poetic drama: ‘it has become 

apparent in many ways that the wealth of new experiences which modern life brings with it is 

tending to obscure the definite outlines of such a theory as is here advocated.’489  

The controversy surrounding The Philosophical Theory of the State focused on two points 

that were particularly relevant to the early twentieth-century pursuit of community: the nature of 

the individual self and of Bosanquet’s formulation of the ‘general will’. Individuals, argued 

Bosanquet, are bound together in such a way that their will and their purposes are those of 

society itself. When individuals come together in a society, he suggested, they form a common 

self which has a higher unity than the individuals who compose it. The connection between 

individuals is something far deeper than the links and associations which membership of a society 

presents, and this common self finds expression in the ‘General Will.’490 
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Authority and the state were not, insisted Bosanquet, based simply on individual consent or a 

social contract. They were part of the natural development of humanity, and expressions of the 

‘General Will’. This will, ‘whose sole aim is the common interest,’ explains what brings parts of a 

society together, ‘the whole working system of dominant ideals which determines the place and 

function of its members, and of the community as a whole’. Shared social institutions, therefore, 

acted to shape this whole working system, but ‘minds and society are really the same fabric’, and 

‘the social whole … only has reality in the totality of minds in a given community’.  

The General Will seems to be, in the last resort, the ineradicable impulse of an intelligent 
being to a good extending beyond itself, in so far as that good takes the form of a 
common good. Though this good may be mastered or cheated in a degree, yet, if it were 
extinct, human life would have ceased.491 

‘The end of the State, then, is the end of Society and of the Individual – the best life, as 

determined by the fundamental logic of the will.’492 And the function of the State is, therefore, as 

the ‘hindrance of hindrances’ to human development. It is in so far as the State reflects the 

General Will and the common good—‘the existence and the perfection of human personality,’ or 

the ‘excellence of souls’—that its authority is legitimate and its action morally justifiable. 

No State could undertake its work on the basis of voluntary contributions. A universal 
end, we might say, is indeed not a mere general rule; but you cannot carry out a universal 
end in a plurality of units – and a set of human individuals is always in one aspect a 
plurality of units – without enforcing general rules.493 

For many critics of Bosanquet’s book, and of the broad and diverse line of liberal idealist 

thought for which it consciously spoke, he had placed the state above moral constraints and 

obligations. As den Otter suggests: 

By arguing that the individual could not ‘exist’ apart from society, and that true 
individuality was found in a common self expressed in a general will, The Philosophical 
Theory of the State … struck at some of the most cherished tenets of nineteenth-century 
liberal orthodoxies, in at once seeming to deny the uniqueness of individuals and their 
capacity for self-determination. But Bosanquet’s much criticized study was a case for 
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neither rampant individualism nor an oppressive state; rather, for a community in which 
the growth of the individual would be harmonious with the good shared by all. 494 

The criticisms levelled at his book, suggested Bosanquet in 1920, represented a ‘peculiarly 

modern difficulty, describable as not being able to see the wood for the trees’.  

State activity has bewilderingly increased and multiplied its shapes and organs. Though 
there are some things that the modern State, as compared with the ancient city, rules out 
of its purview, such as religion and fine art, yet on the whole it probably plays a greater 
part in life than the City-state in its prime; so much more is known to-day about desirable 
outward conditions; so many more claims for the regulation of outward life are publicly 
recognised.495 

On the one hand, suggested Bosanquet, we have those who credit the individual, ‘the supposed 

self-existent isolable being,’ with all that does not emanate from the formal procedure of the 

state—including the supposedly ‘“individual” activities and concerns’ of art and religion. On the 

other, we have those who are ‘rightly aware that the deepest and loftiest achievements of man 

do not belong to the particular human being in his repellent isolation,’ but who, ‘recognising only 

two opposites – society as the State, and the man at his minimum as the individual,’ naturally 

claim such realms as poetry and philosophy, and ‘all that springs from the cooperation and the 

sympathies of human beings,’ for the legal and political formation of the State. In fact,  

in the profoundest sense it is this ultra-social and also ultra-individual level of life which 
represents the highest fulfilment at once of society and of the individual. And below it, 
but belonging to the same general line of progress, is the whole enormous complex of 
social cooperation, which is associated with the State in very various degrees of 
indirectness. And both of these belong, strictly speaking, neither to the State, nor yet to 
the private person who hugs his privateness.496 

It is important here to focus on this particular aspect of idealist political theory, emphasising 

as it does the primacy of artistic expression in the idealist theory of the state. It is from this 

perceived nexus of concerns that the fevered pursuit of a modern poetic drama arose, as well as 

some vigorous debate as to the purpose of educational reform. As we have seen in the previous 
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chapter, and as Bosanquet also emphasises as he revisits The Philosophical Theory of the State 

post-war, there were numerous examples of proposals for the increase of State intervention for 

the social good, the ‘most extreme’ expression of these being the Minority Report itself.497 But 

the actual content of such legislation or administration, ‘the inventive, experimental, creative 

element, is almost entirely supplied by one or other of the forms of social action which are not 

due to the initiative of the State.’498 These included the sort of volunteer action represented by 

the social work of the Charity Organisation Society, as well as ‘the enormous importance of 

certain duties and capacities that we are apt to regard as trivial.’499  

In an address to the Ethical Society, referring to his experience with a small group of 

volunteers teaching woodcarving to young men in London, Bosanquet emphasised the 

importance of local, voluntary educational endeavours as demonstrating, ‘the true connection 

between the reform of social life by individual exertions and the reform of social arrangements by 

the power of society’.500 The work of these volunteer teachers produced no great works of art, 

nor was it in any way connected with the trades in which these young men were already engaged. 

Rather, ‘if a pupil is able to attend for any length of time, a certain change is produced in his 

mind; a new perception is awakened, a new interest is acquired; he sees things to which he was 

blind before, and enjoys things to which he was insensible’. A training in artistic form was the only 

route to an appreciation of ‘those features which constitute beauty in art and nature.’501  

This, insisted Bosanquet, was the only route to true equality. The tendency in education 

reform towards ‘mere machinery,’ was ‘far too little formative and humanising.’ There was little 

‘identity of enjoyments’ between the classes. The ‘poorer people were lookers-on’ at the ‘vulgar 

exclusiveness’ of the wealthy.  
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[W]hen our common education gives us a little more feeling and insight for the human 
side of art and craftsmanship, then I think we shall care more to become acquainted with 
the history and fortunes of arts and crafts, the products of which are the direct outcome 
and record of the lives and feelings and labours of unnamed millions of our race. … Then I 
think the management [of these realms of education], which will depend upon the local 
authority, will become more energetic and zealous … When an interest like this becomes 
common and natural, it will no longer be thought priggish to care about these things … 
This would be the beginning of a great social change, because … the rich people might 
lose something of their vulgar exclusiveness, and the poorer people something of their 
enforced narrowness of outlook. And a certain social pride, in a citizenship that means a 
common life worth living, will grow up, and replace the brutal exclusiveness of classes. 
We should all feel that the best things were now for all, and not for the few, and that this 
was enough to prove that they were really the best things, because it is only the best 
things that can be for all. And this social pride would react on the administrative work of 
the local authority, and increase its energy, its thoroughness, and its public spirit.502 

Bosanquet’s was not the only liberal idealist intervention in this broader debate as to the 

place of artistic endeavour as a mainstay of effective social organisation and change, though it 

carried particular influence and focal significance. Debates about the place of English literature 

and language in education were drawing repeatedly, even where indirectly, on these strands of 

logic, within a context that was increasingly focused on the concrete, prescriptive concerns of 

class politics and an emerging welfare state.503 Not all educational reformers were so thoroughly 

convinced, however, of the intrinsic benefits to both nation and individual of awarding primacy in 

the national educational system to literary studies. For Henry Armstrong, Professor of Chemistry 

in the Central Technical College and member of the consultative committee of the Board of 

Education, it was the study of science that deserved priority, but which suffered most in schools 

‘since literary methods have secured the mastery. … The teacher who acts merely as the 

mouthpiece of others is only fit to train parrots; he cannot fail to exercise a narrowing influence 

on his pupils. Man is by nature a reasoning being and needs to be treated as such; unfortunately, 

in schools, this fact has been more honoured in the breach than in the observance.’504 What he 

means by ‘literature’ is perhaps more adequately reflected in his correlation of it with the 
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‘classical purist,’ with men ‘unpractical by habit and too often unpractical by nature.’ But, under 

the influence of a new, ‘heuristic’ mode of educational practice, ‘while the classes which formerly 

stood out as cultured are falling behind, a new intellectual order is arising.’ At work in various 

branches of science and engineering, these ‘men of deeds rather than of words, … are all striving 

to go forward and to give peace to society, true missionaries in the cause of progress. However 

much their work may be delayed by ignorance, they will eventually conquer, as they have no 

selfish ends and are bent on bringing mankind into intimate touch with nature.’505 

‘Professor Armstrong,’ responded J.H. Fowler, addressing a meeting of the English 

Association, ‘appears to regard the literary teacher, … as not merely unpractical, but unmanly.’ 

For Fowler, ‘the study of English … is the best possible preparation for the study of the sciences 

and for the needs of practical life’. Summoning Shelley, he asserted that ‘the great instrument of 

moral good is the imagination, and poetry administers to the effect by acting on the cause.’506 The 

‘lack of intellectual interest’ in pupils is due ‘(I should not venture to say it if it had not been said 

by better men before me) to the deep-seated Philistinism of the English nation,’ and to the ‘anti-

intellectual influence of the homes from which our boys come.’507 

Even within the camp for Literature, however, we see subtle shifts away from the central 

idea to which the reader is redirected in Bosanquet’s preface of 1920, ‘something … which 

probably was so obvious to the author as not to demand notice, but which to my mind is 

fundamental, … that social life presupposes a guide and criterion beyond its current activities. No 

training in group-life will dispense with a direction of the social mind to the positive values which 

are not diminished by sharing; to beauty that is, to truth, and to religion.’  

Like many of those in the liberal idealist line, Bosanquet was not straightforwardly opposed 

to state intervention. Indeed, he was emphatic in insisting (often in opposition to key COS 
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spokespeople) that ‘no other equality of chances has a tenth part of the importance that belongs 

to equality in education.’ In a sense, the organisation of education and schools was the ultimate 

unfolding of the general will, and when it came to social equality, ‘you can secure this by taking in 

hand the management of the popular schools, and you cannot secure it any other way.’508 In his 

new preface of 1920, though, Bosanquet directs attention to what he feels to be at stake in the 

post-war era: 

The work of the State is de facto for the most part “endorsement” or “taking over” – 
setting its imprimatur, the seal of its force, on what more flexible activities or the mere 
progress of life have wrought out in long years of adventurous experiment or silent 
growth. True social work, independent of the public power, is the laboratory of social 
invention. The taking over of social inventions by the State is something like the taking 
over of a private business by a limited company, and there are analogous results for good 
and evil. The introduction of State socialism would be a gigantic taking over of this kind.509  

When Lloyd George invited H.A.L. Fisher to join his newly formed coalition government as 

president of the Board of Education in 1916, the appointment of a scholarly historian to the post 

was perceived by some as unconventional, but Fisher, who was at the time of his appointment 

Vice-Chancellor of the University of Sheffield, had a wide acquaintance among liberal intellectuals 

such as Morley, Asquith and Balfour, and had known Lloyd George socially for some years. A high 

proportion of these men were also products of Oxford’s Literae Humaniores (or Greats 

curriculum). Indeed, the appointment had come about after Gilbert Murray, Fisher’s lifelong 

friend and a contemporary at Oxford, had sent word to the Prime Minister that he and Fisher 

wanted public work. ‘The PM was most cordial and even showed his discernment by speaking 

about “two of the best brains in England”, and asked what we wanted.’510 It wasn’t long before 

Murray was also working for the Board on a part-time basis, alongside E.K. Chambers and J.W. 
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Mackail, also Oxford men, who had both for some time been combining official life in the Civil 

Service with literary and scholarly pursuits.511 

The following month, Newbolt wrote to his wife that Fisher had ‘paid me the high 

compliment of asking me to be Chairman of his new committee on ‘English in Education’. … The 

choice is due to Fisher’s liking for my New Study of English Poetry and the views on Education 

therein expressed.’ It was, Newbolt had suggested there in a lecture on Poetry and Education, no 

less than a failure of scientific thought to assume that education is equivalent simply to 

‘“curriculum” and includes nothing beyond the influences of school and schoolmasters.’ On the 

contrary, the ‘present chaotic dispute’ was missing the extent to which education is ‘the process 

by which man’s powers are “brought out” or developed, and includes, or should include, all the 

influences which life brings to bear upon him.’512  

By all means in our power we must see that the generations which are to be touched by 
the great scientific minds shall be touched also by the great creative minds. They must 
have the poets brought to them, and brought by those who will speak of them as they 
are.513  

And so, Newbolt was brought in to influence this ‘scientific fallacy,’ by which ‘we are perhaps 

in danger of replacing one system by another without sufficiently ascertaining where the old one 

failed and in what way the new one will do better.’514 But however careful Newbolt’s committee 

was to summon a broad range of experience to their consultation—in spite of the often gruelling 

experience of the education system that several members of the committee had gained as 

inspectors for the Board; however instrumental their involvement with organisations such as the 

Workers’ Educational Association—there were in perception and often in actuality revealing 

differences in emphasis. In 1921, two years after his election to Newbolt’s committee, and the 

same year that its celebrated report appeared, schoolteacher George Sampson published English 
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For the English: A Chapter on National Education. As John Dover Wilson later reflected, the 

publication of Sampson’s book disconcerted some members of the committee ‘who were 

devoting strenuous hours in the public service to a report which would follow much the same 

lines as his book, a book that could hardly have been written without the evidence which a 

member of the committee had at his disposal.’515 Sampson’s book was certainly not, however, a 

pre-emptive iteration of the findings of the Newbolt Report. Rather, on reading his angry ‘plea’, 

one has the impression that his subject has been formed, and his impetus derived, through a 

sense of frustration with the activities of the committee itself. 

Sampson was a schoolteacher who had spent twelve years teaching in elementary schools in 

Poplar and Rotherhithe, and like most contributors to this debate combined his professional work 

with the publication of various literary critical works and editions, mostly intended for use in 

schools and universities. For Sampson, ‘the failure of the elementary schools to be a humanising 

influence on its products may be attributed in part to the mistaken efforts of teachers in treating 

English as they treat Arithmetic.’516 

If a boy is not taught arithmetic or geography or science, he will simply lack arithmetic or 
geography or science for a time; but if he is not taught good English he will be perfecting 
himself in bad English. Indeed, for elementary school children and for many secondary 
school children, the position is worse than that. Even while the schools may be teaching 
good English, the surroundings of street and home will be teaching bad English. The 
teacher of arithmetic has not to fight against the assembled powers of bad arithmetic 
outside; but the teacher of English is continuously assailed by powerful and almost 
insuperable hostile forces.517 

‘No one,’ Sampson insisted, ‘is entitled to lay down principles of teaching as if they were laws of 

mechanics. The utmost a teacher can do is examine his beliefs and his experience’.518  

 
515 John Dover Wilson, Milestones on the Dover Road (London: Faber & Faber, 1969), 97. 
516 George Sampson, English for the English: A Chapter on National Education (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1921), 24. 
517 Ibid., 23-4. 
518 Ibid., 15. 



157 
 

But Sampson did share with Armstrong a more practical, applied mindset and an attitude of 

deep suspicion towards the line of influence that had extended from university, and particularly 

Oxford, circles. For Armstrong, one of the main causes of the retardation of educational progress 

is that ‘our schools are controlled by our ancient universities. These, I think, are not improperly 

described as, in the main, classical trades-unions.’519 The headmaster of Eton, Sampson noted, 

had apparently stated that English boys need not be taught English at all, but that through the 

study of Greek and Latin, ‘in some mysterious way, English will come.’ While ‘instincts of loyalty’ 

might encourage many old public-school men to agreement, suggests Sampson, ‘statements of 

this sort are merely the clichés of tradition. They are delivered with the authority of the centre, 

but they sound remarkably like provincialism.’520 J.W. Mackail, in a series of addresses to joint 

meetings of the Classical and English Associations (the former of which he was President), 

responded by castigating the ‘spirit of competitive antagonism’ that had, as he saw it, sprung up 

‘within the field of humanistic studies,’ and advanced a series of arguments, on the principle that 

without the inclusion of Greek and Latin studies any curriculum must fail to impart an adequate 

grasp of English literary history, forming as they did such a large part of its literary and linguistic 

origins.521 

 ‘I cannot speak with authority about the kind of education I did not receive,’ stated 

Sampson, ‘but as a teacher I feel competent to criticise the arguments usually advanced by the 

extreme classical right.’  

Perhaps the most striking fact in a long controversy is that, although a classical education 
is claimed as a unique instrument of humane culture, no one has demanded that it should 
be applied to the lower and lower middle class population. Why? If its value is so great, it 
ought to be given the widest possible application in a nation of freemen with political 
rights and power. … Can it be that the unrecognised or unproclaimed motive of our 
classical extremists is the perpetuation of social inequalities – one kind of education for 
the poor and another for the wealthier?522 
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Addressing the issue of the Classics, Newbolt in his famous introduction concedes that the high 

estimation in which Greek and Latin studies are held is due to ‘the tradition of the public schools’ 

which ‘dates from a time very different in many ways from our own,’ and that ‘it is now, and will 

probably be for as long a time as we can foresee, impossible to make use of the Classics as a 

fundamental part of a national system of education.’523 Those who have not studied the Classics 

may certainly gain from their native literature ‘a full measure of culture and humane training.’524 

But with Newbolt’s appeasing qualifier, a qualitative distinction is maintained. ‘A knowledge of 

Latin civilisation is still indispensable for the full understanding of the languages, law and society 

of … the British Isles: and Greek literature is still the most life-giving and abundant source to 

which we trace our highest poetical and philosophical ideas and our feeling for artistic form.’ The 

Classics are ‘a great watershed of humanistic culture, but one to which the general mass of any 

modern nation can, at present, have no direct access.’525  

For schoolteachers, faced with the immediate day-to-day task of engaging their pupils, their 

priorities in terms of the setting of syllabi reflect more practical concerns. As one put it, ‘some 

pupils appear to have a natural taste for letters; upon others it can be conferred; others, again, 

and these by no means the least worthy so far as character is concerned, will possibly never 

acquire it.’ To expect a pupil to read nothing but the very best literature, with no occasional 

‘relief’ from lighter fare, ‘is like expecting a man to make a journey through a mountainous 

country by leaping from peak to peak.’526 More trust should be placed in a child’s ability to engage 

with literature, a poetry book produced containing ‘everything which may fairly be classed as 

children’s poetry,’ without scholarly apparatus, ‘and the pupil should be allowed to select what 

pleases him.’527 In this way, aided by the ‘free libraries and cheap reprints of standard literature,’ 
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‘a literary education can be acquired by anyone.’528 But as a statement from the English 

Association of 1919 under Newbolt’s guidance put it, with a definitive emphasis, reading should 

always be ‘from the best translations or authorities, and not from inferior versions.’ As Sidney Lee 

told the Association, ‘the scholarly text is the first and utmost source of literary knowledge. No 

sound progress is possible without it.’ And as for the teachers, ‘if English be handed over to an 

incompetent member of the staff, … the teaching of English must fail to achieve its great 

purpose.’529  

For Gilbert Murray, what this came down to was nothing less than ‘one of the great practical 

problems of education. Ought the motive for education ‘be in the first instance an internal or an 

external one? Should the primary object be Culture or Efficiency?’  

You ought not really to separate the two aims, of Culture and Efficiency. As soon as you 
do, things go wrong. To aim merely at efficiency is by far the greater practical danger of 
the two, and it is a danger specially accentuated at a time like the present, when all that 
makes for beauty, gentleness and wisdom is at discount, and the ultimate good tends to 
be forgotten in the extremity of the present need. [This] is one of the regular processes of 
decay which you find in human societies on the down grade.530  

Murray sounded an increasingly despondent note through the first half of the twentieth 

century, in face of the decline of Classics in Britain, and particularly of the liberal ideals behind 

Hellenism. As Morefield has suggested, despite some strongly expressed misgivings about certain 

aspects of the reformist liberalism in which he had been immersed as a student, Murray 

continued to evoke ‘markedly idealist, even quasi-Hegelian conceptions of the social’.531 The work 

of a schoolmaster seems to have less public honour than it once had, suggested Murray, in one of 

several lectures he gave in the post-war years on education.  

The greatest of all burdens upon our education, as upon many other sides of our national 
life, is the burden of class distinction. Education is in its essence aristocratic; but it is 
aristocratic in the true ancient Greek sense, in that it chooses the best and is no respecter 
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of externals. Education should not be the same for everyone; but opportunities for 
education should. 

Looking back, there had been ‘a small but steady stream of first-rate University men who have of 

deliberate choice given themselves to the least remunerative forms of teaching,’ for example in 

elementary schools or the WEA. These men had brought with them ‘the spirit of social service,’ 

and in doing so had themselves gained an experience of equal value. ‘They bring into a region 

where many influences combine to make the system narrow and mechanical, something of the 

influence of the older universities, where all knowledge is expected to involve imaginative 

understanding’. (’But I am speaking of things as they were three years ago: by this time most of 

the men I am thinking of, many of them my own close friends and pupils, are lying among the 

dead of France and Gallipoli.’)532   

As for the Classics, ‘it would be a great mistake to suppose that we are left behind in the race 

because we spend too much time on Latin and Greek, while the Germans concentrate on 

technical training.’ This was an example that Murray cited often: ‘The Germans do far more Latin 

and Greek than we do … [and] they provide for Modern Languages and for technical training.’533 

Reflecting in the Atlantic Monthly in 1912 on ‘What English Poetry May Learn from the Greek,’ 

Murray seems to nod towards the limits of his previous attempts to represent Greek drama in 

English verse.534 Morris and Swinburne are still the standards by which Murray works—the latter 

producing metres ‘that will really stand alongside the Greek,’ the former a particular strength and 

beauty in a rougher metrical form. But setting their verse alongside the Greek of Homer, ‘has not 

this,’ suggests Murray, ‘almost to the limit of perfection, both?’ How was the poet writing in 

English to find a form to match the ‘dramatic relevance’ of the Greeks, ‘the beauty that 
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necessarily results from clean, well-balanced proportion, psychological truth, and intensity of 

feeling.’535  

In the Greek drama, ‘every character and every scene is subordinate. Each is doing work for 

the whole.’ 

It is largely the same quality, I think, which in modern times leads to the comparative 
unpopularity of Ibsen with lovers of literature. Of course I do not compare him with the 
Greeks in his actual attainment of beauty; but in his resolute disregard for the beauty of 
the part, and his concentration on the value of the whole, he works entirely in their 
spirit.536 

Emphasising the aural and physical aspects of the Greek drama, Murray reminds us once again of 

the religious context. This, he suggests, is what ‘makes Greek poetry matter, makes it all 

relevant.’ It carries, ‘in each song a relation to the whole of things, and it was apt to be expressed 

with the whole body, or, one might say, the whole being.’537  

It may or may not be possible for men to arrive again at this oneness; it may be that it 
depends on the actual quality of the daily life we live, and that to the Greeks of the Great 
Age, not for long, but for a few glorious generations, the daily stuff of life was really a 
thing of splendour. If so, our task in the matter of poetry is wider, and perhaps harder, 
than we thought; but it is a task to which voices on every side are calling us.538 

As previous chapters have shown, theories of drama, like theories of poetry, were ever 

circulating around issues of cultural degeneracy and hard-fought battles to restore the deep roots 

of culture and order in a glorious past. Poetry and drama—or both as one—might map via new 

languages an ideal relation between these deep sources of European culture, and the established 

political, cultural, intellectual orders of society. Poetry ‘produces a greater culture,’ suggested 

proponents of the teaching of a national literature.539 It was, perhaps, inevitable that the 

movement for an English poetic drama would form part of this movement towards a literature 

and a drama of education.  

 
535 Ibid., 668. 
536 Ibid., 667. 
537 Ibid., 672. 
538 Ibid., 673. 
539 Bate, The Teaching of English Literature, 34. 



162 
 

ii. The verse-speaking movement and the British Drama League 

For Elsie Fogerty, writing in the February 1922 issue of Drama, the Newbolt Report had proved 

eminently satisfactory, reflecting as it did her own specific concerns in relation to the place of 

dramatic work and ‘training in voice and diction’ in education, and indeed in British culture. 

The two great forces of education, the theatre and the class-room, still hurl quaint 
accusations at each other, and still fail to see how they each need the other to achieve a 
living revival of beauty and significance; but the barriers are falling, and this report marks 
so great an advance that one waits half expectantly for the first signs of actual 
achievement.540  

In fact, it was Fogerty herself who in the preceding years had done much to boost the profile of 

speech training in the educational as well as in a broader social context. That the report 

contained as much as it did on speech training is likely to have been largely due to Fogerty’s own 

testimony to Newbolt’s committee.541 

Having trained at the Paris Conservatoire, Fogerty had taught elocution at the Crystal Palace 

School of Art and Literature, whilst building a successful trade providing speech training to 

members of the acting profession. In 1898 she took over existing speech classes at the Royal 

Albert Hall, and in 1903 met Frank Benson at Stratford, who proposed that Fogerty provide 

classes to prepare actors for his company, as the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art did for Herbert 

Tree’s. The success of Benson and Fogerty’s venture formed the origin of the Central School of 

Speech and Drama, created in 1906 with Benson as president. There, efforts were focused on a 

perceived need to improve the standard of speech in all classes of the community, via evening 

courses for teachers, hospital-based speech clinics and entertainments for children in the London 

slums. 

At the heart of Fogerty’s practice lay a belief in the transformative effects of poetry and 

drama, as allied arts. Poetry was, for her, ‘an attitude to life itself, showing us things which are 
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great, sublime or significant,’ and it ‘owes its great and wonderful power to the fact that it has for 

its medium man’s faculty of speech.’ It has ‘an appeal so universal that it traverses time, race, 

class, individuality itself.’542 While some may claim that they do not understand poetry, they are 

simply ‘the victims of bad teaching.’543 Despite this universal appeal, however, poetry requires the 

presence of intermediaries, ‘to act as interpreters, as executive artists, standing between the 

poet and those who have not the leisure or taste to learn to hear for themselves.’ If they are to 

‘help people read poetry by themselves,’ and thus to encourage its transformative effects, they 

‘must go through an arduous technical training.’544 Training at the Central School included the 

history of drama and dramatic art, with one course specifically dealing with Greek drama and 

choric movement and speech. Students also took courses in ‘English Poetics’ and ‘Verse 

Speaking,’ and in 1912 the school invited a group of poets ‘to test the verse-speaking of the 

students.’ After that experiment it boasted ‘a close association with many poets, including John 

Masefield, Laurence Binyon and Gordon Bottomley.’545  

Drama, the representative organ of the British Drama League, provided a forum in which a 

personnel broadly similar to that represented by the Society for Pure English and the English 

Association could demonstrate their concerns and comment on social and cultural developments. 

The League had originated through the efforts of Geoffrey Whitworth, the son of a barrister who, 

after graduating from Oxford, had joined the staff at Chatto and Windus, building up their lists in 

contemporary fiction. As Whitworth observed, ‘at that time there were many movements on foot 

which were apt to appeal to the generous youth of those days.’ For him, one in particular 

‘suddenly loomed up on my horizon as the one object worth hoping for, praying for, if need be 

working for!’546 This was the National Theatre project, which in the early years of the twentieth 

century was focusing itself largely on the idea of a Shakespeare Memorial theatre, to be opened 
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in celebration of the tercentenary of Shakespeare’s death in 1916. As Whitworth himself 

observed,  

I lived at that time outside the orbit of the theatre world. … still less had I any real 
conception of what a National Theatre was in essence, or of what it might be. The fact 
remains, however, that my imagination was stirred. I was like a hunting-hound that 
scents some kind of strange new blood. A dark, deep-seated instinct was touched to life. 
… This was the far, far better thing of which the prophets had spoken. The Truth was 
mighty and it would prevail.547 

With the advent of the First World War, the scheme for a National Theatre fell by the 

wayside, and Shakespeare’s tercentenary passed almost unnoticed. Whitworth, however, in the 

winter of 1918, found fresh fuel for his enthusiasm in the town of Crayford, in Kent, ‘a dismal, 

straggling village, dedicated by Vickers-Maxim to the manufacture of the devil knows what 

destructive engines’. Here, the Young Men’s Christian Association had built a community centre 

‘where the workers in the death factory near-by could congregate after the day’s work was done 

and for a while forget.’548 As well as billiard tables, a refreshment bar and various other amenities, 

the hall featured a stage, complete with curtains and a piano.  

Whitworth was there to lecture the men on ‘The Story of the European Theatre,’ ‘adapted, so 

far as I knew how, for the amusement and edification of munition workers.’ Meeting his lecture 

with ‘polite applause,’ the men invited Whitworth to linger for a while and watch ‘The Crayford 

Reading Circle’ perform a one-act play by Stanley Houghton.  

The first thing that happened was that the hall, which had previously been empty, began 
to fill. The billiard tables were deserted. The refreshment bar soon lacked a customer. 
The women laid aside their knitting needles, and the men their newspapers. This was no 
lecture. This was real and this was earnest. This was a Play…549 

The Crayford players were not costumed, nor had they memorised their lines. They performed 

with books in hand and with a minimum of action. ‘And yet,’ recalled Whitworth, ‘through the 

sincerity and reality of the interpretative action, the characters came to life on the stage, and, as I 
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sat and watched and listened, I felt that I was understanding the fundamental quality of dramatic 

art in a way I had never understood it before.’550 That the exercise had been undertaken ‘in the 

spirit of community enterprise … had endowed the performance with a peculiar dignity. Was it 

not precisely this dignity that would become the distinguishing mark of the National Theatre? In a 

flash I saw that a National Theatre, for all its costly elaboration, for all its perfection of 

professional technique, was nothing more and nothing less than a Community Theatre writ 

large.’551 

The ‘Crayford Experiment,’ as Whitworth called it, was the initiative of a local representative 

of the Workers’ Educational Association, and was one in a series of readings that had been 

running for some time. For Whitworth, it was evidence that ‘the time was ripe for a concerted 

effort,’ an effort with nationwide implications, ‘not only to encourage amateur play-readings, but 

to provide a focus of revival in all aspects of the art of the stage.’552 A chance meeting on a train in 

1918 provided an opportunity for Whitworth to share his thoughts with Fogerty. ‘By the time we 

reached Victoria,’ said Fogerty, ‘the Drama League had taken shape in our minds,’ and under the 

influence of her formidable drive it moved rapidly towards realisation.553 At a preliminary meeting 

under the chairmanship of Roger Fry, and attended by various representatives of the more 

literary or experimental face of British theatre in the early twentieth century, the object of the 

League was defined as ‘the encouragement of the art of the Theatre, both for its own sake and as 

a means of intelligent recreation among all classes of the community.’554  

As the whole is greater than the part, so the efforts of our humblest member, of our 
smallest affiliated society, would be ratified, as it were, by being brought into touch with 
a national effort; while the pride of the strong would be purged by contact with an 
enterprise of wider significance even than their own.555 
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With a starting capital of £400, a room was rented in Southampton Street, London and a 

prospectus circulated to a list of names drawn up by the committee. By the time of its public 

inauguration at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket on June 3rd 1919, the League listed amongst its 

members not only theatre practitioners such as Edith Craig, Barry Jackson and Harcourt Williams, 

but an equally wide range of theatre enthusiasts, including poets, academics, musicologists and 

educationalists.556 Robert Bridges, Gilbert Murray, Laurence Binyon and John Drinkwater had all 

subscribed, and Gordon Bottomley signed up soon after. Sub-committees concerned with areas 

such as ‘Drama and Education,’ ‘Professional Acting,’ ‘Community Theatre,’ ‘Repertory Theatre,’ 

‘Foreign Drama’ and ‘Plays and Publications’ were overseen by an executive council, chaired by 

Harley Granville-Barker. The League did not intend to produce plays: ‘Its objects are mainly 

propagandist and advisory, and so far from competing with any existing organisations,’ such as 

the Stage Society, the Pioneer Players or the Birmingham Rep, ‘the league offers them its 

cooperation and support.’557 Many such organisations were indeed represented on the League’s 

Council, by Jackson and Edith Craig among others.  

The first issue of Drama opened with a message from Sir Frank Benson:  

There is no art more directly and immediately in touch with the everyday life of the 
people than the drama. A great musical director … said to me: “You do not need in 
England so much a school for acting as a school for audiences.” Presumably he meant to 
imply that by our blind acceptance of a false political economy entirely divorced from the 
true development of humanity we have managed to lose our sense of form, colour, and 
proportion, and have thereby miserably impoverished our national life – commercial, 
political, and artistic. … Let us cease to worship the false gods of miscalled success, 
power, sensation, thrills, etc., and create for a smoke-blinded populace an atmosphere 
congenial to the growth of things that really matter and never pass away.558  

Edited by Whitworth, with the ‘consultative committee’ represented by the Council of the 

League, Drama contained articles reflecting on various small-scale theatre movements and 

enterprises across Europe and the US. For the first issue, Granville-Barker contributed a set of 
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‘Notes on Rehearsing a Play,’ while William Archer wrote the first instalment of ‘The Last Two 

Months,’ a regular ‘bi-monthly Causerie on the London Stage’ designed to provide ‘an 

opportunity for eminent dramatic critics of various schools of thought’ to ‘express their natural 

and unrestrained opinions on the more important theatrical productions of the period under 

review.’559  

‘Though the Drama League exists to promote by every means in its power the artistic and 

intellectual interests of the British Theatre,’ cautioned Archer, by now in his sixties and 

understandably wary, ‘it is, I trust, no part of its policy to disparage and decry the drama of the 

day.’ Certainly there was room for improvement, ‘but of what theatre, in what age or country, 

might not the same be said?’ After more than forty years as a theatre critic, Archer was more 

than familiar with the tendency for ‘serious folk to denounce the work done by their 

contemporaries, to describe it and the public taste as degenerate, and to contrast both with some 

mythical former time, when plays were noble and audiences discriminating.’ For him, the task of a 

national Drama League must be ‘to affirm the existence of a very remarkable modern British 

drama,’ not to deny the very material conditions by which such a drama is made possible. Indeed, 

it was ‘a coincidence of good omen that there should fall to be recorded in the first number of 

Drama the events of by far the best week we first-nighters have had since 1914.’560 For the 

following issue, however, the tone was set for the remainder of the series by Frank Swinnerton, 

at this time working alongside Whitworth at Chatto and Windus:  

Assuming that one wishes the contemporary drama to be a live organism, it is not to be 
denied that the best thing to say about the last two months in the theatre would be 
exactly nothing at all. Plays have been produced in some quantity; but no plays have been 
seen which could be supposed to have any but the most distant relation to real drama.561  

The subjects of Swinnerton’s derision are all ‘practicable’ pieces, ‘founded upon stunts.’ The task 

of the Drama League, ‘to redeem and remodel the English stage,’ is a heavy one—‘how heavy 

 
559 Twenty Five Years of the British Drama League, 1919-1944, 10. 
560 William Archer, "The Last Two Months," Drama 1 (1919): 25. 
561 Frank Swinnerton, "The Last Two Months," Drama 1 (1919): 54. 



168 
 

only those can understand who have been made by circumstance to attend the premieres of the 

last two months.’ Its success, however, would be ‘a historic act, and one of incalculable value to 

the cause of civilising the savage sentimentalist.’562 

Contributors to Drama display a passion for their subject that at times takes on qualities of 

religious fervour, and indeed on many occasions there is a suggestion that ‘the drama’ has the 

potential to fill a void created by the perceived breakdown of religious institutions. For 

Whitworth, for example, drama is ‘a spiritual activity, and when we sit spell-bound at a play, we 

are paying rapt, if unconscious, tribute to the existence of the soul.’ It is ‘a direct and immediate 

sacrament of communion between man and man,’ in which ‘The Word is made Flesh’.563 This 

fervour is, however, shot through with anti-theatrical sentiment—the theatre represented in the 

pages of Drama is in many ways an idealised projection, based on a programmatic denial of the 

material conditions that characterise theatrical institutions.  

The debate surrounding the state of the theatre, given focus and in a sense institutionalised 

by the British Drama League, shares strong links with, and clearly derives a large part of its 

energies from, that surrounding education. The movements share common interests and 

personnel, with many figures, including, for example, Robert Bridges, Sidney Lee, Harley 

Granville-Barker and of course Elsie Fogerty, playing a visible role in both. At the inaugural 

meeting of the Drama League at the Haymarket Theatre, representatives of the League seemed 

keen to highlight those links, such that the first address by the Chairman, Sir Michael Sadler, 

concerned itself solely with the ‘educational value of theatrical art’ and its place in schools. 

Indeed, the Drama League was in itself ‘a great and invigorating educational effort to be directed 

and established in quarters where it was most needed,’ and subsequent addresses concerning co-

operative societies and trades unions, amateur and community theatre, repertory companies and 
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provincial audiences were all similarly tinged with educational sentiment.564 Fogerty continued to 

push for ‘a university College of the Theatre,’ and early in 1920 the League had its ambitions in 

this regard ‘alluringly displayed in the gifted language of Sir Sidney Lee,’ who presided over the 

Annual Conference of Educational Associations at University College, London.565 By 1923 they had 

managed to persuade the University of London to institute a two-year diploma in dramatic art, 

designed to offer a more challenging, intellectually driven course of study than that offered at the 

drama schools. The League formed a sort of pressure group, reporting back through the magazine 

on the representation of dramatic art in every publication from the Ministry for Education. In 

March 1920 it issued H.A.L. Fisher with a ‘deputation,’ outlining three resolutions agreed at a 

founding conference held for that purpose in Stratford the previous August.  

1. That this Conference urges the importance of establishing a National Theatre policy 
adequate to the needs of the people 

2. A Faculty Theatre at the Universities of the country with the necessary Colleges 

3. That this Conference pledges itself to promote and help forward collective and individual 
efforts for the development of the art of acting, the drama, and of the theatre, as forces 
in the life of the nation.566 

Fisher’s response was understandably cautious, given that two of these resolutions were largely 

beyond his jurisdiction, but on the whole expressed sympathy with the idea that ‘the merely 

literary treatment of drama is quite inadequate in any true conception of the education to be 

derived from it.’567  

Through the early decades of the twentieth century, debates in a range of forums constellate 

around the causes of education, literature and the theatre (the Society for Pure English’s 

connections with the English Association, for example, or the movement for poetic drama’s links 

with various speech training organisations and community theatre groups). State education was 

directly concerned with the very audience whose tastes and leisure activities were the subject of 
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such anxiety, and whatever the facts of the matter, ‘the drama’ was perceived as ‘the art par 

excellence of the people.’568 For contributors to Drama, universal education was just one of many 

‘change[s] of social and national importance’ that were a cause for cautious optimism. One 

contributor describes ‘something definitely at work producing a complete change in the outlook 

of the English people, so profound and far-reaching as to amount to a revolution.’569 A ‘very wide 

path to higher expression has been opened up by the united influence of a life-centred creative 

impulse, education, and social science.’570 For the Liverpool journalist Walter Dixon Scott, writing 

in 1909:  

The democratisation of Literature, of Music, of the Drama, is, of course, one of the root-
characteristics of the modern world. Never before have books been so cheap, so 
numerous, so accessible; never before has Music played so large a part in the daily lives 
of the workers, or the Theatre touched them at so many points, so vitally and 
continuously.571 

The literary, musical and dramatic arts have manifested a ‘splendid and eager humility’ in their 

desire to ‘step down into the strong, vital turmoil, the friendly hugger-mugger, of the world of 

common men and everyday problems and activities.’572 And as Whitworth put it, ‘night after 

night, simply and uncontrollably, the mass of the people thronged again the playhouses … bearing 

their mute, unconscious witness to the vitality of the theatre’s message.’ The ‘general desire for a 

conscious and organised expression of this new experience’ had brought about a realisation in 

‘every man … that he is not only “the people,” not only a playgoer, but a potential dramatist.’573 

One contributor (in an article aptly headed ‘Daniel Among the Lions’) was brave enough to state 

that ‘the best in theatrical art surely is that which, granted that it is clean, reaches the emotions 

of the normal man,’ and to assert that ‘the very start of a reform of the theatre must be with the 

public. Cause them to respect our profession and we can begin to give them the best that is in 
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us.’574 As another contributor observes, ‘the interest and understanding called forth by 

presentation of the heart of human reality’ in the drama ‘becomes most vivid for the majority if 

they themselves are practised in dramatic work, reading and acting,’ hence the drive not only 

towards further dramatic practice in education, but also towards localised, regional organisations, 

such as reading groups, amateur Little Theatres and ‘community’ or ‘village’ drama groups.575  

However, for all the respectful care taken in regard to the ‘audience,’ the ‘people’ or to 

‘everyman,’ Scott observed that the ‘democratisation’ of art was hampered by a ‘remote 

exclusive language. … “Soul,” “beauty,” “beauty,” “soul”: pick them from where you please, all 

the established definitions will be found to have succumbed to the convention of noble 

vagueness.’ Indeed, even prominent exponents of the ‘new criticism,’ William Morris for example, 

or George Bernard Shaw, ‘the most vehement anti-sentimentalist, anti-romanticist, anti-

rhetorician that Britain has ever produced,’ have failed in their efforts ‘to forsake entirely the old 

sweet jargon’. For Scott, such language could do little to persuade ‘a practical man, living in a 

world inhabited chiefly by landlords, tax collectors, and school-bills, that a Velasquez above his 

mantelpiece is going to be worth the twelve-and-sixpence asked for it.’ A first step in overcoming 

the ‘divorce’ between great art and common life, he suggested, might be a clear definition of art’s 

advantage, ‘in the clear prosaic everyday terms in which the advantages of a new breakfast food 

are proclaimed, or the human value of a new kind of bicycle declared, or the benefit of learning 

book-keeping made clear.’576  

In turning attention towards regionalised, ‘community’ ventures such as the Crayford group, 

members of the British Drama League demonstrate a shift of focus away from Theatre’s 

commercial centre. This had of course been evident in the repertory movement, and in the 

mission statements of the various independent theatre groups formed in the capital in the years 
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preceding the League, predicated as they were on an opposition to the ‘paralysing material 

influences’ of the commercially driven London stage: the Stage Society; the Actors’ Association; 

the London Shakespeare League; the Pioneer Players and so on.577 However, whereas these had 

tended towards experimental fare presented to small, subscription audiences, the League’s 

mission was pitched at the level of the national, the public and, in a direct, institutional sense, the 

political.  

Drama, besides providing ‘a high-class theatrical magazine of interest to the general public,’ 

was to provide a means of ‘putting every member of the League in touch with the best thought 

about things pertaining to the Theatre.’578 The theatrical world represented in the pages of 

Drama is one with ‘Art’ at its centre, an art that can carry—and indeed by its very nature (as it is 

defined) does carry—active, far-reaching social relevance. The drama is cast in terms of ‘spirit,’ 

‘soul,’ ‘emotion,’ ‘vitality’ as ‘a higher form of existence and the significant expression of it.’579 For 

Whitworth, reflecting on the reading witnessed at Crayford, ‘there is a sense in which the highest 

art conceals art to a degree that almost destroys it. … art that is crude, can reveal art’s essence in 

a manner impossible where art is carried to the pitch of refinement.’  

I had been privileged to witness there for the first time an example of the art of the 
theatre reduced to its simplest terms, yet in this very reduction triumphant. Devoid of 
every grace of conscious art, and of the simplest gadgets of stage technique and 
appointment, the agonists on the stage found the right echo for their agony in the hearts 
of their audience. And thus they vindicated the existence of that common soul in which 
they all of them lived and moved and had their being.580  

Dramatic art is not an art of self-expression, ‘but rather an art of self-discipline and self-

forgetting.’ The readers had ‘denud[ed] themselves of all the normal attributes of their selfhood,’ 
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and they had depended ‘for the effect they made almost wholly upon a microscopic 

interpretation of the playwright’s thought.’581 

This sort of rhetoric was, of course, closely aligned with that of the Georgian poets, and 

points both to the limits and possibilities of their vision. They were quick to see a possibly more 

sympathetic outlet for their mission than the commercial theatre itself. The mission of the 

educator became quickly aligned with that of the poetic dramatist, to provide channel and 

purpose for that ‘pent-up dramatic energy of the people’.582 

iii. Lyric plays and Chamber-Drama: the Georgians regroup 

For John Masefield, looking back in later life on his lengthy involvement with the verse-speaking 

movement, a lecture given by Yeats at Clifford’s Inn in 1901 is given originating focus. Since 

poetry had been divorced from the theatre, actors when forced to speak poetry had done so ‘to 

suit their own tastes, which were usually more theatrical than thoughtful.’ The methods of 

elocutionary reciters had devolved from this realm of practice, ‘until a way of speaking poetry 

existed that no poet could endure.’ Yeats, ‘always a practical reformer,’ had placed the field of 

elocution and recitation back in the realm of ‘the poet’s wishes.’583 

He said that a poet chooses words with great care, and cares intensely for the exact 
understanding of words so chosen. A great school of speech was to remember this. 
Before many years had passed, I was to be made truly thankful that I had heard the 
beginning of a movement that was to mean very much to me.584 

Over the next few years, Masefield, like Binyon, Sturge Moore, Bottomley and Drinkwater, 

attended more of Yeats’s lectures and demonstrations, and was regularly at his Monday evening 

gatherings in his rooms at Woburn Buildings. There, ‘all manner of things were discussed; […] the 

company was lifted out of its component littleness into a greater soul than the presiding spirit 
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knew.’585 Yeats’s ideas, Masefield recalled, attracted some attention, and his methods were used 

by his admirers as much as they were ‘abused by the older school. What was living in his method 

had touched men’s hearts and was here to stay.’586 

Some twenty years after this lecture of Yeats’s, Masefield heard that ‘Miss Marjorie Gullan, 

of Glasgow, had devised for verse-speaking a method of bewitching beauty’ that derived from 

Yeats’s suggestions. Soon after, having been called upon to help adjudicate verse-speaking at the 

Edinburgh Musical Festival in 1922, he was to hear and see Gullan’s methods in action. ‘After 

perhaps a dozen had spoken, without giving me delight, a young woman began in a way that 

made me hold my breath, with the thought, “O, if only Yeats could hear this”.’ The woman, a 

fellow judge informed him, was one of Gullan’s pupils, and several others of hers went on to hold 

the audience ‘spellbound, dumbed and numbed. The power of such speech upon the audience 

was something that I had not imagined.’ Clearly, said Masefield, Glasgow had its very own ‘nest of 

nightingales.’587 

Gullan had been teaching elocution in Glasgow since 1900. In 1904 she was able to rent 

rooms on Sauchiehall Street to house her ‘School of Elocution.’ Increased enrolments over the 

next few years enabled her to hire assistants and expand course offerings. By 1909 the school’s 

name had been changed to the ‘West-End School of Elocution and Dramatic Art,’ and by 1920 it 

was offering a similar range of courses to that offered by Fogerty at the Central School. As Gullan 

saw it, the public’s ‘indifference to the really beautiful,’ their appreciation for the ‘specious and 

tawdry’ was simply ‘owing to their lack of opportunity to hear fine poetry.’588 With a view to 

publicising and gaining support for her efforts to promote the arts in Glasgow, Gullan featured 

her students in a series of well-received productions of poetic plays such as Twelfth Night, The 
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Rivals and Hiawatha, and that Masefield had been called to one of Scotland’s music festivals to 

judge a section of verse-speaking was almost entirely down to her efforts in persuading the 

organisers to include such a section. 

Like Fogerty, Gullan posited an intimate connection between poetry and dramatic art, and 

between art of any kind and education. Her first full-length publication was an insertion into the 

education debate, Spoken Poetry in the Schools, in which she outlined her own method of spoken 

poetry combined with rhythmic movement. ‘All life is based upon rhythm,’ and ‘wherever we 

have departed from this rhythmic law, we have suffered, we and our children. Life to-day is 

spasmodic; we live in a rush; we speak in jerks and there is no time to do anything serenely and 

rhythmically.’589 For a child from a poorer background, the need for training in rhythm is 

particularly great, ‘since his daily life knows nothing of it. That life is violent and harsh … and is 

always more or less chaotic.’590 There was no doubt, for Gullan and her supporters, that there is 

‘real connection between character and artistic form,’ a connection lying in ‘the rightness of 

proportion which is essential alike to beauty in art and to goodness in conduct.’ Gradually, 

through Gullan’s method, the sense of rhythm will establish itself in a pupil until it becomes 

(quoting Plato’s Republic) ‘the natural rhythm of a well-regulated and manly life.’591 And ‘the 

value of spoken poetry as an art,’ as opposed to music, for which some kind of instrument is 

required, is that ‘every human being is provided with a natural instrument – the voice – and 

(given the love of poetry and the necessary time for perfecting his instrument) is free to acquire 

this art.’592 

The method with which Gullan was to become particularly associated was one with which 

she first experimented at the Glasgow Festival that year. For the occasion, she trained a group of 

speakers in ‘choral speaking,’ using choruses from Greek drama, and subsequently traditional 
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Scottish Ballads, which ‘with their haunting refrains or their vivid dialogue, gave just the 

inspiration needed for Scottish choric speakers.’593 According to Gullan, she had been inspired to 

form a verse-speaking choir by trips to hear the Scottish Orchestra and Choir, an experience 

which had led her to imagine ‘how wonderful it would be if speakers could come together and 

make music of the speaking voice like that.’594 Gullan choreographed the pieces with rhythmic 

movement, and ‘conducted’ her speakers from the front.  

Gullan was to maintain close links with the poetic dramatists over the years to come, 

assembling and training choruses for several productions. In a book on Choral Speaking published 

in 1931, in which she outlined the method, she defined the advantages of choral speaking as 

firstly ‘providing … a form of expression for hundreds of boys and girls, and men and women, 

who, though they are deeply sensitive to the appeal of poetry, are too reserved or too self-

conscious to speak it alone.’ Many find that they are ‘swept away’ by the rhythm, the sound of 

the words or the mood expressed, ‘without knowing precisely what has happened’. ‘From the 

social point of view, … It is good for our too individualized twentieth-century men and women to 

come together … in order to share a common artistic experience.’595 And in addition, choral 

speaking ‘may serve as a means of acquiring better diction, more fluent and varied expression, 

and more melodious tone.’596  

For Gordon Bottomley, who was to become one of choric speech’s staunchest advocates, 

there was also clearly some appeal in the method’s implicit link with the Greek drama. In an 

article on ‘Choric Speech and the Stage,’ he reminded readers that, ‘the supreme achievements in 

Greece came first, and were not only poetic but were based on an older art of choric utterance 

which precluded all the narrow actualism to which drama has sunk in modern times.’ The 

problem of the Greek choruses—that ‘the dramatic significance of the words … too rarely 

 
593 Marjorie Gullan, Choral Speaking (London: Methuen, 1931), xi. 
594 Quoted in Shields, "Noble Poetry, Nobly Spoken: Marjorie Gullan and the Glasgow Nightingales," 37. 
595 Gullan, Choral Speaking, 1. 
596 Ibid., 2. 



177 
 

emerge,’ had for Bottomley been further emphasised earlier in the century by the translations of 

Gilbert Murray from Euripides, Barker’s productions of which had served to emphasise the lack of 

any existent technique. ‘Good actors and actresses, accustomed to exercise their personalities, 

were asked to solve its impersonal problems.’597 

Masefield was so excited upon witnessing Gullan’s method in action that he ‘could not sleep 

for three nights.’598 Back at his home at Boars Hill, near Oxford, he and his wife Constance 

decided to establish a festival of spoken poetry to take place in Oxford the following year, with 

classes ‘judged by poets and men of letters, who would, at least, know what qualities of speech 

delighted those sensitive to poetry. We did not know what talent England hid, nor what genius 

directed it.’599 They consulted Murray, who called a meeting of those ‘likely to be interested’ from 

his circle of acquaintance, which included Binyon, George Gordon, Montagu Burrows and Herbert 

Warren. It was found that rooms would be free in the Examination Schools at the end of the 

following July. Gordon devised the title ‘The Oxford Recitations,’ and notices were placed in the 

press. According to Masefield,  

There was some criticism of the judges, that they were self-appointed, and that they 
were not qualified to act as judges. To this we could, had we wished, have objected that 
they were poets, sensitive to the speaking of verse, and agreed upon certain principles; 
and that being thus sensitive and agreed in principle, they might be better than some of 
the teachers, used to judging, who were not at all sensitive nor by any means agreed on 
method. We felt, too, that in this case the writers of verse should decide which of the 
existing ways of speech delighted them.600 

A syllabus was sent out, and after an anxious pause the entries poured in, ‘beyond all our 

expectation and hope, and as much to our embarrassment as to our delight.’ Clearly the 

association with the University weighed with many teachers, who, although the connection was, 

as Masefield admitted, ‘more imaginary than real,’ ‘appreciate any recognition with a place so 
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hallowed.’601 (In fact, the Vice-Chancellor had forbidden any student of the University to 

participate in the festival.) Eager to send her students along, Gullan held a recital in Glasgow to 

help defer the cost of travel to and from Oxford, and several of Elsie Fogerty’s students had made 

the trip from London. On July 25th and 26th 1923, over 500 speakers competed in a variety of 

classes, selecting passages from short lists of set texts, drawn from such sources as Chaucer, 

Shakespeare, the Greek poets, Milton, Blake and Donne. In the second year the number of 

entrants fell markedly: ‘supporters of certain evil methods of speaking verse would not again 

enter … The Contest was attracting those who liked that kind of thing and repelling those who did 

not.’602  

In 1926, Masefield invited Gordon Bottomley to attend the festival to judge a panel of Choric 

Speaking. Bottomley had been waiting for such an invitation, and threw himself into the task. 

Before long the powerhouse of the Recitations, the source of new initiatives and most of the 

related literature, comprised Masefield, Bottomley and Binyon. For the Recitations in 1927, 

Bottomley delivered an address on ‘Poetry, Speech and the Theatre’ that drew together aspects 

of the Georgian identity that had been forming in opposition to developing strains of modernism, 

and in particular to some ideas of Pound’s and Eliot’s. Back in 1915, Drinkwater had written an 

essay on The Lyric, published as part of Martin Secker’s ‘Art and Craft of Letters’ series, 

responding implicitly, it seems, to the impact of Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ earlier 

the same year. In it, he responded to an accumulating sense of a ‘crisis in poetry,’ focusing in 

particular on nineteenth-century conceptions of the form and function of the lyric, which had 

been expressed in both critical and poetic form by Pound, Eliot, Stéphane Mallarmé, T.E. Hulme 

and others. Hulme’s 1908 ‘Lecture on Modern Poetry’ in particular had posited an end to the age 

of the Romantic lyric, and a remaking of poetic form and function.603 For Drinkwater, as one of 
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the self-consciously neo-Romantic Georgian poets, ‘the quality which is commonly said to be 

exclusively lyric is the quality of all poetry.’604 In terms of ‘architectural power, moral exultation 

and a sense of character,’ a Milton, with his ‘intellectual fusing of much diverse material,’ was 

undoubtedly a greater man than Herrick. Both, however, were great poets, and it is this particular 

quality that Drinkwater (prefiguring Eliot on ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ in 1921) seeks to isolate 

and illuminate.605 The poet possesses 

a last and dominating quality, which is not related to intellectual fusion of much diverse 
material, … or to the kind of material, … but to extreme activity of the perceptive mood 
upon whatever object it may be directed … the token of this quality is a conviction that 
here are words that could not have been otherwise chosen or otherwise placed; that here 
is an expression to rearrange which would be to destroy it—… a maximum of imaginative 
pressure freeing itself in the best words in the best order. And this quality is the specific 
poetic quality; the presence or absence of which should decide for us, without any other 
consideration whatever, whether what is before us is or is not poetry. And it seems to 
me, further, that what we have in our minds when we speak of lyric is precisely this same 
quality; that lyric and the expression of pure poetic energy unrelated to other energies 
are the same thing.606 

Lyric poetry, then, is all good poetry. Accepting this, though, does not mean for Drinkwater 

that the impulse of poetry, in order to be truly poetic, must be somehow depersonalised. It is 

certainly a misconception to suggest that lyric poetry is simply that which is ‘an expression of 

personal emotion,’ that the poetic drama, for example, cannot be lyrical because it is concerned 

with dramatic subjects other than the self.607 The dramatic significance of Cleopatra’s speech ‘is 

admittedly contrived by Shakespeare’ but ‘its poetry … springs from an intensity of experience 

which is clearly, unless we juggle with words, Shakespeare’s and not Cleopatra’s.’ 

The poetic energy may operate on many things through a million moods, but the 
character of the energy is immutable. And when we speak of lyric, thinking of the direct 
and simple activity of this energy unmodified by the process of any other energies, we 
shall, if we get our mind clear about it, see that we mean pure poetry, and we shall 
recognise this poetry as being constant in its essential properties in whatever association 
we may henceforth find it.608 
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A further focus of Drinkwater’s defensive position is that of the ‘curious fallacy’ circulated by 

‘the adherents of what is called free verse.’ The ‘co-ordinating energy, the one with which the 

poet is most instinctively in sympathy’ sees poets exercising ‘the most impressive and satisfying of 

all mental activities. … When a poet writes a poem of corresponding lines and stanzas or in a form 

of which the structural outline is decided by a definable law—as in the sonnet—he is in effect 

obeying the impulse of the co-ordinating energy, and the use of rhyme is another sign of 

obedience to the same impulse.’ And ‘while poetry may exist independently of it, the fact remains 

that it very rarely does so.’609  

The change of line-lengths and rhythms in a short poem written in “free verse” is nearly 
always arbitrary, and does not succeed in doing what is claimed for it in this direction, 
while it often does succeed in distressing the ear and so obscuring the sense … But in a 
lyric the ear does not demand [variety of structure]. With many of us, at least, it accepts 
and even demands an unbroken external symmetry. 610 

This defining identity with a ‘Lyric’ poetic was taken forward by the Georgians, such that 

Bottomley increasingly referred to his plays as ‘Lyric Plays’.611 ‘There have been few occasions,’ 

said Bottomley in 1927, ‘when I have spoken of our meetings in Oxford here for the 

encouragement of the speaking of verse when I have not been asked what are our results, what 

good our work does’. Poetry, he suggested, requires for its fulfilment ‘some degree of publication 

by sound’ in order that it ‘can again take on the whole of its original substance.’  

The critics in daily and monthly periodicals tell a poet many things, as they can tell 
historians and philosophers and scientists many things; but they cannot show a poet his 
success or failure and the reasons of it as a perfectly equipped, sympathetic speaker with 
a beautiful voice can; and the sound of one’s poem being built on air and out of air is a 
surer guide than I have found elsewhere to that mystery of form which is the physical 
part of the poet’s art, as it is of all art. 

Further to this, however, ‘there is another, and for some of us a dearer use in spoken poetry.’ The 

chambers of the Examinations School, ‘gracious and noble’ as they were, ‘[conceal] from us while 
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we are busy about this happy work that spoken poetry has no home.’ Poetry ‘invented the 

theatre, the theatre came into being to be the home of a dramatic poetry; yet poetry is 

dispossessed of its home by the entertainment trade.’612  

Bottomley, like the other poetic dramatists whose ventures were described in the previous 

chapter, had up until this point been engaged in an attempt to engage the ‘present-day patrons 

of pit and gallery’ with the poetic drama. Now, however, he suggested to his listeners that 

perhaps ‘the present-day indifference to poetic drama might lead us to the inception of a newer 

theatre that, like the theatre of the Greeks, will not be required to pay. … We, who meet for love, 

are the only people who can afford enough rehearsals to ensure artistic completeness.’ In the 

absence of a star system, ‘we … do not seek to shine at each others’ expense, and so know how to 

subordinate ourselves to attain that perfection of ensemble’. Those ‘practitioners of poetry’ who 

assembled at the Recitations could, in Bottomley’s eyes, ‘do something to instal poetry in its own 

house again; … indeed, the future of poetic drama lies in such hands as ours.’613 Bottomley 

confided to Clifford Bax that ‘the thing I do is obviously outside the public taste and can only be 

done—if at all—against the public will. … I think sometimes that poetic drama will have to be 

“Chamber-Drama” and appeal to the more subtly cultivated people, as Chamber Music does.’614 

The Recitations for 1928 included a new ‘dramatic class’ overseen by Bottomley and Binyon, 

and featured short, ‘choric’ plays written for the occasion by them and by Masefield. This was to 

become a regular fixture at the festival, with Bottomley and Binyon directing most of their new 

material in the poetic drama towards this end. In the introduction to his Scenes & Plays of 1929, 

Bottomley claimed as unique thus far to drama written in English his use of ‘a company of living 

people’ existing for the purpose of ‘a drama whose deepest foundation is the exquisitely beautiful 

speech which work and devotion and a trained ear can obtain from the human voice.’ This was, in 
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itself, not a new idea: ‘it has existed in Japan for centuries in the aristocratic No drama wherein 

poetry and the dance and music have achieved a novel balance of expression, a fineness and 

delicacy of effect that are out of the range of mass-production’.615 But although Yeats suggested 

in the introduction to his Lyric Plays of 1929 that he had desired and indeed to some extent 

inspired such an idea, it was the ‘Community Theatre’ springing from projects such as Fogerty and 

Gullan’s work and the Recitations that was ‘learning to explore the new paths in stage-craft that 

have been ignored in Britain.’ Under the tutelage of these leaders, ‘teachers and office workers 

set a standard of achievement that obliterated every distinction between professional and 

amateur’.616  

‘One of our finest contemporary critics,’ said Bottomley, ‘has said that Milton’s feeling for 

words outstripped his feeling for things. That is a scientific criticism, worthy of our age; and it is 

true: yet that critic’s own incomplete achievement as a poet seems to me implicit in his failure to 

go on and recognise that when feeling for language reaches the power and intensity which it 

reached in Milton it becomes continually a feeling for things embodied in living sound.’617 

Bottomley had, as we have seen, been criticised even by his own Georgian comrades for his 

obdurate (mis)readings of Eliot’s critical writing. Eliot, of course, had in the very essay with which 

Bottomley takes exception emphasised the aural quality of dramatic poetry, and celebrated 

poetry that lived in the body—not only the heart, but also ‘the cerebral cortex, the nervous 

system, the digestive tracts.’618 He had, moreover, insisted that ‘it is not a permanent necessity 

that poets should be interested in philosophy, or in any other subject. We can only say that it 

seems likely that poets in our civilisation, as it exists at present, must be difficult.’619 ‘The possible 

interests of a poet,’ he wrote, in many ways echoing Drinkwater, ‘are unlimited; the more 

intelligent he is the better; … our only condition is that he turn them into poetry, and not merely 
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meditate on them,’ as had Milton, ‘poetically.’620 And for Drinkwater’s Herrick, Eliot presents 

Dryden as an underappreciated master of ‘the pure magnificence of … poetic diction,’ who, in 

contrast to the ‘artificial style’ of Milton, presents us a ‘vocabulary, syntax, and order of thought’ 

which ‘is in a high degree natural,’ the effect of which is ‘to transform the object into something 

greater.’621 Dryden achieves ‘an undisturbed attention to the human soul,’ with words which are 

‘precise, they state immensely,’ even where ‘their suggestiveness is often nothing.’622 The tenor 

of Eliot’s own emphasis on theatre practice and the spoken word will be examined in the next 

chapter, but suffice to say that beyond their divergence on Milton and the poetic theory and 

enthusiasms of the nineteenth century, and in spite of their discomfort with emerging modernist 

poetics, Drinkwater and Bottomley shared some important common ground with Eliot.  

What, then, was distinct about the poetics and underlying social vision of the Georgians at 

this stage of their development? If we look at an edition that was published of the three plays 

written for the ‘dramatic class’ of 1928 by Bottomley, Binyon and Masefield, we see some of the 

formal consequences of the Georgian emphasis on a ‘co-ordinating energy’.  

As Head of the British Museum’s Department of Oriental Prints and Drawings, collections he 

had himself originated and built up over the preceding three decades, Binyon had recently added 

to a list of well-received publications on the subject with a book about The Poems of Nizami, the 

Khamsa, described by Binyon in prose, to support feature reproductions of sixteenth-century 

Persian illustrations. The appeal of Nizami was clear as presenting a philosophy in which poets 

have something close to a divine status, and which continually emphasises the shaping and 

educative function of a tradition of spoken poetry. In terms of his own piece, however, it is 

difficult to avoid Masefield’s privately expressed view that his and Bottomley’s pieces, while no 

less effective for being so, were rather dramatic poems than poetic dramas.623 ‘Love in the Desert’ 
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takes a moment from Nizami’s story of Laila and Majnun, the lovers separated by their families, 

who communicate only via illicit letters of poetry. As with Gibson’s Hoops, they are fated to 

remain within the circle of their personal vision—Binyon’s piece represents the moment when 

the two lovers finally come face to face, and Majnun cannot speak, is driven mad when the 

‘never-tasted cup / Which brimmed in solitude’ eludes him.624 ‘He was alone; / I was with him,’ 

says Laila, but now, ‘Their hearts broke in that moment when they met.’ With their poetic 

expressions of love, ‘they had measured out all experience.’625  

In its execution, Binyon’s piece corresponds with Bottomley’s explanation of this new turn for 

the poetic drama, one that ‘does not need the mechanism and equipment of a theatre for its 

unfolding’ but rather, in a more intimate setting, ‘obtains opportunities for subtle ranges of 

nuance and effect that can be compared with those of … chamber music.’626 ‘This is not,’ Binyon 

wrote to Robert Trevelyan, to ‘restrict our range, but it would give us a new freedom, and 

possibilities of subtle effect and profound delicacies never known in Europe.’ When it came to the 

poetic drama, ‘no one ought ever to shout … a whisper should be audible in the back seats: that 

sets the scale of the theatre I desire.’627 Binyon’s piece is an exercise in form, specifically blank 

verse, one which seems to mirror chamber music’s traditionally more intimate and educational 

function. Every metrical application and dimension of blank verse is demonstrated and explored, 

in terms of beats, emphasis, enjambment. Similarly, Bottomley’s short pieces, which perhaps 

more than Binyon’s also demonstrate the impact of Yeats’s Four Plays for Dancers (1921), contain 

contrasts between sections that find a more irregular rhythm, and others with more formal 

cadences. ‘A Parting’ cites and echoes the seventh part of Schumann’s Frauenliebe und leben 

song cycle, in order to reflect on womanhood, childbirth and the various types of separation that 

they entail. A mother and daughter meditate on life’s cycles, couched in the pain of that primary 
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parting of childbirth itself, before the daughter departs into the night, to find her betrothed. ‘The 

night is long,’ says the mother, as she watches her daughter depart; ‘the morning / Hides what it 

holds. So does another morning – / Or will it be another night like this / That is going on for ever 

in this heart?’628  

In ‘The Return,’ Bottomley moves from birth to death, drawing upon the legend of Sir 

Thomas de Ercildoun, or Thomas the Rhymer. In that legend, of course, as with Binyon’s Nizami, 

the gift of prophecy is linked to poetic gifts. Here we see more forcefully the link to the ‘formal 

and symbolic solution … used by Mr. Yeats and Mr. Sturge Moore and the Japanese,’ and 

Bottomley again claims innovation in having extended the ‘possibilities of the medium’ by 

‘exploring subject-matter connected with Northern life’.629 Here, as with Yeats’s experiments with 

the Noh tradition, we see the use of musical forms. Thomas, expressing confusion in variable 

blank verse (‘O stay that music – I can bear no more.’), is summoned by the Queen of Elfdom in 

ballad form.630  

Masefield’s assessment of these pieces, as having little life beyond the chamber, wasn’t 

confined to those by Binyon and Bottomley. His own contribution to the volume, a set of 

translations from the Hecuba of Euripides, cast him in his own eyes more as ‘story-teller’ than 

dramatist. Although a keen theatre-goer, whose enthusiasm for the drama had not diminished in 

any way, Masefield felt that his own forays into theatrical art had served only to confirm ‘that I 

had no skill in the theatre.’631 Soon, there was evidence at the Recitations of the rift described 

above between those educators who emphasised an authority that resided in the ‘inventive, 

experimental, creative element,’ as Bosanquet had put it, and the more concrete, prescriptive 

concerns of the frontline educational reformers.  
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The skill of the elocution teachers lay primarily in the—as the judges saw it, rather 

inconsistent—technical methodology of speech training, and with each speaker, they knew 

‘almost at once, which the teacher was.’ With some entrants it was clear that ‘neither they nor 

the proud teacher by them had any understanding whatsoever of what a great mind had tried to 

say in the hour of his exaltation,’ and although the general level of speech was good, the judges 

found themselves ‘sad at the rarity of the speaker through whom Beauty spoke.’ 

From the first line, we could tell if the speaker had decided whether to apply the method 
learned to every line and inflection, or to let the poem grow luminous in the mind, and 
then float out on those assembled, attentive minds, as pervading light and joy.632 

‘Perfect justice,’ said Masefield, ‘can only come from perfect wisdom: the spirit of poetry is akin 

to the spirit of perfect wisdom: we were in the spirit of poetry so perhaps we might all be wise.’ 

On the festival days themselves, the judges were ‘desperately busy at judging all through the 

day,’ and as their correspondence and the syllabi and timetables for the Recitations demonstrate, 

a large proportion of their energies throughout the rest of the year were devoted to this role.633 

After the first year, a set of strictures from the judges were printed in the syllabus, requesting, for 

example, that competitors do not ‘repeat the title nor the name of the author of their test piece,’ 

and reminding them that ‘awards may be withheld, or a lower class of award substituted, in any 

Division in which, in the opinion of the Judges or the Executive Council, a sufficiently high 

standard of performance is not attained.’ Finally, ‘competitors and their friends are asked not to 

ask the Judges for autographs.’634 

The judges dwelt with bemused dismay on the quality of delivery. ‘Some ranted, some acted, 

some flung themselves prostrate or struck attitudes; some were slower than we had thought 

possible, some more vehement and noisy.’ Masefield recalled his concern for the safety of some 

of the ‘more harrowing of the speakers’ who went ‘to and fro’ on the small dais, no more than 
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ten feet square. One speaker, ‘unguardedly going backward, went too far, and went off it into the 

wall.’635 A particularly common class of speaker was identified by the judges as ‘lollipop speakers’ 

who ‘spoke every kind of verse as if it were a caramel to be sucked, without any glimmering of a 

notion that the words had any meaning.’ 

Often the judges, after a dozen (or twenty) lollipop speakers in succession, longed to end 
the complacency with one little question: 

“Tell me … what does that line mean?” 

… the question was never asked. Had it been put, would not the answer have been, “O, 
it’s just poetry?”636 

The syllabus for the second festival in 1924 contained ‘Notes written by some of the Judges on 

the Beautiful Speaking of Verse.’ The speaker should ‘sink him or herself in the poem, not remain 

outside it and deliver it as something to be explained or embellished.’ The commonest faults are 

‘a kind of meagreness (of voice, rhythm, emotion); literalness, draining the words of life and 

colour; and attempting to be dramatic when there is no drama.’ Speakers were asked to ‘keep 

any gestures which may help them in the delivery of their lines, but to avoid any which only 

advertise their personalities.’ And ultimately, contestants were reminded, ‘ten spoke well and 

fifty competently for every one who showed that the poem spoken was intense, subtle, delightful 

and precise thought moving by a life of its own.’637  

In his introductions to The Oxford Recitations, Masefield wrote that, ‘until now the 

Recitations have been contests, but from this time forward, if they are to be held at all, I hope 

that they may be festivals.’638 He had for some time been growing unhappy with the competitive 

nature of the Recitations, and had been attempting to bring Bottomley and Binyon round to his 

way of thinking. ‘Poetry is joy; and Contest is not all joy; it may be anything but joy to the losers; 

and in these contests what was it that caused a loss?’639  
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We had begun the Recitations to discover whether there were good speakers of verse in 
England. We had learned that England held some of the best speakers of verse in the 
world. … It seemed to me more fitting that the poets should now write work for these 
choice speakers to perform, than that we should call upon them year after year to 
compete against each other, so that we, the judges, might have the glorious fun of 
hearing them[.]640 

For the seventh Recitations of 1929, Masefield put his foot down. He informed Binyon and 

Bottomley that the meeting would be held ‘without any contest; and from our measure of 

success the future will be decided.’641 Protestations were gently rebuffed. ‘On all hands people 

write to me “What a pity to let it all go, when it had been all organised and worked-up to such a 

pitch of real usefulness,”’ wrote Bottomley, and reminded Masefield that the chance to garner 

feedback from the poets was a key motivation for entrants.642 Masefield replied that, in his 

opinion, competitors had come to regard ‘the contest and not the poetry as the important thing.’ 

If ‘people have so lost the habit of listening to poetry that they need some such bait as a contest 

to lure them to it’ then ‘this is one thing that should be wrought against. … Of course, expert 

criticism from writers of verse must continue to be part of the scheme, but I do hope to contrive 

matters so that much of this criticism may be given before the performances instead of after.’643  

Perhaps as a means of pacifying Bottomley and Binyon, and providing a new focus for their 

energies, Masefield made the performance of specially commissioned poetic plays a central part 

of this festival, which instead of being held in the academic environs of the Examinations School 

was held in Masefield’s own private theatre in the garden of his house at Boars Hill. ‘I needn’t 

complain about next year’s changes at Oxford,’ wrote Bottomley to Binyon, for they are going to 

give us The Time Of Our Lives.’644 For Masefield, the success of that venture ‘made me certain 

that the Contest might soon be changed to Festival, and become, perhaps, a delight the more in 

the English summer.’645 Still, however, Bottomley and Binyon mourned the vanished 
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competitions. ‘Though I have not heard anyone say anything,’ wrote Bottomley, ‘I should not be 

surprised to hear of a break-away if the competitive element were abandoned, in the shape of a 

rival meeting organised by a body of teachers.’646 Over the following two years, Masefield 

grudgingly allocated one day for contests at the Music Room on Holywell Street, before moving 

the entire festival to his home at Boars Hill for two further days of non-competitive plays and 

recitals.  

In May 1930, following the death the previous month of Robert Bridges, Masefield was 

appointed Poet Laureate by George V. As pressures on his time grew, he grew increasingly tired 

of this barrage of protest, particularly from Bottomley and Binyon, but also from several of the 

more closely involved teachers and speakers. ‘I found that my suggestions were not welcome,’ 

said Masefield, and ‘I did not approve of the reasons given.’647 In January 1931 he wrote to 

Bottomley that he and his wife, due to a heavy workload that was taking him out of the country 

during July, had had to give up all thought of a festival that year; ‘perhaps it is as well to have a 

change from time to time.’648 ‘I am unhappy about it,’ wrote Bottomley to Binyon, ‘most unhappy. 

It was something real, a vital organism that was growing in itself as a true organism will. Young 

people in most unexpected places approach me and beg me to do all I can to carry it on again’.649 

The showcasing of new choric dramas by Bottomley in the previous two years had given fuel to 

his vision of a new theatre, a ‘Theatre Unborn,’ and for him had ‘proved beyond doubt the 

possibilities of the restored medium.’650 ‘From other quarters,’ he confided to Binyon, ‘comes 

more business-like pressure to help start the Recitations again. … Masefield has been so good to 

me, that I am sincerely afraid of annoying him: yet I feel I cannot indefinitely resist these other 

pressures with something so worth while behind them.’651  
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In 1923, in recognition of all that he had done to bring the work of Marjorie Gullan and her 

Glasgow Nightingales to notice, Masefield had been appointed President of the new Scottish 

Association for the Speaking of Verse. The emphasis was placed on the promotion of the speaking 

of poetry in all areas of the community, based on a belief that ‘poetry is one of the great delights 

in life in which all should share.’652 Now, in 1929, a group of fifteen, headed by Binyon, Bottomley 

and Abercrombie, and including several of the more prominent teachers from the Recitations, 

including Fogerty and Gullan, met in London and formed the English Verse Speaking Association. 

It was formed, the associated prospectus asserted, ‘for the purpose of unifying and consolidating 

spontaneous impulses in many parts of Britain toward the purging and rehabilitation of the 

discredited and misused art of elocution.’ Its first principles were that ‘fine verse speaking can 

only come from those who have acquired a habit of fine speech and utterance,’ and that ‘only 

fine verse is worth fine speaking.’ Gone was the democratic rhetoric that had characterised 

similar such ventures a decade previously. Certainly the mission statement of the EVSA is focused 

towards the education debate, with its expressed aim to ‘promote the teaching of fine speech as 

an integral part of a normal education.’ Here, however, and in the expressed aim to ‘take hold of 

the young generation,’ there is less willingness than might have been seen previously to 

acknowledge the great disparity between different social strata. ‘The great use of poetry … is to 

make possible the saying of things that are inexpressible in daily life.’ The focus is on the 

attainment of art at the expense of the personal and the quotidian, the placing of the self ‘in the 

willing service of poetry.’653 

One of the first tasks that the new EVSA set about was the continuation of the Recitations, or 

rather, the establishment of the Oxford Festival of Verse Speaking under the auspices of the 

newly formed Association. In August 1931 Masefield wrote to Bottomley asking what he thought 
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of having ‘a sort of festival’ the following June.654 Clearly astonished to discover what had been 

taking place in his absence, he eventually conceded. As far as Bottomley was concerned, the 

Recitations were no longer the property of the Laureate, but rather had ‘developed a reality of 

their own and a national place for themselves; … I am delighted that there is now a chance of 

putting them on a permanent basis.’655 The organisers of this new ‘larger venture’ were careful to 

express in the festival notes for 1932 that they were ‘conscious and deeply appreciative of that 

memorable work already done here in furtherance of similar aims.’656 The new festival took up 

the regular time slot left vacant by the Recitations, taking place over three days at the end of July, 

at Rhodes House.  

If anything, Masefield and his wife seemed relieved to be rid of the stress and excessive 

workload that the Recitations brought with them. ‘From that summer of 1923,’ he later reflected, 

‘for seven years, the Oxford Recitations became our chief occupation. […] As soon as one 

gathering had been cleared away, and the thanks and praises given, the task of preparing for the 

next summer began.’657 He continued to hold recitals and theatricals at his private theatre at 

Boars Hill, and placed a significant portion of his energies into the Canterbury Festival. His 

relations with Bottomley initially cooled somewhat, but Masefield was a kindly man, and when 

internal strife at the EVSA threatened the future of the Oxford festival series, he allowed himself 

to be persuaded by Binyon to attempt an intervention. The council of the EVSA had never 

managed to unite two factions that had emerged almost immediately.  

On one side, there were those, such as Fogerty and Gullan, who had built their careers as 

poetic actors and teachers of elocution largely on their association with poets such as Binyon, 

Bottomley and, of course, Masefield. On the other side, those teachers who had undoubtedly 

benefited from the significant growth of the verse-speaking movement began to show signs of a 
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desire to manifest some institutional weight of their own. They began to question the authority of 

those poets who sat on the judges’ committee, with one particularly antagonistic council member 

apparently opining that ‘poets didn’t know how to speak or to interest an audience and weren’t 

fit to judge!’658 The main targets of their irritation, it seems, were Bottomley and Binyon 

themselves. The teachers, it seemed, wished to implement a more rigid routine, and to make the 

panel of judges an examining body of teachers, turning the institutional affiliation of the festival 

towards their own realm of practice.  

In an attempt to oust the two poets, this breakaway faction of the council met in April 1934 

and resolved that two judges should retire every year to make way for new blood. This ‘snatch 

meeting,’ as Bottomley described it to Richard Church, ‘(of which few members had been 

notified), … had the immediate and practical effect of automatically dropping Binyon and me 

from the board of judges, (and had, I am assured, been framed to that end)’. By now, the London 

faction had, through ‘unendurable insults,’ driven the chairman Joseph Compton to resign, and 

the secretary Dulcie Bowie, a product of the Recitations who was by now closely associated with 

the poetic dramatists and appearing regularly in their work, followed suit. They were, it seemed, 

running events in the name of the EVSA which, as far as Bottomley and Binyon were concerned, 

had not been sanctioned by the council, and were ‘a mere imitation of the Poetry Society.’ 

Bottomley and Binyon resigned, and with ‘a combined secretariat’ comprising ‘the most 

experienced stewards of past years’ took control of the Oxford Festival. ‘It seems a really cruel 

thing to me,’ wrote Bottomley, ‘that, just when we have built up a promising organisation, full of 

life and succeeding better each year …, it has tumbled into a little heap of ruins. … it was exactly 

the two of us that had brought the cadre of the Masefield festival into the EVSA’659 

‘Will you be so very kind as to let me know how the recitations question has been left?’ 

wrote Masefield to Bottomley early in 1936; ‘does it depend upon the poets to keep the matter 

 
658 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Laurence Binyon, 18 December 1934 [British Library]. 
659 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Richard Church, 12 December 1935 [Harry Ransom]. 
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going?’660 Bottomley quickly replied that the matter was dealt with, and that he, Binyon, Church 

and Wallace Nichols would be heading up the new council. On being invited to resume their role 

on the judging panel, Masefield replied that he and Constance had ‘been out of the Recitations 

too long to take an Office this year; but may we be the Judges’ guests on the last night, and have 

the privilege of sitting with the judges, then, and addressing the house? We would love to do 

that, if permitted, and perhaps could … then discuss with you all plans for the future?’661 Shortly 

after, though, having received an enquiry from Church in regard to this address, Masefield’s reply 

was that ‘it is true that there was some talk of my being connected with your festival this year, 

but it led to nothing. I must not be named as in any way connected with your venture. I am 

helping to run a series of entertainments, mainly poetical, The Oxford Summer Diversions, on 

those four days of July, and shall not be able to speak for you.’662 The Diversions, organised by 

Masefield with Neville Coghill, did indeed clash directly with the Oxford Festival, to the day. ‘I do 

wish we could do something that would declare to the world that there is no hostility,’ wrote 

Bottomley to Binyon. ‘Our aims and policy are, it seems to me, irreconcilable as far as practice 

goes: I mean he is clogged with Coghill and we must keep to our contest.’663 Compton and others 

had expressed a desire that the dates might at least be made to overlap, that the festivals might 

even come together for a joint evening. ‘I think the latter course would be risky, that is if it were a 

question of plays: poems might be alright.’664 Masefield was equally immoveable. ‘Though we are 

not quite in the same boat,’ he wrote magnanimously to Bottomley a few days before the 

respective festivals, ‘yet we are rowing against the same current in different parts of the same 

stream. We wish you a most happy and delightful week, enlivened by many sirens.’665 

 
660 John Masefield, Letter to Gordon Bottomley, 13 February 1936 [British Library]. 
661 John Masefield, Letter to Gordon Bottomley, 16 February 1936 [British Library]. 
662 John Masefield, copy made by Gordon Bottomley of Letter to Richard Church, n.d. [British Library].  
663 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Laurence Binyon, 31 July 1937 [British Library]. There is some 
correspondence (both Masefield’s and Coghill’s) relating to and programmes for the Oxford Summer 
Diversions in the Bodleian Library, Oxford (though at the time of writing a portion of the Masefield papers 
are uncatalogued). 
664 Bottomley to Binyon, 31 July 1937, Op. cit. 
665 John Masefield, Letter to Gordon Bottomley, 20 July 1937 [British Library]. 



194 
 

The Oxford festival of Spoken Poetry continued to run until 1941, when it was felt that the 

war made it impossible to continue. Despite the enlivening acquisition of younger poets such as 

W.H. Auden and Vita Sackville-West, Bottomley felt by then that under their direction at least the 

festival had run its course. ‘[B]y the time this lengthening war is over, and there can be meetings 

in Oxford again, there will have been the lesion of a whole dropped generation of entrants. 

Continuity will have gone; and a new generation will want something quite different’.666 

iv. Fading of the Georgian vision 

As the 1930s approached, Gordon Bottomley became increasingly isolated as the poetic drama’s 

most persistent advocate. For him and Abercrombie, the reign of poetry in the theatre must be 

absolute, and indeed what these two envisaged was an entirely new theatre, in which they might 

‘command the practice.’ It was, in fact, an anti-theatre, an impossible projection, based on a 

programmatic denial of the very material conditions that made a venture such as Jackson and 

Drinkwater’s possible. Largely confined through ill health to his cottage in Yorkshire, Bottomley 

wrote to Abercrombie, ‘the way that a good beginning has run out in Shaw-Barker modernism 

(hereinafter referred to as The Sharker Ideal for short) is heart-breaking – I think failure was 

bound to follow for the middle-classes could not be taken in for ever by an apotheosis of their 

own dullness when all the time they are waiting for good red poetry and for news of all the lives 

they never lived.’667 It was, however, becoming clear to others that poetry on the stage did 

indeed very rarely pay. 

After the production of his The Poetasters of Ispahan in 1912, Clifford Bax had been one of 

Bottomley’s staunchest allies in the poetic drama movement. As time passed, however, a ‘pretty 

quarrel’ between the two does much to illuminate the difficulties faced by those more active 

theatre practitioners, whose poetic resolve was frequently weakened in the face of practical 
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considerations. ‘I should say we have chosen the same things to love,’ wrote Bax in 1922, ‘and, 

like you, I have never been able to fit in with the economic-sociologic-realistic trend of the 

time.’668 Even as he wrote, however, Bax was in the process of writing Up Stream in prose.669 

‘Every time a realistic play of every-day life at the every-day level succeeds,’ wrote Bottomley, 

‘the theatre is confirmed in its present bondage and poverty and meanness of spirit. … The doing 

of such a play might bring me more success, … but I will lie in the misery of impotence rather than 

serve the enemy that has impoverished the arts in this country so much already’.670 Bottomley 

longed for a theatre that would ‘work you hard; for then … your explorations of play-form would 

suffice to fertilise English poetic drama for the next hundred years.’671 

Disheartened by Bax’s (and also, by this time, Drinkwater’s) increasing reliance on prose, 

Bottomley felt moved to agree with Bax that poetic drama was indeed ‘a forlorn cause,’ in the 

commercial theatre at least. ‘I have lived strangely for 35 years, on an island or oasis, where the 

speeding up of life which has taken place in our time has, practically, never penetrated; where 

the modern interests … which have replaced spirituality shrivel in the indifferent presence of 

Nature.’ He, he informed Bax, had by this time turned to his ‘chamber-dramas’ as a means to 

carry out his impulse.672 ‘If I say anything that discourages you … from ploughing your lonesome 

field,’ replied Bax, ‘I shall have done a disservice to posterity.’ He, however, had felt an equally 

undeniable impulse ‘to produce acceptable work, rather than to follow what I believe in theory to 

be the noblest form of Drama’. In desiring to please his audience he had, he suggested, ‘been 

actuated by a social conscience,’ albeit one which might be said to have ‘no true connection with 

the impulse of an artist.’673 Unlike Bottomley, who repeatedly responded to poor reviews with the 

dismissive assertion that ‘all … the dramatic critics in London … do not count,’ Bax was driven by 

 
668 Clifford Bax, Letter to Gordon Bottomley, 11 February 1922 [British Library]. 
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the need for a critical success.674 Bax could only fulfil his purpose, said Bottomley, by turning his 

back on ‘the Theatre which is killing the Drama,’ ‘putting aside its realistic methods’ and placing 

his energies into a ‘Theatre of Poetry.’675  

I do think that for success I have to get away from the theatre’s idea of acting, and to 
substitute the element of Recital … and for that I must get away from the theatre and its 
mechanisms as well as realistic acting. And the verse-speaking movement seems to offer 
a fairish chance, just because there can be got by it an adequate audience willing and able 
to listen first and foremost – which the theatre won’t give me now.676 

‘Do you suppose I have had an easy entry to the world of the theatre?’ responded Bax, 

clearly losing patience.  

It has taken me about fifteen years to make a considerable section of the general public 
perceive that the work which I offer them is as interesting as the smart drawing-room 
comedy or the pretentious spectacle which money-hungry managers have imposed on 
them. But I didn’t run away, … and you did run away[.] 

Bottomley’s chamber pieces were ‘not plays but narrative poems,’ as, he asserted, were those by 

Yeats, an insult which Bottomley found almost too much to bear. ‘His plays have not nearly 

enough dramatic grip for my taste,’ wrote Bax. ‘They are lost in their own poetry. After all, drama 

is action seen by the audience: the thing done, not the thing described; and that is the 

fundamental difference between drama and epic or any other form of narrative.’ ‘Frankly, I 

consider that the verse-drama is dead and cannot be resuscitated: … I always feel strongly that a 

man should work in the medium of his day.’677  

Despite the determinedly genial tone of their correspondence, Bax’s criticisms clearly cut 

Bottomley to the quick. ‘Let’s make it a draw,’ suggested Bax. ‘Leave me to try to conquer the 

existing “stage” for so much of beauty as I can introduce there, and do you continue to cultivate 

the more delicate grapes of a remoter vineyard.’678 Bottomley did not, however, manage to 

 
674 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Clifford Bax, 17 January 1927 [Harry Ransom]. 
675 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Clifford Bax, 3 February 1929 [Harry Ransom]. 
676 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Clifford Bax, 15 July 1929 [Harry Ransom]. 
677 Clifford Bax, Letter to Gordon Bottomley, 2 March 1932 [British Library]. 
678 Ibid. 



197 
 

maintain such gracious tones with Drinkwater, whose review of a recital of Bottomley’s poems at 

London’s Rudolph Steiner Hall organised in connection with the Recitations caused great offence. 

Mr. Bottomley, said Drinkwater, was ‘a distinguished member of a small group of artists who 

have disregarded changing fashions in a devoted allegiance to the Pre-Raphaelite spirit.’ That his 

art is ‘not quite that of our immediate moment,’ that he ‘has refreshed himself from springs that 

are not just now those of the common seeking’ is not to diminish his ‘lyric genius.’679 

In dramatic terms, however, the experiment at the Rudolph Steiner Hall must be said to have 

failed for ‘people who might readily be brought to a proper way in lovely speaking of lyric verse 

should [not] suppose that they could as readily master the much more complicated business of 

dramatic performance.’ Moreover, ‘this present experiment fails to make good a claim that he 

advances in an interlude … that if dramatic verse is perfectly spoken it is perfectly acted. I see 

precisely what he means, but I am sure that in practice he is wrong.’ The work presented on the 

evening in question ‘failed of its effect simply because the acting was not good enough.’ 

If the new verse-speaking movement is to extend its range from lyric to theatrical 
performance, then it must avail itself of the proficiency that is common in the theatre to 
which it would bring a new beauty.680 

In no doubt as to the effect this article would have on Bottomley, Drinkwater attempted to 

prepare him.  

There is to be an article of mine with which I cannot but know you will be hotly in 
disagreement. It is about the Rudolf Steiner Hall performance of your plays, and I am sure 
you will at least allow when you read it that it is written with nothing but admiration and 
affection for your poetry, and also with a real sense of the care and effort that you have put 
into these experimental performances. At the same time, after twenty years pretty 
constant work in the theatre, I do feel very strongly that somehow this movement, with 
which I myself have had something to do, is getting off the right track. Why I feel this I have 
tried to explain in the article, and I won’t bother you by going over it all again here. I merely 
write this to you in old friendship, in the sincere hope that you will read what I have to say 
in the spirit in which I wrote it.681 

 
679 John Drinkwater, "Verse in the Theatre," The Spectator, 30 November 1929, 804-5. 
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Bottomley’s reply was as explicitly harsh as he had found Drinkwater’s implicitly offensive: 

I feel that you must share the responsibility for the present state of the verse-speaking 
movement – for your doctrine … allows of a standardisation and mechanisation that I know 
were not part of your meaning but that are inevitably imposed on your meaning by 
imitators. … I must not attempt a fuller statement of my point of view than your letter 
admits; for that I must wait until I see what you have said. I own I await with some 
misgiving, as I cannot help a nascent misgiving as to the possibility of finding a common 
basis of opinion in matters theatric with all my friends who have had to compromise with 
the entertainment-trade.682 

When the article did appear, Bottomley immediately wrote to the Spectator in response. ‘I hoped 

that [Drinkwater’s] experience might be going to illuminate a path other than his own. … He 

would, in effect, have me and my helpers return to a theatre in which, as he admits, there is no 

room for us, and choose that theatre rather than poetry.’ The shortfall in the performances, 

which more than one reviewer had picked up on, is blamed by Bottomley on ‘the unfamiliar and 

larger Metropolitan surroundings’ at the Rudolph Steiner Hall. And whatever faults may or may 

not have been apparent, ‘we have still envisaged our own problems better than he envisages 

them for us.’683 The two men never communicated again. ‘Really,’ wrote Granville-Barker to 

Drinkwater, ‘if Bottomley is so sensitive as to be hurt by it … it would be a positive kindness to 

harden him up a little.’684 

 By this time, though, while they could no longer reasonably lay claim to a position in the 

vanguard of literary and artistic innovation, Drinkwater, Binyon, Abercrombie, Masefield and 

others were increasingly finding some advantage in what was by now a kind of ‘establishment’ 

status. Masefield’s appointment to the laureateship was perhaps the ultimate indication of this 

shift, and in university appointments and invitations to lecture, Abercrombie, Binyon and 

Drinkwater were finding themselves in esteemed company. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that 

their work, both critically and aesthetically, had by this time lost much of the oppositional fervour 
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to which Bottomley alone, largely confined to his Yorkshire home, clung so doggedly. 

 ‘My being such a lonely fellow away up here makes me sure that I am not touched by “the 

infection of the moderns,”’ wrote Bottomley to Binyon. ‘Indeed, I agree that “it is something in 

the air”. But hasn’t it been there before? … To speak only of the Best People, we need not look to 

the moderns.’685 Bottomley in particular was shaken by the reception of T.S. Eliot’s writings on 

the poetic drama through the 1920s, which will be explored in the next chapter, and his 

resentment as Eliot’s association with the movement increasingly eclipsed anything he could 

hope to achieve is apparent. As late as 1943, imparting his impression to Binyon of a poetry 

recital organised by the Sitwells in which he had participated, and listing the other participants, 

Eliot is listed as an ‘also ran (American).’686 

 ‘I can’t feel I am too despairing about poetry in the theatre,’ wrote Bottomley to Trevelyan. 

‘Our vast nation of board-school-educated people don’t want it in the theatre, even when they 

want good things; and the capitalists have such a complete grasp of the theatre that they won’t 

let it house anything but amusement.’687 Bottomley was by this time, however, ready enough to 

acknowledge his own obsolescence. ‘Do you remember Ellen Terry writing “It is better to be a 

good-old-has-been than a never-wasser?”’ he wrote to Lillah McCarthy in 1942. ‘I feel like that: … 

But I never feel older-than-I-was: I feel as though I could go on for ever – if only people wanted 

verse plays!’688 A few years before his death in 1948 he had his A Stage for Poetry printed 

privately, a dogged reiteration of that which he had been repeating for years, the theoretical 

primacy of poetry in the theatre, with details, photographs and illustrations of the settings which 

his own pieces had been given over the course of his career. A letter written in 1944 to Richard 

Church indicates that even in the face of his gradual isolation as a staunch adherent of the poetic 

drama, he had not lost all hope: 
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It is a bleak, utilitarian society which lies ahead of us: but since everybody inwardly 
desires to belong to the Group of the Best, aristocracy will always return, - thank God: 
and even in an age of equalitarianism, there should be nothing to prevent the minority 
from continuing the tradition of fine taste in all the arts. The arts can tremendously 
benefit by the existence of a cultured aristocracy, but a love of them does not depend 
upon wealth.689 

  

 
689 Gordon Bottomley, Letter to Richard Church, 23 January 1944 [Harry Ransom]. 
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4. T.S. Eliot and the possibility of a poetic drama 

The problem of theatre’s various audiences—how to reach any or all of them and the institutional 

and economic imperatives involved—continued to provide a focus for important questions 

concerning the broader social relevance and possibilities of literature and poetic culture. Could a 

real relationship be re-established between poetry and the theatre, such that the former glories 

of the poetic drama might be reignited in modern forms, and engage theatre’s various audiences 

in an authoritative and productive interrelationship, the improving effects of which might be seen 

across the range of social and cultural institutions?  

In the seemingly omnipresent debate around the poetic drama, T.S. Eliot quickly made his 

presence felt and took an authoritative position, not only in adding a stylish and convincing tone 

to the statement of the problem, but equally in pointing at new ways and with a more Socratic 

style of reasoning towards possible solutions. With the advantage of a more thoroughgoing 

exploration of the threads of that debate, we see that the poetic drama is for Eliot not an ancillary 

concern but a fundamental one. It is the central pillar of his explorations of the relationship 

between art and society. Moreover, I would argue, it becomes clear that the path taken by Eliot 

through the possibility of a poetic drama was the path that led ultimately to his conversion. 

Poetic drama seems to offer a place to go for modern unbelief, an alternative to religious belief 

that might open a place for the unifying experience of the spiritual, of higher mysteries. With the 

passage of Eliot’s journey through this debate, we see his later work for the stage in the context 

of a turn to Christian metaphysics as the only viable solution, for Eliot at least, to all these 

problems of community and a fractured society. 

i. Eliot and the poetic drama 

It was through a protracted disagreement with William Archer concerning the productions of the 

Phoenix Society in 1919 that Eliot first explored the problem of the poetic drama in print. In the 

twenty years since it had been founded in 1899, the Stage Society, a private subscription club 
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incorporated in 1904, had produced 123 plays, of which eighty-one were English and forty-two 

continental.690 During the First World War, due to the scarcity of new plays, it had revived several 

Restoration comedies, and in light of the positive reception of these productions its directors 

decided in 1918 to found the Phoenix Society to carry on this work. Named after the Phoenix 

Theatre constructed in the Cockpit in Drury Lane in 1617, the founding committee consisted of 

W.S. Kennedy, Montague Summers, Alan Wade and Norman Wilkinson. For its first season it 

produced Webster’s Duchess of Malfi, Dryden’s Marriage à la Mode, Heywood’s Fair Maid of the 

West (part I) and Jonson’s Volpone. William Poel’s Elizabethan Stage Society, founded in 1894, 

had presented its performances free of scenery and modern staging, in order to reflect scholarly 

research and try to approximate the theatrical conditions under which Shakespeare wrote. The 

Phoenix Society placed a similar stress on authenticity, presenting the plays uncut and with 

programme notes that underpinned their scholarly historical apparatus to support their 

interpretation.691  

The Phoenix Society presented its first production, of The Duchess of Malfi, on November 

24th 1919. As Eliot noted, ‘scholarly people had collaborated; intelligentsia attended.’ Yet he was 

not alone in concluding that ‘the result was not only dull: it was ridiculous.’692 The Times reported 

that the audience fell into ‘tittering’ towards the end of the play, as one violent death followed 

another, and concluded with many other critics that the play was ‘no longer a live classic, but a 

curio for connoisseurs.’ Others, including W.J. Turner (who was later to contribute to the 

activities of the Group Theatre), blamed the audience, suggesting that they lacked historical 

imagination.693  

 
690 See The Incorporated Stage Society: Ten Years 1899 to 1909, (London: Chiswick Press, 1909). 
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For Eliot, the problem was one of ‘bad archaeology.’ The point was not simply one of 

returning to great forgotten plays, or that ‘modern drama is beneath contempt and something 

needs to be done about it.’ The stage can be used for a considerable variety of purposes, and as 

opposed to the theatre of the Restoration, ‘in a modern society, in a large city, it is futile to think 

of narrowing it to a single convention.’ Because modern actors are trained to the conventions of 

modern plays, ‘there is not the smallest likelihood that the modern actor, with his interpretative 

gifts, would allow the poetry to reach the audience even if a poet wrote it and a producer 

accepted it.’ Modern actors are trained to ‘interpret’ rather than ‘transmit’ poetry, and since 

‘poetry on the stage is dead, has been dead two hundred years,’ there is not the motivation to 

train new companies and build up the conventions that might allow them to ‘obtain, with verse, 

an effect as immediate and direct as that of the best ballet.’ This production was ‘not a triumph 

for Webster,’ but rather for ‘Mr Archer and the modern stage.’ The Duchess of Malfi contains 

great poetry, and unlike the ‘closet drama’ of Tennyson, Browning or Swinburne it is ‘dramatic 

poetry.’ It was required only of the actors that they ‘transmit’ the lines, ‘but that is beyond the 

self-control of a modern actor, and so [they] did what the modern actor does: [they] 

“interpreted” them.’ And so ‘the dominant atmosphere in which the author wraps [the scene] 

was demolished.’ 694 

In line with the approach he had taken towards the Georgians and Stephen Phillips before 

them, William Archer responded in the January 1920 edition of The Nineteenth Century with a 

broadside attack on Webster’s play itself, ridiculing it and bemoaning the scholarly ‘cult of the 

Elizabethans’ that had led the Phoenix Society to pursue their programme. Archer defends the 

modes and techniques of the modern stage, not least the actors. ‘The privilege of listening to [the 

play’s] occasional beauties of diction was felt to be dearly bought at the price of enduring three 

hours of coarse and sanguinary melodrama.’ His own view on the matter, which would ‘doubtless 

 
694 “‘The Duchess of Malfi” at the Lyric,’ 172. 



204 
 

be regarded in many quarters as little less than sacrilegious,’ was an application of the ‘rational 

canons of dramatic construction’.  

The time is surely approaching when the criticism of the Elizabethans will no longer be 
left to scholars who know nothing of the theatre …, and who have not the elementary 
power of distinguishing between poetic and specifically dramatic merit.695 

Early in 1920, finding that its receipts from subscriptions did not cover production costs, the 

Phoenix Society appealed to its subscribers to endeavour to secure more support for the 

remainder of its season, offering suitably reduced rates. Despite his early misgivings, Eliot clearly 

saw great potential in the project, and sent a letter to John Middleton Murry at the Athenaeum. 

This, he suggested, was ‘an opportunity for the intelligentsia to declare its convictions: but the 

sounds are forced, and the notes are very few. … Apathy is more flagitious than abuse; we can 

almost condone the offence of Mr. William Archer,’ whose response to the production of 

Marriage à la Mode had been as dismissive of Dryden as his previous attack had been of Webster, 

since ‘we have never supposed [him] to be a member of the intelligentsia’. If the ‘Civilized Class’ 

did not take advantage of the subscription rates now on offer, then they would have failed to 

support Dryden, the ‘great poet and dramatist,’ against Archer. In that event, Eliot suggests, ‘I 

shall no longer be able to stifle my suspicion that the Civilized Class is a myth.’696 

In the meantime, literary critical writing was in itself putting down institutional roots. The 

early years of the twentieth century saw increasing numbers of university chairs in, and schools 

of, English Studies, and organisations such as the English Association and the British Academy, 

with their burgeoning lists of publications and lecture series, adapted and contributed to those 

developments. The annual Proceedings of the British Academy (started in 1905) sought to provide 

a ‘record of British scholarship in the humanities and social sciences’ through the publication of 

its lectures and memoirs of the lives and achievements of its fellows; the English Association’s 
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Year’s Work in English Studies (1919) presented annual international critical surveys; while the 

Review of English Studies (1925) aimed to centralise an area of study which had ‘suffered greatly 

from want of co-ordination,’ and in doing so to ‘prove of real value to the progress’ of the field.  

Eliot’s early contributions to the poetic drama were entirely in the form of critical writing, 

and demonstrated a degree of frustration that often struck others as iconoclastic. His disdain for 

the ‘annual scourge of the Georgian Anthology’ was well rehearsed in his early journalism. It was 

‘limited,’ ‘trivial’ and so impervious to foreign influence as to be ‘inbred.’ However ingenious the 

effects might occasionally prove, they were those of a ‘visual imagination in complete 

detachment from any other faculty.’697 As the previous chapters have shown, a decade or so of 

the sort of anti-theatrical dogma typified by John Drinkwater’s statement of 1921, in which the 

blame for the collapse of these traditions was laid at the door of the commercial theatre, had 

caused irritation among those critics who felt that they might with some justification call 

themselves theatre professionals of one kind or another. William Archer was not alone in 

concluding that where some writers were fine poets, not all were great dramatists, and ‘that is 

the distinction which, from the days of Lamb onwards, so many critics have ignored, with such 

disastrous consequences.’698 The Georgians, with no convincing way of conceiving a modern, 

public or commercial theatre in which the essential, poetic nature of the drama might have its 

truly dramatic and transforming capabilities fully demonstrated, had been driven back to the 

‘chamber’ on the one hand, and to existing conventions of the modern theatre on the other.  

It was in this context, then, that The Sacred Wood was published, securing Eliot’s status as 

one of the pre-eminent critical voices of his generation. There was increasingly a sense, as 

Leonard Woolf put it in praise of the volume, that critical writing should ‘contribute something 

solid, something which can serve as a foundation for knowledge, a keener or juster appreciation, 
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and even creation. And those, we agree with Mr. Eliot, are the objects of true criticism.’699 Among 

the Georgians it certainly caused a stir, and copies were circulated by post. For Bottomley, 

returning the book to Thomas Sturge Moore, there was much with which to disagree. ‘I fancy he 

has mistaken his metier, and that he ought to be a philosopher and not a critic. […] He seems to 

be an ill-natured man, and to find his mental stimulus as a critic in looking for achievements or 

qualities which he can belittle or disparage.’ With typical bluntness, Sturge Moore responded that 

‘you should read Eliot till you understand him, though I believe none of his judgements are as silly 

as yours he at least gives good reasons for them and talks about poetry not something else.’ For 

him, despite its ‘polemical bias,’ it was ‘certainly the best literary criticism we have had since 

Arnold’. ‘I daresay you are right … as to Eliot,’ said Robert Trevelyan in response to one of 

Bottomley’s many concerned letters on the subject, ‘but he does say so many things I agree with, 

and which other people don’t say.’700 

An aspect of The Sacred Wood that comes into clearer focus with an improved awareness of 

contemporary debates is the central importance of the poetic drama.701 A direct subject of seven 

of the seventeen essays, it is in fact a key focus throughout the rest. ‘The questions,’ Eliot 

suggested in ‘The Possibility of a Poetic Drama,’ ‘—why there is no poetic drama to-day, how the 

stage has lost all hold on literary art, why so many poetic plays are written which can only be 

read, and read, if at all, without pleasure—have become insipid, almost academic.’ But there was 

reason enough to ask those questions again in the very fact that ‘the majority, perhaps, certainly 

a large number’ of poets seemed to ‘hanker for the stage; and second, that a not negligible public 

appears to want verse plays.’ The usual conclusions, ‘that “conditions” are too much for us, or 

that we really prefer other types of literature, or simply that we are uninspired,’ Eliot quickly 

despatched: ‘as for the last alternative, it is not to be entertained; as for the second, what type do 
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we prefer?; and as to the first, no one has ever shown me “conditions,” except of the most 

superficial.’  

And surely the critical attitude is to attempt to analyse the conditions and other data. If 
there comes to light some conclusive obstacle, the investigation should at least help us to 
turn our thoughts to more profitable pursuits; and if there is not, we may hope to arrive 
eventually at some statement of conditions which might be altered.702 

To treat dramatic art ‘seriously’ was not to ‘attempt to “get around”’ the conditions of the 

stage, its range of demands and various ‘complication[s] of economic conditions’ by developing 

‘little breeds of actors for some special Art drama.’ This amounted to ‘meddling with nature,’ and 

‘nature usually overcomes these obstacles.’ To aim at ‘the small public who wants poetry’ is to 

begin ‘at the wrong end.’703 The application of ‘the conventions, the theatricalities of the modern 

stage’ to the Swinburnean translations of Gilbert Murray from the Greek, for example, were 

productive of little more than the ‘high-brow effect which is so depressing’. The actors of Athens, 

suggests Eliot, ‘who had to speak clearly enough for 20,000 auditors, … would have been pelted 

with figs and olives had they mumbled so unintelligibly’; ‘but the Greek actor spoke in his own 

language,’ whereas these actors spoke only in Murray’s.704 Similarly depressing was the sort of 

rhetoric that surrounded the idea of a National Theatre. ‘Civilization, culture, and enjoyment of 

anything intellectual being suspect,’ the project could not seem to pass authority ‘unless 

disguised beneath the dim word “education”—a word which has lost all meaning, but which still 

fortifies in utilitarian and democratic odour.’705  

‘The composition of a poetic drama,’ Eliot insisted, ‘is in fact the most difficult, the most 

exhausting task that a poet can set himself, and—this is the heart of the matter—it is infinitely 
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more difficult for a poet of to-day than it was for a poet of no greater talent three hundred years 

ago.’706  

To have, given into one’s hands, a crude form, capable of indefinite refinement, and to be 
the person to see the possibilities—Shakespeare was very fortunate. And it is perhaps the 
craving for some such donnée which draws us on toward the present mirage of poetic 
drama. … To create a form is not merely to invent a shape, a rhyme or rhythm. It is also 
the realization of the whole appropriate content of this rhyme or rhythm. The sonnet of 
Shakespeare is not merely such and such a pattern, but a precise way of thinking and 
feeling. The framework which was provided for the Elizabethan dramatist was not merely 
blank verse and the five-act play and the Elizabethan playhouse; it was not merely the 
plot—for the poets incorporated, remodelled, adapted or invented, as occasion 
suggested. It was also the half-formed ύλή, the “temper of the age” (an unsatisfactory 
phrase), a preparedness, a habit on the part of the public, to respond to particular 
stimuli.707 

The realistic play, the ‘imitation’ Greek or Elizabethan play, the translation of historical, 

‘permanent’ art into the language of this or that modern movement, or the presentation of any of 

these through the individualistic, ‘interpreting’ modes of the modern stage, these were marred by 

a collision of ‘undigested’ emotions, ideas or philosophies, in which ‘both clear thinking and clear 

statement of particular objects must disappear.’ Aristotle, on the other hand, ‘presents thought, 

stripped to the essential structure,’ while ‘the Agamemnon or Macbeth is equally a statement, 

but of events.’ The essential task for the dramatist, Eliot insisted, ‘is to get upon the stage this 

precise statement of life which is at the same time a point of view, a world’ which has been 

‘subjected to a complete process of simplification.’ This, for Eliot, was what was meant by ‘form.’ 

In the production of the ‘permanent’ art of the past, the real ‘labour of the intellect consisted 

largely in a purification, … in refraining from reflection, in putting into the statement enough to 

make reflection unnecessary.’ The drama, suggested Eliot, ‘must take genuine and substantial 

human emotions, such emotions as observation can confirm, typical emotions, and give them 

artistic form’; as in Shakespeare, ‘the form is determined in the unity of the whole’.708  

 
706 T.S. Eliot, "The Poetic Drama," review of Cinnamon & Angelica: A Play, by John Middleton Murry, 
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707 “The Possibility of a Poetic Drama,” 279. 
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The ‘realistic drama’ was one that saw ‘drama striving steadily to escape the conditions of 

art.’ It was so dependent on the actor that ‘the human being intrudes.’  

The closer a play is built upon real life, the more the performance by one actor will differ 
from another, and the more the performances of one generation will differ from those of 
the next.709  

Eliot did not, he insisted, intend an ‘automaton’ or ‘marionette’ but ‘the advantages of 

convention for the actor are precisely similar to its advantages for the author. No artist produces 

great art by a deliberate attempt to express his personality.’ It was obvious, he admitted, ‘that 

what we ask involves a considerable sacrifice of a certain kind of interest.’710 As he suggested in 

his ‘London Letter’ of May 1921, ‘Shakespeare … strained through the nineteenth century, … is 

the avenue to knighthood.’ Shakespearean idolatry or ‘bardolatry’ was another persistent theme 

in The Sacred Wood, one upon which he was to draw many other critics in the dialectically 

charged atmosphere of The Criterion. But ‘wherever you have a form you make some sacrifice 

against some gain.’ The continued appetite for Shakespeare demonstrated that ‘the appetite for 

poetic drama, and for a peculiarly English comedy or farce, has never disappeared; and that a 

native popular drama, if it existed, would be nearer to Shakespeare than to Ibsen or Chekov.’711 

Attempts to satisfy that appetite had tended to take the form of the ‘imitation Greek’ or 

‘imitation Elizabethan’ play, which attempted to adapt ‘a true structure … to contemporary 

feeling.’ This was the case with the poetic dramas of the nineteenth century such as Shelley’s 

Cenci (one of Bottomley’s great benchmarks). The relation of the Cenci to ‘the great English 

drama’ was ‘almost that of a reconstruction to an original. … so far as there was any dramatic 

tradition in Shelley’s day there was nothing worth the keeping. There is all the difference 

between preservation and restoration.’ ‘By losing tradition,’ Eliot suggested in ‘The Possibility of a 

Poetic Drama,’ ‘we lose our hold on the present.’ The Classics should be translated with a sense of 
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‘the past in its place with its definite differences from the present, and yet so lively that it shall be 

as present to us as the present.’ 712 Whereas a scholarly translation from the Greek ‘is an 

introduction and commentary for the original, what is literature is enrichment of English by 

contact with Greek, a criticism of one language by another, a fertilisation. But there is no 

substitute, no adequate translation.’ Where H.D. had shown herself superior to Murray in this 

task was in ‘bringing something out of the Greek language to the English, in an immediate contact 

which gives life to both, the contact which makes it possible for the modern language perpetually 

to draw sustenance from the dead’.713 Murray was ‘merely a very insignificant follower of the pre-

Raphaelite movement.’ In deliberately electing the conventions of ‘the William Morris couplet, 

the Swinburne lyric, as a just equivalent’ in his translations, ‘he has simply interposed a barrier 

more impenetrable than the Greek language.’714 In their struggles to present Elizabethan plays 

the Phoenix had illuminated both the elusiveness of this sort of contact, in too often presenting 

them as ‘too modern, or falsely archaic,’ but equally had demonstrated the power of that contact 

in their successes.715  

The realist playwrights, suggested Eliot, had made a particular attempt to resolve the issue of 

a modern dramatic form, that might lie, as he described it, ‘at various points along a line the 

termini of which are liturgy and realism.’ Ibsen and Chekhov, he suggested, had evolved a drama 

that lay ‘at the extreme limit beyond which it ceases to have dramatic form.’716 But Ibsen was, he 

was happy to admit, a ‘great prose dramatist,’ albeit one whose work might have been 

‘hampered in expression by writing in prose.’717  

So far, so familiar. What is unique in Eliot’s criticism, however, is the range and historical 

proximity of sources in which he sees a truly dramatic form, a ‘unity of the whole.’ The fact of the 
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audience—20,000 Athenian spectators; the Elizabethan public ‘which wanted entertainment of a 

crude sort, but which would stand a good deal of poetry’; the music hall audience whose life was 

so incomparably given expression by Marie Lloyd and ‘raised to a kind of art’—was constantly in 

Eliot’s view.718 ‘The poetic drama,’ he reminded John Middleton Murry in a review of his 

Cinnamon and Angelica, ‘cannot avoid all audience,’ though the fact that it had none to speak of 

was, ‘baldly stated,’ the difficulty that faced the poetic dramatist of the age.719 Certainly, he 

suggested, the Classics, during the nineteenth century, had ‘lost their place as a pillar of the social 

and political system, such as the Established Church still is.’ If they were to survive, ‘to justify 

themselves as literature, as an element in the European mind, as the foundation for the literature 

that we hope to create,’ then they were in need of persons more capable than Murray of 

explaining—and indeed first understanding—how vital a matter this was.720  

The working man who went to the music-hall and saw Marie Lloyd and joined in the 
chorus was himself performing part of the act; he was engaged in that collaboration of 
the audience with the artist which is necessary in all art and most obviously in dramatic 
art. He will now go to the cinema, where his mind is lulled by continuous senseless music 
and continuous action too rapid for the brain to act upon, and will receive, without giving, 
in that same listless apathy with which the middle and upper classes regard any 
entertainment of the nature of art. He will also have lost some of his interest in life.721 

This was a snapshot, for Eliot, of the sort of deterioration of a crucial tradition, orthodoxy and 

communitarian impulse, that was typical of his own age. Marie Lloyd embodied the virtues which 

her audience ‘most respected in private life.’ But a National Theatre would not, Eliot insisted, be 

‘a thing to educate anybody; it is something to which the public, in a very long time, must first be 

educated,’ by way of an active tradition. Like Marie Lloyd’s music hall audience, people must 

participate willingly, enjoy themselves, even, as with the music hall comedians, ‘find the 

expression and dignity of their own lives.’  
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The private theatrical societies might fruitfully be reorganised, their performances legalised 

and properly advertised ‘as a public entertainment,’ in such a way as to ‘appeal to the desire for 

pleasure, not the cupidity for education or up-to-dateness.’ This might add ‘recruits … to the 

audience to be disciplined into the corps d’elite of the general public,’ while ‘a number of half-

hearted social troopers would be released to the more congenial allegiance to Arlen and Coward.’ 

722 ‘What is needed,’ he insisted, ‘is not sympathy or encouragement or appreciation—we need 

not assume that the best of the Athenian or the Elizabethan drama was “appreciated” by its 

audiences, relatively to the second-best—but a kind of unconscious co-operation.’723  

Literary culture, Eliot stated in 1924, had reached a stage where it ‘shrinks from direct 

contact with a work of art,’ with the particular societies that various poetic forms had ‘all found 

their perfection by serving,’ and by implicit extension with its own age. Eliot’s own civilisation, he 

insisted, was ‘so corrupted with literary culture that it resents what it cannot diminish.’ He 

returned to the subject of the Phoenix Society again and again, and expressing his appreciation of 

their production of King Lear in 1924, he denounced the suggestion, made ‘I suppose on the 

authority of Charles Lamb, that King Lear is a play not to be acted; as if any play could be better in 

the acting than in the representation.’ While those such as Archer denounced the sort of ‘coarse 

and sanguinary melodrama’ that the Phoenix Society presented, its players had in the meantime 

achieved a collaborative ‘harmony’ and ‘perfect co-operation’ in this performance, such that it 

was ‘an event in a lifetime.’ They had, he seems to suggest, come closer to achieving an 

expression of the ideal order of art, precisely because ‘to judge from the response of the 

audience,’ having succeeded in surrendering themselves to something more valuable, they had 

demonstrated that Lear was ‘a work of such immense power that it offends and scandalises 

ordinary citizens of both sexes.’ In reading such a play, talking about it or writing about it, you can 

avoid the ‘direct contact with a great work of art’ that is entailed in sitting through a 
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performance, in which ‘you cannot attend to anything but the play itself.’ If the prospects for 

theatre were not encouraging, Eliot wrote in an editorial for The Criterion, it was because of ‘this 

aversion for the work of art, this preference for the derivative, the marginal,’ which was ‘an 

aspect of the modern democracy of culture.’ This ‘meanness of spirit, that egotism of motive, that 

incapacity for surrender or allegiance to something outside of oneself’ was ‘a frequent symptom 

of the soul of man under democracy.’724  

As with the Georgians, Archer and Eliot shared some foundations of sympathy. Through 1920 

and 1921, Archer was invited to give two courses of lectures at King’s College, London to the 

Education Authority of the London County Council. The audiences, he said, had been ‘mainly 

composed of teachers,’ and the subject of the lectures was clearly influenced by debates 

described in the previous chapter. Had he been a younger man, he suggested, he might have 

attempted ‘a new history of our dramatic development’ cast ‘in a more permanent form. … There 

is ample room for such a work.’725 Archer, like Eliot, was keen to arrest some of the tendencies 

that characterised critical and historical approaches to drama, and the lectures, containing 

reworkings of several of his existing reviews, were published in 1923 as The Old Drama and the 

New. This was ‘an essay in revaluation,’ he suggested, designed to bring ‘Sir Adolphus Ward’s 

stately chronicle of English Dramatic Literature’ up to date, and thus provide a new standard text 

that might find its place in the classroom as such. Ward’s volume had ended at the beginning of 

the eighteenth century, but for Archer the reason no one since had attempted to extend it was 

‘not far to seek: namely, that the drama, as literature, had sunk very low in the eighteenth 

century, and had almost ceased to exist in the nineteenth.’   

The field of research was certainly not an inviting one; yet the theatre was throughout 
these centuries a more or less popular institution, and from that point of view, if from no 
other, its history was, and is, worth writing. The revival of the past thirty years lends fresh 
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interest to the subject. Only by examining the causes of the decrepitude of two centuries 
can we fully understand the causes of the rejuvenation we have witnessed. 

Archer was at pains to provide a firmer societal foundation for the ‘new drama,’ for a version 

of realism that he felt needed little in the way of explanation, but the aesthetic validity of which 

had been the focus of sustained assault. ‘Revaluations,’ he opined, ‘are like musical themes which 

must be a little harped upon (preferably in different keys) before they sink into the mind.’ 

Certainly the relative merits of poetic drama had been much harped upon, and in various keys, 

but with a general consensus amongst its lettered advocates that poetry was the correct, and 

indeed the only, vehicle for a properly artistic and truly effective dramatic art. But, for Archer, the 

key contribution of Ibsen had been the ‘purification’ of the drama from ‘the exaggeration and 

intensification’ which in the poetic play had been ‘lording it over simple imitation.’ Prose drama 

was a ‘pure and logical art form,’ whereas verse resulted in a falsification of the ‘direct’ imitation 

of nature. Ibsen’s prose was more valid in its direct continuity with real life, his world one that 

could be understood with no change of perspective, in the terms with which we approach actual 

existence.  

Eliot’s earlier review of the Phoenix’s production of Malfi had been a rather despairing piece, 

full of dark auguries for the fate of both poetic drama and the modern theatre—he chose not to 

collect it in The Sacred Wood or any future anthologies. By 1923, however, when Archer 

reproduced his piece on Webster in The Old Drama and the New, Eliot seized the opportunity to 

respond in The Criterion with ‘Four Elizabethan Dramatists: A Preface.’ He stated that: 

The statement and explication of a conviction about such an important body of dramatic 
literature, toward what is in fact the only distinct form of dramatic literature that England 
has produced, should be something more than an exercise in mental ingenuity or in 
refinement of taste: it should be something of revolutionary influence on the future of 
drama. Contemporary literature, like contemporary politics, is confused by the moment-
to-moment struggle for existence; but the time arrives when an examination of principles 
is necessary. I believe that the theatre has reached a point at which a revolution in 
principles should take place.726 
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Eliot had by this time reached a clearer perspective on his own position in relation to the 

poetic drama, as it related to broader crises that had deeply affected nearly every discipline in 

human thought in his lifetime. Archer, it seems, may have provided the impetus for Eliot to set 

about the daunting task of drawing his conclusions together and giving them a more coherent 

presentation, even at a stage when Eliot was by no means convinced that he was able to draw 

definite conclusions, or indeed that such a thing was possible. In the work that Eliot produced 

throughout this period, the poetic drama, its past forms and future potential, is the focal point for 

his investigations of how one might maintain and represent in the theatrical moment what was 

permanent in the art of the past, to purify, put in only what is of the essence and ‘make reflection 

unnecessary’. And how, in the writing and production of a modern poetic drama, to ‘take genuine 

and substantial human emotions … and give them artistic form’—to create, or recreate, the 

cultural conditions that made Marie Lloyd possible. And in each of these, and in all things, to find 

in the unity of the whole that ideal point between liturgy and realism.   

ii. Eliot, community and tradition 

The idea of a poetic drama had for decades, as previous chapters have shown, circled around the 

problem of community on the one hand, and a literary tradition on the other. In the 

establishment of modern English Studies, the plotting of literary history had for many years been 

a key function both in fixing the object of study and in providing a model for its continued 

relevance. In relation to developments in education, and with ideas of community in mind, the 

idea of a national literature had proved a crucial centralising focus, with poetry the ultimate 

‘instrument of moral good’ which ‘administers to the effect by acting on the cause’ of cultural 

degeneracy.727 Poetry actually ‘produces a greater culture’.728 Eliot saw a way to unite the idea of 

a literary tradition with the idea of a community at large. While this aspect of his thought has 

 
727 J.H. Fowler, The Teaching of English Composition, English Association Pamphlet, No.17 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1910), 7. 
728 Bate, The Teaching of English Literature, 34. 



216 
 

received a significant weight of attention from critics, the significance of the poetic drama in that 

process has not.  

As C.H. Herford had found, with the many other writers contributing to debates concerning 

the place of literature and literary studies in key public institutions such as education and the 

theatre, while the ‘public’ function of literature might have seemed at first glance an obvious one, 

it had proved difficult in reality to plot it in anything other than terms that amounted to ‘what 

may be roughly called the mind’ of a people.729 Defining the special nature and function of literary 

art involved plotting its history, but plotting that history equally involved defining the modern 

problem that it sought to address. As W.J. Courthope suggested, delivering the second Warton 

Lecture on English Poetry to the British Academy in 1911, the purpose of a more thorough, 

‘scientific investigation (so far as that is possible) of the spirit animating the great authors of 

poetry and fiction who have left a permanent inheritance to their countrymen and to the human 

race’ might be to demonstrate that ‘from first to last, there has been a continuous stream of 

thought running through the imaginative literature of Christian Europe.’730 Courthope’s six-

volume History of English Poetry had appeared between 1895 and 1901, and if, he suggested, a 

work such as his ‘should suggest to any poet of our day fresh ideas wherein to show the active 

“age and body of the time his form and pressure,”’ it would not have been written in vain. 

Furthermore,  

We cannot sever our life from the lives of our ancestors, and the more clearly we 
understand the temper in which they viewed the intellectual and social difficulties that 
are the lot of humanity, the more practical will be the remedies we ourselves may be able 
to offer for the spiritual diseases from which we suffer.731 
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The Warton Lectures had been endowed by Frida Mond and projected as a tribute to Thomas 

Warton, ‘the first historian of English poetry, whose work not only led the way to the scientific 

study of English Literature, but also stimulated creative genius.’732 Delivering the inaugural lecture 

in 1910, W.P. Ker had stated that ‘the history of poetry … is part of history at large.’ It was ‘from 

history that fresh supplies had to be drawn, to save polite literature from dying of inanition.’ The 

history of poetry, however, ‘can never be a harmonious work of art’ because ‘art and literature 

are living things which assert themselves against the historian and cannot be made into mere 

matter for a narrative.’ The historian of literature ‘deals with documents which are themselves 

intelligible, which have … an immediate, present, independent value, quite apart from their 

bearings on other things or the inferences that might be drawn from them.’733  

Perhaps inevitably, then, a corollary to the plotting of the history of poetry had been that of 

the history of literary criticism, and this field had seen its own attempt at a landmark 

comprehensive study when George Saintsbury had followed his Short History of English Literature 

with the three-volume History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe in 1900.734 Its projected 

aim was to set down and discuss ‘what Plato, Aristotle, Dionysius, Longinus, what Cicero and 

Quintillian, what Dante and Dryden, what Corneille and Coleridge, with many a lesser man 

besides, have said about literature, noticing by the way what effect these authorities have had on 

the general judgement, and what, as often happens, the general judgement has for the time 

made up its mind to do, without troubling itself about authorities.’735 Saintsbury had 

endeavoured to derive, through the careful application of an avowedly progressive 
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historiography, ‘a steady, achromatic, comparative estimate,’ to ‘extract from all literature, 

ancient, medieval and modern, lessons of its universal qualities’.736  

The dangers of this mission were not lost on Saintsbury—‘to select the favourite critical fancy 

of any time as the unum necessarium is fatal,’ or redeemed only by the ‘completeness with which 

such a selection, when faithfully carried out, demonstrates its own futility.’737 Equally, however, 

the positive ends of progress in this area of study lie in the development of flexible but self-

consistent principles of practice and authority in the ‘state of Criticism.’ Recent developments had 

made a higher truth accessible to all, ‘the comprehensive and catholic possession of literature – 

all literature and all that is good in all – which has for the first time become possible and 

legitimate.’ Two developments in particular have made this possible: the availability to all of a 

library of not only literary but also critical works, such as those published by Dent’s ‘Everyman’ 

imprint, or summarised in Macmillan’s ‘Literature Primers.’ Of these ‘you could not merely say 

“Here be truths,” but “Here is reading which any person of ordinary intelligence and education 

will find nearly, if not quite, as delightful as he can find in other departments of belles lettres,”’ 

excepting, of course, ‘the very highest triumphs of prose and poetic Fiction itself.’ Furthermore, 

‘the old opposition of the poet and the critic has ceased to exist,’ and as a result ‘the personnel 

has been enlarged, improved, strengthened in a most remarkable degree’ by the inclusion of ‘its 

most qualified recruits.’ It is possible to imagine the institution of ‘a new Priesthood of Literature, 

disinterested, teaching the world really to read, enabling it to understand and enjoy, justifying the 

God and the Muse to Men.’738 

Throughout the 1920s and well into the 1940s, criticism and critical editing functioned as a 

battleground for alternative solutions to the perceived degeneracy of culture and community. 

One of the volumes most often reprinted in Macmillan’s commercially successful ‘Literature 
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Primers’ was Augustus Stopford Brooke’s 1892 English Literature from A.D. 670 to A.D. 1832, 

comprising, in Stopford Brooke’s words, ‘the thoughts, feelings and imagination of a great 

people.’739 In 1924, shortly after the publication of his English for the English, Macmillan 

commissioned George Sampson to provide a new, supplementary chapter to Brooke’s volume, 

concerning ‘literature since 1832.’ ‘The truth which such a volume as this should bring home to 

the heart and mind of its reader,’ suggested Sampson, ‘is that our national literature is a great 

unity, … true to itself in every region of its abundant life.’ The Victorian Age in literature had been 

‘the age of the Reform Bill, Free Trade, the Great Exhibition and the coming of National 

Education.’ One might, suggested Sampson, afford the Victorians a little more respect than was 

common by the 1920s. ‘Our present attitude towards women, children and animals alone will 

indicate how far we have travelled since 1832. … In the struggle to realise its ideals the age 

showed narrowness, hypocrisy and self-righteousness; but these were the defects of noble 

qualities, not vices deliberately sought.’ 

The Victorians were eminent: they were not egregious. They did not turn inwards and 
dissect themselves, as an introspective and decadent period always does: they 
endeavoured to enlarge themselves to the space of the world, to appropriate it, and 
interpret it. Never was an age so guided. Its major poets were prophets almost to a man; 
but they never forgot to be poets. … A literature of noble aspiration artistically uttered: 
that is how we can summarise the Victorian achievement.740 

What emerged in the literary field as the Victorian age drew to a close was clearly of deep 

concern to Sampson: ‘decadence set in, and it is noticeable that foreign influence was then more 

prevalent than at any other time in the period.’ Literary voices became ‘imitative,’ old ideals were 

rejected for ‘new excitements’ and ‘sin and satiety were the principal subjects of poetic 

discourse.’ Like Arthur Waugh, the new poets with whom Sampson felt more sympathy ‘had the 

note of a greater age,’ and were, in his schema, generally those represented in the Georgian 

anthologies: ‘It was a sign of an old and weary time that it called everything “new,” … but the 

 
739 Stopford Augustus Brooke, English Literature from A.D. 670 to A.D. 1832 (London: Macmillan, 1924), 3.  
740 Ibid., 205-6. 
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alleged novity was nothing but a name.’741 ‘Interesting experiments in freer forms of writing have 

latterly been made,’ but (extremely brief and nameless) consideration of these experiments leads 

Sampson to the conclusion that ‘the principle of “conservative innovation” cannot be ignored in 

the realm of poetry. The art that has no roots in the past speedily withers.’742 

Thus fertilised from its ancient sources our wonderful literature continues to flourish. It 
changes, but it does not decay. Every age tends to be more conscious of its lesser than its 
greater writers. … The eighteen-nineties seem to have come again, with the same 
tendency towards a literature of mere stimulus, the same desire to justify eccentricity 
and excess as “art for art’s sake” and the same incapacity to appreciate the sheer 
magnitude of real greatness. … Not even in the eighteen-nineties was there such a 
multitude of minor writers so unduly exalted as we find to-day.743 

The notoriety to which Ezra Pound himself subjected Arthur Waugh’s famous dismissal of the 

Catholic Anthology as ‘drunken helotry’ was to obscure the elder writer and publisher’s 

magnanimous position.744 ‘The critic must be careful of his steps,’ Waugh cautioned, ‘for he can 

scarcely hope to escape from the nets which his inherited prejudices and predilections have 

woven about his feet.’ He was, however, one of the many critics who cautioned against too hasty 

a dismissal of the sort of ‘Victorian standards’ to which his own mind was trained: given the 

‘enormous difficulty of holding fast to a true tradition in the midst of an overwhelming whirlpool 

of change’ the best one could do was to ‘be loyal to the faith in which we were bred, hoping that 

the faith may not be altogether illusion, and that it may even be of some help to others much 

younger, and much wiser (no doubt) than ourselves.’745 But certainly for Waugh it was the 

‘humour, commonsense, and artistic judgement of the best of the new “Georgians”’ that offered 

the most convincing promise of progress. 746 

 
741 Ibid., 206. 
742 Ibid., 211. 
743 Ibid., 213-4. 
744 Indeed, the quotation marks were Pound’s, as Waugh himself never actually used the phrase.  
745 Arthur Waugh, Tradition and Change: Studies in Contemporary Literature (London: Chapman and Hall, 
1919), 6. 
746 Ibid., 39.  
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The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a time of vigorous and heated debate 

on the nature of history, and of a crisis over historical method, the effects of which were being 

felt in almost every other branch of human thought. As Michael Bentley has noted: 

Radical approaches to history depended to some extent on the burgeoning 
professionalization of the discipline because a systematic understanding of source 
materials helped generate new questions about their use and limitations. But larger 
developments played their part, too. The growth and new concentrations of population in 
cities, the scale of immigration into the United States in particular, the pace of 
industrialization in North America and western Europe after 1850, the shrinkage of the 
world in space and time – these implications of a mass society caught in a period of 
technological turmoil could not escape historians looking for interesting ways to think 
about the past.747 

Scholarly traditions of history, anthropology and sociology developed in tandem, drawing on the 

currency of the natural sciences, informing the broader development of the social sciences and 

producing ideas that were central to debates around poetic drama, and of course to the 

development of Eliot’s work. ‘This day began,’ Eliot suggested in 1920, ‘with Tylor and a few 

German anthropologists.’ 

Since then we have acquired sociology and social psychology, we have watched the clinics 
of Ribot and Janet, we have read books from Vienna and heard a discourse of Bergson; a 
philosophy arose at Cambridge; social emancipation crawled abroad; our historical 
knowledge has of course increased; and we have a curious Freudian-social-mystical-
rationalistic-higher-critical interpretation of the Classics and what used to be called the 
Scriptures. … A number of sciences have sprung up in an almost tropical exuberance 
which undoubtedly excites our imagination, and the garden, not unnaturally, has come to 
resemble a jungle. Such men as Tylor, and Robertson Smith, and Wilhelm Wundt, who 
early fertilized the soil, would hardly recognize the resulting vegetation …748 

Eliot, as Manju Jain and Piers Gray have demonstrated, manifests a compelling attraction to the 

social sciences ‘for their appeal to the imagination and their opening of new horizons of enquiry’; 

as with other writers among the ‘moderns,’ he was to incorporate many of their findings into his 

own work. Equally apparent, however, was a simultaneous resistance and hostility to the very 

 
747 Michael Bentley, Companion to Historiography (London: Routledge, 1997), 449. 
748 “Euripides and Professor Murray,” 197.  
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liberation that the social sciences seemed to offer, and a deep concern with questions concerning 

the foundations of religious belief, and their place in a scientific, secular society.749 

Throughout Eliot’s career he was to direct attention to a particular intellectual context for his 

own concerns by frequently referencing his engagement with the work of F.H. Bradley and his 

participation in the seminar he attended in the academic year 1913 to 1914 under the direction 

of Josiah Royce, ‘A Comparative Study of Various Types of Scientific Method.’ Eliot was to attempt 

to draw poets and critics into these parameters for discussion over and over again throughout his 

career, and a continued exploration and development of the key issues presented within them is 

always evident in his own work.750 He pointed repeatedly to the central paradox of the idealist 

tradition—how was one to formulate a move from the incommunicable opacities of individual 

experience to the possibilities of historical and social being, to link individual and society in 

history? Royce and Bradley were two of the most prominent representatives of that form of 

absolute idealism explored in the previous chapters, one which had become the dominant mode 

of Anglo-American philosophy at the time of Eliot’s studies.751 A key concern at that time was still 

the defence of religious truths and spiritual values against the challenges of the natural sciences 

and broader developments in the social sciences as described above by Eliot. As with literature, 

there was the ‘higher criticism’ of Bible sources cited in chapter 1. It sought to apply to biblical 

studies principles of science and historical method that were developing in fields with more 

secular concerns, considering the Bible as a historical, ‘literary,’ authored text, an expression of 

human discourse rather than the inerrant word of God. In pointing back to a particular field of 

enquiry, Eliot was also indicating the impact of the new realism of Bertrand Russell and George 

 
749 Manju Jain, T.S. Eliot and American Philosophy: The Harvard Years (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 7. See also Piers Gray, T.S. Eliot’s Intellectual and Poetic Development 1909-1922 (Brighton: 
Harvester, 1982). 
750 Bradley’s influence on Eliot has sometimes been over-stated, to the exclusion of broader veins of 
influence and without acknowledgement of the distinct development of Eliot’s thought. See Donald J. 
Childs, From Philosophy to Poetry: T.S. Eliot’s Study of Knowledge and Experience (London: Athlone, 
2001). 
751 Though it should be noted that Bradley eschewed the title of ‘idealist’ philosopher. 
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Moore, and the search for a form of religious belief which would be less vulnerable to scientific 

and materialist challenges than traditional Christianity had been. The questions posed by Royce, 

Bradley and others had not, Eliot felt, been satisfactorily answered, and their concerns, he seems 

to suggest, were more relevant than ever.752  

In The Nation, two years after completing his thesis, Eliot wrote of Bradley that his 

philosophy ‘attains a perfection which is so emphatically a perfection of destruction, the most 

valuable part of his work is so purely sceptical, that his greatness is due rather to a consummation 

of dialectical technique than to a single vision.’ In Bradley, and in metaphysical enquiry more 

broadly, one is led 

to something which, according to your temperament, will be resignation or despair—the 
bewildered despair of wondering why you ever wanted anything, and what it was you 
wanted, since this philosophy seems to give you everything that you ask and yet to 
render it not worth wanting.753 

‘The virtue of metaphysical analysis,’ Eliot suggested, ‘is in showing the destructibility of 

everything, since analysis gives us something equally real, and for some purposes more real, than 

that which is analysed.’754 In ‘A Prediction in Regard to Three English Authors,’ Bradley and Frazer 

(another key influence) were, suggested Eliot, driven by a ‘disillusioned’ sensibility, ‘throbbing 

with the agony of spiritual life.’ Like Henry James, they were tormented by ‘the imperative 

insistence of an ideal’ and ‘possessed by the vision of an ideal society.’755 

In his introduction to his mother’s Savonarola: a Dramatic Poem (1926), Eliot cited a paper he 

had written for Royce’s course entitled ‘The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual.’ Eliot had 

purchased his own copy of Bradley’s Appearance and Reality earlier in 1913, and in a seminar 

given by Royce, under whose guidance Eliot started his thesis on Bradley, the thoughts of both 

 
752 See David E. Cooper and Timothy L. S. Sprigge, Metaphysics: The Classic Readings (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2000).  
753 T.S. Eliot, "A Prediction in Regard to Three English Authors," Vanity Fair 21, no. 6 (1924), Complete 
Prose, Vol.2, 516. 
754 Jain, T.S. Eliot and American Philosophy, 218. 
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men were, as Gray suggests, brought ‘into a critical nexus’ that was to have enduring significance 

throughout Eliot’s career.756 ‘The role played by interpretation,’ wrote Eliot in the introduction to 

Savonarola, ‘has often been neglected in the theory of knowledge.’ 

Some years ago, in a paper on “The Interpretation of Primitive Ritual,” I made a humble 
attempt to show that in many cases no interpretation of a rite could explain its origin. For 
the meaning of the series of acts is to the performers themselves an interpretation; the 
same ritual remaining practically unchanged may assume different meanings for different 
generations of performers; and the rite may have originated before ‘meaning’ meant 
anything at all. … The interpretation of history is only a very much more complex but 
similar activity757 

Introducing G. Wilson Knight’s Wheel of Fire in 1930, Eliot once again referred readers to the 

‘curious and obscure problem of interpretation’ that he had explored in depth in this paper. ‘It 

occurs to me as possible,’ he wrote, ‘that there may be an essential part of error in all 

interpretation, without which it would not be interpretation at all: but this line of thought may be 

persevered in by students of Appearance and Reality.’758  

It was Bradley’s challenge that Eliot had taken to Royce’s seminar, and to which he was to 

return over and over again. In Appearance and Reality he had found a brief and destructive 

demonstration of the essentially contradictory nature of the ideas by which we try to understand 

and conceptualise the universe, followed by a positive account of the ‘Absolute,’ the ultimate, 

unconditioned reality, undistorted by human conceptualisation. And it was in the ‘possibility’ of a 

poetic drama that Eliot explored a possible equivalence to what Royce called an ‘interpreting 

community.’  

Royce’s thought had a good deal in common with that of Bradley, although for Royce the 

Absolute was God. At the time of Eliot’s participation in his seminar, Royce was concerned not 

only with attacks made on the foundations of religious values, but also attacks from a younger 
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generation of philosophers on his own style of philosophy, which was accused of being too 

remote from everyday reality and without bearing on the problems of modern life.759 In relation 

to challenges to Christian belief, Royce was notably mindful of the challenge of Nietzsche’s moral 

vision, its celebration of heroic individualism, of those individuals who seek to exercise their 

autonomous will to a ‘socially idealized’ power. Royce denounced ‘the tendency to revise 

tradition’ that was characteristic of many new developments in philosophical thought; to 

reconsider the foundations of old beliefs, and sometimes to ‘mercilessly destroy what once 

seemed indispensable,’ at a time when principles of loyalty—loyalty to the very principle of 

loyalty—were needed more than ever, ‘in a population which is constantly being altered by new 

arrivals, and unsettled by great social changes.’760 Certainly writers such as Nietzsche and Royce’s 

regular sparring partner (and friend) William James offered inspiring ethical visions, but they were 

doomed to ineffectiveness precisely because of their extreme individualism, their immanence.  

Explicitly adopting one of his friend Charles Peirce’s concepts, the paradigm of the scientific 

community, Royce approached the idea of community from a range of perspectives, which are 

still proving fruitful for theologians and philosophers in a range of fields. For Royce it is the 

‘community’ that produces languages, customs and religions, a community that is constituted by 

‘tradition’—its members share a common past and have common expectations of the future—

which is itself formed by the process of ‘interpretation.’ The goal of this interpretative community 

is thus the model for all social discourse, that of reaching a knowledge which articulates the very 

existence of the community itself. Within this framework, Royce endeavoured to reconcile and 

explain many key Christian doctrines and experiences. Certainly, Royce suggests, the method of 

science might be seen as the supreme example of the ‘community of interpretation.’ Considering 

the Christian Church in history, as opposed to the scientific community, one might ask to what 

extent any of its beliefs—the cross, the death, the resurrection—might still be believed in. But 
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‘the very act of putting that question, of asking whether we might regard these as beliefs or facts, 

indeed the very doubt from which they arise, means that we are engaged in an act of 

interpretation.’761 So, the resolution to this problem lies in the very act of doubting itself. As 

Royce suggests 

We all of us believe that there is any real world at all, simply because we find ourselves in 
a situation in which, because of the fragmentary and dissatisfying conflicts, antitheses, 
and problems of our present ideas, an interpretation of the problem is needed, but is not 
now known to us. By the ‘real world’ we simply mean ‘the true interpretation’ of this our 
problematic situation.762 

In the very act of questioning to what extent any of the central beliefs of Christianity might still be 

believed in, in the very doubt from which those questions arise, we are engaged in an act of 

interpretation. The Church itself and not the person of the founder is thus viewed as the central 

idea of Christianity in history. Rather than the Absolute Mind of previous idealism, Royce instead 

characterises reality as a universe of ideas or ‘signs,’ occurring in a process of being interpreted 

by a community of minds. Royce’s Christian community was ‘progressively and indefinitely 

realizing itself through an infinite series of interpretations.’ ‘We can look forward, then,’ Royce 

concludes, ‘to a time when the work and insight of religion can become as progressive as is now 

the work of science.’ 763 

However, therein lay Eliot’s problem with Royce’s model of the interpreting community. Eliot 

took issue with Royce on much the same grounds that he did with Durkheim. Both, for him, were 

forced to reduce religion to its external expression, as a form of social behaviour, because they 

were unable to render the internal meaning of an experience, bound as they were by the 

fundamental relativity of interpretation. To what extent, Eliot set out to ascertain in Royce’s 

seminar, could any of the newer disciplines such as sociology or anthropology offer an effective 

critical analysis, one that might allow historical method to arrive at the certainty offered by 
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science? Because in ordinary thought and language, as Bradley had suggested, we are ultimately 

and inescapably involved in contradiction. To reconcile that contradiction, we must surely 

transcend those ideas. The ‘Absolute’ transcends even religion: it cannot be the personal God of 

human religion, which was not a ‘final and ultimate’ matter but rather one of practice. While 

reality is indeed spiritual, its demonstration is beyond human capacity, not least because of the 

fundamentally abstract nature of human thought. The final truth about reality is, both literally 

and in principle, inexpressible.  

The study of the history of cultural change, Eliot insisted, could not sustain the empirical 

objectivity evident in the science of natural development. There is no fixed point of view outside 

the process of historical change that allowed the sort of controlled objectivity upon which 

scientific description depended, or allowed the historian to grasp those consciousnesses that 

seem remote from our own. The limits of such a study, then, were effectively prescribed by that 

inescapable historical existence described in various ways by Bradley, Royce and others, such that 

the social scientist is unable to penetrate the internal ‘meaning,’ if indeed there is one, of a ritual. 

As his later note in the introduction to Savonarola recalls, a rite may remain unchanged, but its 

significance may, and indeed does, alter historically. There is a difference between ‘individuals’ 

understanding and ‘societies understanding one another,’ as with the savages unable to verify the 

‘meaning’ of the ritual in which they participate because they themselves do not ‘understand’ it. 

The social scientist can therefore only resort to a description of the behaviour of the participants 

as a group, as with Royce and Durkheim. The only neutral ‘fact’ to be found in any past social 

behaviour, Eliot insists, is the behaviour itself, the ritual, viewed as part of ‘a complex which 

includes previous stage’s interpretations of the ritual of the preceding stage, and so on back 

indefinitely.’  

So far as there is an external order in ritual and creed and in artistic and literary 
expression, this order can be reconstructed and cannot be impugned. But the ‘facts’ 
which can be thus arranged are decidedly limited, and consist historically of a certain 
order—we never know any too exactly of what the order is. 
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The social scientist’s limits are therefore met in the adoption of as formal a view as possible, 

in order to identify ‘certain fixed relationships … which are not relative to the observer.’ 764 The 

master of this method, for Eliot, is J.G. Frazer. His is a qualified success, in that his comparative 

method does not and cannot offer an explanation of religious behaviour; but by focusing upon 

customs and rituals in this manner, Frazer had demonstrated the means by which an underlying 

stability might be revealed in the fluctuations of the historical process, one that suggested the 

dimensions of the field of human tradition. Some of the objections to Frazer’s method, 

particularly within the fields of Classics and Anthropology, are to some extent answered (certainly 

for Eliot) by Bradley’s earlier reflections on historical method. The historian, Bradley suggests, 

does possess a ready-made body of experience by which they judge the statements contained in 

their sources. That body of experience was present before the historian began their historical 

work, and might be understood as ‘scientific,’ capable of revealing laws of nature to which there 

cannot be exceptions. Since those conclusions are still, however, based on induction from 

experience, they are therefore never universal but only ever probable. The attempt to base 

history on science therefore breaks down. The social, unlike the natural, scientist, is 

methodologically affected by their inescapable historical existence: the very subject matter of 

historical study is the changing consciousness of human beings.  

‘It is with something of a shock,’ F.G. Bettany wrote in the Arts Gazette in May 1920, ‘that 

one finds [Gilbert Murray’s] efforts … treated so cavalierly’ as had Eliot in The Sacred Wood. Eliot 

‘rightly describes’ Murray, notes the author, ‘as “the most popular Hellenist of his time”.’765 

Murray, like Archer, and as with Eliot’s prefatory discussion of Edmund Gosse and Arthur Symons 

in The Sacred Wood, were representative for Eliot of two broadly defined strains in literary 

criticism. On the one hand, Gosse, Symons, Archer, Murray and others were, albeit in widely 

divergent terms, guilty of that ‘familiar vague suggestion of the scientific vocabulary which is 
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characteristic of modern writing’. To the claim vaunted by Gosse that ‘poetry is the most highly 

organized form of intellectual activity,’ Eliot put forward the reminder that ‘astronomy, physics, 

or pure mathematics’ might be considered, by those who dedicate their time, effort and 

consequent expertise to their practice, as ‘“intellectual activity” of a pretty highly organized 

type.’766 Equally degenerate, however, was the criticism of literature that attempted to formulate 

its historical and social value on the basis of a vaunted authority, which derived from a 

particularly ‘superior sensibility’ specific to the critic in question. All critics, Eliot pointed out, 

‘assume the gift of a superior sensibility.’ And furthermore, it is a ‘torpid superstition that 

appreciation is one thing, and “intellectual” criticism something else.’ On all sides, critical practice 

was in danger of producing nothing more than ‘an arid cleverness building theoretical scaffolds 

upon one’s own perceptions or those of others.’ But ‘the true generalization is not something 

superposed upon an accumulation of perceptions’. 

wide and profound reading does not merely mean a more extended pasture. There is not 
merely an increase of understanding, leaving the original acute impression unchanged. 
The new impressions modify the impressions received from the objects already known. 
An impression needs to be constantly refreshed by new impressions in order that it may 
exist at all; it needs to take its place in a system of impressions. … perceptions do not, in a 
really appreciative mind, accumulate as a mass, but form themselves as a structure; and 
criticism is the statement in language of this structure; it is a development of 
sensibility.767 

And the modern age, Eliot suggested, was like that of ‘The Romantic Generation, if it existed.’ In 

manifesting ‘no unity of temper in any sympathy of society and art, and no unity of expression in 

any individual,’ it was in no position to ‘exert much influence upon any age to come.’768  

Eliot’s famous statement of the ‘objective correlative’ arose from a related frustration with 

literary critical culture. ‘Hamlet and his problems’ had originally been published in the Athenaeum 

as a review of The Problem of Hamlet by J.M. Robertson, and Hamlet: An Historical and 
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Comparative Study by Elmer Edgar Stoll. Both books exemplified an attitude towards 

Shakespearean criticism, and a particular, revisionist approach to literary historiography, to which 

Eliot devoted much of The Criterion’s space during its lifetime. Robertson in particular was a 

frequent contributor, and his ‘scientific’ and ‘disintegrative’ textual analysis was the subject of 

much argument. He was not the only critic concerned with the ‘difficult problems of right 

assignment of authorship in the confusing field of Elizabethan and post-Elizabethan drama,’ 

though he showed particular tenacity in the pursuit of his claims.769 It was alongside Eliot, 

however, and largely as a result of Eliot’s review, that he entered into this particular controversy 

on the subject of Hamlet. Various schools of critical thought concerning this play had seemed to 

take on a life of their own by the early twentieth century, and for Eliot they exemplified the 

malady that affected modern literary culture. 

Robertson had championed an ‘intellectually disinterested and “emancipated”’ approach to 

Shakespearean studies, which was subject, he claimed, to the same ‘habit and temper of idolatry 

or iconolatry which so long resisted and retarded the higher criticism in matters Biblical.’ The fact 

of Hamlet’s longevity and popular appeal was presented in the periodical press as all the 

refutation that was needed of Robertson and Eliot’s suggestions, ‘not only that “Hamlet” is a 

failure, but that Shakespeare, by pickling all the irrelevancies, makes a sub-editor who couldn’t 

earn his living in Fleet Street.’770 

‘May we not,’ pleaded William Archer in the Contemporary Review, ‘yield for a moment to 

the human weakness of preferring the bliss of ignorance to the struggle and stress of 

enlightenment?’ The plays that were subjected to Robertson’s ‘ruthless’ analysis had ‘a thousand 

times and in many countries’ proved themselves effective in performance. Having ‘deeply moved 

millions of men and women both in reading and in acting,’ might it not be said, suggested the 
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‘practical man of the theatre,’ that Robertson ‘has, practically, the world against him?’771 Eliot and 

Robertson, suggested H.J. Massingham in the Nation and Athenaeum, lacked ‘a quality you really 

cannot leave out in appreciating Shakespeare—the faculty of experiencing a work of art.’ Eliot in 

particular, he suggested, despised the play precisely because ‘generation after generation of men 

have reverently accepted it as the greatest drama about the soul of man ever written’. He was 

‘burrowing from life and the experience of reality in a labyrinth of intellectual abstraction,’ and, 

furthermore, was confusing ‘explanation and expression in drama.’  

Shakespeare’s intense aesthetic awareness of Hamlet, the drama of whose incomparably 
rich inner life is a means of stressing the dislocation of his normal consciousness, is our 
own unquestioning acceptance of Hamlet. … we do not keep posing to ourselves the 
question of why Hamlet delayed to kill the king. Hamlet becomes as real to us as he was 
to Shakespeare, because we are aesthetically convinced by Hamlet. Hamlet acts or fails to 
act as he does because he is Hamlet[.]772 

Archer and Massingham exemplified exactly the sort of tendencies with which Eliot was 

concerned in ‘Hamlet and his Problems,’ which themselves exemplified, for Eliot, broader issues 

with the inward-turning tendencies of modern literary culture. This was the ‘aversion for the work 

of art,’ the egoistic ‘preference for the derivative, the marginal,’ that he described elsewhere. 

‘Coleridge,’ he suggested on multiple occasions, ‘is an authority of the kind whose influence 

extends equally towards good and bad.’ He could not be justly blamed for ‘the psycho-analytic 

school of Shakespeare criticism’ associated with A.C. Bradley and, of course, Sigmund Freud, 

among others. Nor could he be given sole responsibility for ‘the study of individual characters …, 

to the neglect of the pattern and meaning of the play’. But when he ‘released the truth that 

Shakespeare … gave proof of a “most profound, energetic and philosophic mind” … he supplied a 

dangerous stimulant to the more adventurous.’ Certainly ‘the violent change between one period 
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and the next is both progress and retrogression,’ but it was around this time that there developed 

a ‘kind of criticism which arises rather from reading than from attendance at the theatre’.773 

‘Few critics,’ he insisted in ‘Hamlet and his Problems,’ ‘have even admitted that Hamlet the 

play is the primary problem, and Hamlet the character only secondary.’ Critics too often find in 

this play ‘a vicarious existence for their own artistic realization,’ and Hamlet had become, as 

Robertson had realised, ‘a stratification,’ which ‘represents the efforts of a series of men, each 

making what he could out of the work of his predecessors.’ Certainly Hamlet, as a play, is 

‘disquieting as is none of the others,’ and indeed more people have thought it a work of art 

because they have found it interesting ‘than have found it interesting because it is a work of art.’ 

Indeed, it is ‘an artistic failure.’774  

Qua work of art, the work of art cannot be interpreted; there is nothing to interpret; we 
can only criticize it according to standards, in comparison to other works of art[.]775 

Rather than asking why Hamlet delays to kill his father, suggests Eliot, we might recognise ‘the 

buffoonery of an emotion which can find no outlet in action,’ which in the dramatist ‘is the 

buffoonery of an emotion he cannot express in art.’776  

Much has been said about Eliot’s famous statement of ‘objective equivalence,’ its particular 

relation to Bradley’s theorising about the relation between experience (or feeling) and its objects 

and, indeed, its relative efficacy or failings in relation to that perceived debt. Worth noting here, 

however, is that the statement of the ‘objective correlative’ appears at what might be seen as the 

crux of an exploration and survey of approaches to the modern pursuit of dramatic form.  

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an “objective 
correlative”; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be 

 
773 T.S. Eliot, "From Dryden to Coleridge," A Companion to Shakespeare Studies, ed. Harley Granville-
Barker and G.B. Harrison, Complete Prose, Vol.5, 76, 74. 
774 T.S. Eliot, “Hamlet and His Problems,” The Athenaeum, 4665 (26 Sept 1919), Complete Prose, Vol.2, 
122-5. 
775 Ibid., 122. 
776 Ibid., 126. 



233 
 

the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must 
terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked.777 

Art and society are, in this formula, in sympathy, a ‘unity of temper’ in society stimulating and 

being stimulated by a ‘unity of expression’ in the individual. The pursuit of such a form involved, 

for Eliot, the ‘historical sense’ of ‘the whole of the literature of Europe’ and ‘within it the whole of 

the literature of his own country.’ This was what made the artist most acutely conscious of his or 

her own contemporaneity, of the ‘temper of the age.’ The ‘mind of Europe’ was known to be 

more important than his or her own, private mind.  

Such a form is exemplified for Eliot, as he put it in ‘Four Elizabethan Dramatists: A Preface,’ in 

the plays of Aeschylus: 

every style of utterance in the play bears a relation to the whole and because of this 
relation is dramatic in itself. The imitation of life is circumscribed, and the approaches to 
ordinary speech and withdrawals from ordinary speech are not without relation and 
effect upon each other. It is essential that a work of art should be self-consistent, that an 
artist should consciously or unconsciously draw a circle beyond which he does not 
trespass: on the one hand actual life is always the material, and on the other hand an 
abstraction from actual life is a necessary condition of the work of art.778 

The Elizabethans, Eliot admits, ‘muddled their conventions.’779 Let us try to conceive,’ he 

suggested, ‘how the Elizabethan drama would appear to us if we had in existence what has never 

existed in the English language: a drama formed within a conventional scheme.’ By convention he 

did not, he insisted, mean ‘of subject matter, of treatment, of verse or of dramatic form, of 

general philosophy of life or any other convention which has already been used.’ It might be 

something quite new in terms of its ‘selection or structure or distortion in subject matter or 

technique.’ What was crucial was the adoption of ‘the point of view of persons accustomed to 

this convention and finding the expression of their dramatic impulses in it.’ The problem faced by 

the Phoenix player was that when it came to the Elizabethan drama ‘the play is for ever betraying 
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him.’ Although the performance of that drama was in some ways as much of a lost art as that of 

the ancient Greeks, ‘it is in many ways more difficult to reproduce. For it is easier to present the 

effect of something in a firm convention, than the effect of something which was aiming, blindly 

enough, at something else.’ Where Archer was mistaken, he insisted, was in his belief that the 

modern drama represented ‘a gain of dramatic technique’ in its ‘loss of poetry.’ In fact, the 

weakness of the Elizabethan drama was ‘not its defect of realism, but its attempt at realism; not 

its conventions, but its lack of conventions.’780  

The opening essays of The Sacred Wood on criticism are followed by ‘Tradition and the 

Individual Talent,’ which had first appeared in two parts in the Egoist in 1919. This essay occupies 

a crucial position, as Eliot dispenses with barren avenues of thought, and begins to explore more 

directly what the nature of an ideal literature might be. The ‘historical sense’ was an awareness of 

‘not only the pastness of the past, but of its presence,’ tradition an operation that made sense 

dialectically through the exchange between the interpreted past and the interpreting present.781 

No matter how far back we pursue our cognitions, we encounter not reality but interpretations of 

reality.  

The value of art, Eliot stated in 1919, lay in ‘the recognition of the permanent in the 

changing, and the recognition of the protean identity of the permanent with the changing.’ One 

might see ‘a literature,’ he suggested in the same year, as ‘one of the five or six (at most) great 

formations of history.’ 

We do not suppose merely “a history,” … but a part of History, which for us is the mind of 
Europe. We suppose not merely a corpus of writings in one language, but writings and 
writers between whom there is a tradition; and writers who are not merely connected by 
tradition in time, but who are related to be in the light of eternity contemporaneous, 
from a certain point of view, cells in one body, Chaucer and Hardy. We suppose a mind 
which is not only the English mind of one period with its prejudices of politics and 
fashions of taste, but which is a greater, finer, more positive, more comprehensive mind 
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than the mind of any period. And we suppose to each writer an importance which is not 
only individual, but due to his place as a constituent of this mind.782 

‘Tradition,’ Eliot suggests in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent,’ as it is so commonly used in 

literary critical terms, carries a troubling implication, ‘as to the work approved, of some pleasing 

archaeological reconstruction.’783 The true ‘historical sense,’ however, while it might be less 

‘reassuring,’ was ‘a matter of much wider significance. It cannot be inherited,’ he famously 

cautioned, ‘and if you want it you must obtain it by great labour.’ 

[T]he historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its 
presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation 
in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and 
within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and 
composes a simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as 
well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a 
writer traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious 
of his place in time, of his contemporaneity.784 

It is in understanding this, in the consciousness of his or her relation to this order, that the poet or 

critic articulates the ‘historical sense’: they will become aware of ‘the mind of Europe—the mind 

of his own country—a mind which he learns in time to be much more important than his own 

private mind.’ He will become aware that this 

is a mind which changes, and that this change is a development which abandons nothing 
en route, which does not superannuate either Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock 
drawing of the Magdalenian draughtsmen. That this development, refinement perhaps, 
complication certainly, is not, from the point of view of the artist, any improvement. 
Perhaps not even an improvement from the point of view of the psychologist or not to 
the extent which we imagine; perhaps only in the end based upon a complication in 
economics and machinery. But the difference between the present and the past is that 
the conscious present is an awareness of the past in a way and to an extent which the 
past’s awareness of itself cannot show.785 

In the preface to the 1928 edition of The Sacred Wood, Eliot reminded readers that he had 

not done what so many other critics had done before him and around him, and directly touched 
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upon the subject of ‘the relation of poetry to the spiritual and social life of its time and of other 

times’.786 What he had done, however, was point quite clearly to his early explorations of this 

question. At the close of ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ Eliot quotes Aristotle’s De Anima, ‘ὁ 

δὲ νοῦς ἴσως θειότερόν τι καὶ ἀπαθές ἐστιν’.  

Thinking, loving, and hating are affections not of it [the soul], but of that which has it. 
That is why, when this vehicle decays, memory and love cease; they were not of it [the 
soul] but of what is common [to soul and body] which has perished. Nous [“the part of 
the soul by which it knows and understands”, or “mind”] is, no doubt, something more 
divine and unaffectable. 

‘The emotion of art is impersonal,’ Eliot reminds us, at least in those instances in which it is 

‘significant.’ It ‘has its life in the poem and not in the history of the poet.’ 

[T]he poet cannot reach this impersonality without surrendering himself wholly to the 
work to be done. And he is not likely to know what is to be done unless he lives in what is 
not merely the present, but the present moment of the past, unless he is conscious, not 
of what is dead, but of what is already living. 

We turn the page, of course, to ‘The Possibility of a Poetic Drama,’ ‘halt[ing] at the frontiers of 

metaphysics or mysticism’ not so much with a sense of our powers but of our limitations.  

‘By losing tradition,’ Eliot suggested in ‘The Possibility of a Poetic Drama,’ ‘we lose our hold 

on the present.’ The poetic drama suggested to Eliot a form in which literary art might bring 

about and indeed be moved to that communitarian ‘unity of temper,’ to the orthodoxical 

condition of a ‘sympathy of society and art,’ and stimulate a related ‘unity of expression’ in the 

individual. The drama ‘is perhaps the most permanent, is capable of greater variation and of 

expressing more varied types of society, than any other.’ And ‘when one day it was discovered 

lifeless, subsequent forms which had enjoyed a transitory life were dead too.’ It was dead 

through ‘being known to be dead,’ as a result of its autopsy, first performed by Charles Lamb, 

Eliot suggests, but re-performed on a continual basis in the periodical press. This brought about ‘a 

consciousness of the immense gap between present and past.’787 The drama also, however, 
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presented potentially insuperable conditions as an art ‘which depends upon representation by 

performers,’ and which ‘appeals to too many demands besides the demand for art.’788 Not least 

of these was ‘a preparedness, a habit on the part of the public, to respond to particular stimuli.’789 

iii. The unrealised stage 

In the years following the publication of The Sacred Wood, Eliot seems to be drawing together his 

conclusions on the subject of what form a modern drama might take, and the means and 

methods by which the artist might arrive at a modern dramatic form. ‘The chaos of the modern 

stage,’ he suggested, ‘is a chaos of styles of acting as much as of types of play.’790  

So inchoate is the theatre, which, if realised, would be the theatre of our generation, that 
we can only guess at the scheme of what we grope for by inference from our perceptions, 
from observation of any instant on the stage which has aroused an hitherto dormant 
feeling.791 

As well as the music hall, one of Eliot’s most frequently cited inspirations for this ‘unrealised 

stage’ was that of the ballet, which was ‘a development of several centuries into a strict form.’ A 

great dancer ‘exists only during the performances,’ like ‘a vital flame which appears from 

nowhere, disappears into nothing and is complete and sufficient in its appearance. It is a 

conventional being, a being which exists only in and for the work of art which is the ballet.’ The 

modern actor, on the other hand, exists off the stage and ‘supplies the role which he performs 

with the person which he is.’792  

instead of pretending that the stage gesture is a copy of reality, let us adopt a literal 
untruth, a thorough-going convention, a ritual. For the stage—not only in its remote 
origins, but always—is a ritual, and the failure of the contemporary stage to satisfy the 
craving for ritual is one of the reasons why it is not a living art.793 
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When it came to literary form, Eliot had in 1923 expressed his excitement at James Joyce’s 

use of myth, ‘in manipulating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity,’ and 

thus providing ‘a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the 

immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history.’ In light of the failings 

of the narrative method, Joyce had made progress in ‘making the modern world possible for art … 

And only those who have won their discipline in secret and without aid, in a world which offers 

very little assistance to that aid, can be of any use in furthering this advance.’794 The ‘heavy food 

of historical and scientific knowledge’ that Eliot had summarised in such ambivalent terms in 

‘Euripides and Professor Murray’ had seemed to promise much: ‘It is to be hoped that we may be 

grateful to Professor Murray and his friends for what they have done.’795 Now, in Joyce’s work, 

Eliot saw that promise fulfilled—in part. ‘Psychology, … ethnology, and The Golden Bough,’ Eliot 

suggested in response to Joyce, ‘have concurred to make possible what was impossible even a 

few years ago.’796  

Many critics have examined The Waste Land in light of this method and these and other 

influences. But by 1924, at least as Arnold Bennett recorded the matter in his journal, in response 

to criticism from Bennett in relation to ‘Wastelands,’ Eliot apparently responded that he had 

given up that ‘form of writing’ and ‘was now centred on dramatic writing. He wanted to write a 

drama of modern life (furnished flat sort of people) in a rhythmic prose “perhaps with certain 

things in it accentuated by drumbeats”.’797 This would of course become the fragments later 

published as Sweeney Agonistes, the agonised progress of which is so effectively described by 

David Chinitz.798 Only through the pursuit of a modern dramatic form, one that met the demands 

Eliot had already set himself through the critical writings described here, could literature achieve 
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that sympathy of society and art without which it was an irrelevance, and for which he so 

passionately strove. 

On this journey, Eliot turned his attention more closely to research on myth and ritual, such 

as that of the group of Cambridge and Oxford classical scholars with which Murray’s name is 

often linked, with Jane Harrison and Francis Cornford in particular. Their work drew on ideas 

drawn from the comparative anthropological study of ‘primitive’ religion, bringing their findings 

to bear on studies of myth and early forms of classical drama. It was Cornford in particular whom 

Eliot singled out for repeated mention on the basis of The Origin of Attic Comedy, a book whose 

influence on Sweeney Agonistes was evident. In that book, through an analysis of the extant plays 

of Aristophanes, Cornford claimed to have revealed a limited number of motifs or situations, the 

most significant being the Agon, the sacrificial Feast, the Gamos or ‘Marriage’ of the victor in the 

Agon and the Komos. 799 Particularly groundbreaking, and key to the thesis concerning the ritual 

origin of theatre propounded by the ‘Cambridge School,’ was his tracking of the development of 

both tragedy and comedy from the same myth-ritual nucleus. As Eliot noted in 1923, this was 

suggestive of an ‘original dramatic impulse’ which was ‘neither comic nor tragic.’ ‘My own 

conclusion,’ he stated, ‘(for which I would not hold anyone else responsible) is this: that such 

abstractions, after developing through several generations of civilization, require to be replaced 

or renewed.’800  

The essentials of drama were, as we might expect, given by Aristotle: “poetry, music, and 
dancing constitute in Aristotle a group by themselves, their common element being 
imitation by means of rhythm—rhythm which admits of being applied to words, sounds, 
and the movements of the body” … It is the rhythm, so utterly absent from modern 
drama, either verse or prose, and which interpreters of Shakespeare do their best to 
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suppress, which makes [Leonid] Massine and Charlie Chaplin the great actors that they 
are.801  

With echoes of his earlier work in Royce’s seminar, Eliot insists that, in the ritual origins of 

drama, to attempt to formulate intelligible reasons for a ritual is to fall into ‘the common trap of 

interpretation. … It is equally possible to assert that primitive man acted in a certain way and then 

found a reason for it.’ Indeed, the latter, more plausible explanation was one that offered a far 

more hopeful outlook for the replacing or renewal of tragedic and comic traditions.   

An unoccupied person, finding a drum, may be seized with a desire to beat it; but unless 
he is an imbecile he will be unable to continue beating it, and thereby satisfying a need …, 
without finding a reason for so doing. The reason may be the long continued drought. The 
next generation or the next civilization will find a more plausible reason for beating a 
drum. Shakespeare and Racine—or rather the developments which led up to them—each 
found his own reason. The reasons may be divided into tragedy and comedy. We still 
have similar reasons, but we have lost the drum.802 

By taking up the drum once more, Eliot suggests here, the next generation and the next might 

find reasons for so doing, and thus the drama might develop once more the ritual, collectivist 

function that it had possessed in the past.  

When in 1933 Hallie Flanagan wrote to Eliot requesting permission to produce Sweeney 

Agonistes at Vassar College, Eliot replied in the affirmative, with extensive production guidelines. 

Cornford was important and ‘should be read before you do the play,’ and furthermore ‘the action 

should be stylised as in the Noh drama—see Ezra Pound’s book and Yeats’ preface and notes to 

The Hawk’s Well.’803 Some time later, after Yeats’s death, Eliot described his powerful impression 

of the first full performance of At the Hawk’s Well in Lady Cunard’s drawing room in April 1916, 

and the influence that it had on his subsequent work, but this correspondence with Flanagan is 

the only occasion upon which the impact upon Eliot of Pound’s and Yeats’s dramatic explorations 

in the Japanese Noh was spelt out with any specificity.804 Technical instructions clearly draw 
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heavily on Yeats’s prefatory remarks, not only to the 1916 edition of At The Hawk’s Well but also 

the 1920 edition of Four Plays for Dancers in which the former was collected, and in which 

productions of those plays are described in some detail;805 actors should wear masks, their diction 

‘should not have too much expression’ and might perhaps be accompanied with light drum taps 

to accentuate the rhythms of the verse.806 Comparing Yeats’s prefatory remarks with Pound’s 

Noh, or Accomplishment, however, it seems that it was from Pound in particular that a broader 

consideration of the Noh, its merits and qualities as a dramatic form, might be gleaned.  

Several years earlier, in 1917, Eliot had reviewed Pound’s book for The Egoist. ‘The English 

stage,’ he wrote then, ‘is merely a substitute for the reality we imagine.’ But in being symbolical, 

the Japanese method relied upon the stage, and upon every visual element, every gesture and 

every sound; ‘the text is not the play.’807 As to how such a tradition, so distant from Western 

traditions and from the present day, might be brought to bear upon the development of a 

modern form, this was partly as a function of that distance, one which was productively 

negotiated as a result of Pound’s method, his historical sense. ‘It is certainly English,’ said Eliot of 

Pound’s translations from the plays themselves, ‘and it is certainly new in English.’ In this, and in 

so much of Pound’s work, ‘translation is valuable by a double power of fertilizing a literature: by 

importing new elements which may be assimilated, and by restoring the essentials which have 

been forgotten in traditional literary method.’ Pound’s historical method resulted not in 

‘exoticism’ but in ‘rejuvenation,’ a ‘happy fusion between the spirit of the original and the mind of 

the translator.’808 In the Athenaeum in 1919, around the time that Eliot was drawing together his 

own views on tradition, he insisted that, ‘as the present is no more than the present existence, 

the present significance, of the entire past,’ Pound more than any other poet had through his 

 
saw Yeats rather as a more eminent contemporary than as an elder from whom one could learn.’ T.S. Eliot, 
"Ezra Pound," Complete Prose, Vol.6, 759. 
805 Both reprinted in W.B. Yeats, Plays and Controversies (London: Macmillan, 1923), 333-5, 417-21. 
806 Chinitz, T.S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide, 125. 
807 T.S. Eliot, "The Noh and the Image," Egoist 4, no. 7 (1917), Complete Prose, Vol.1, 566. 
808 Ibid., 564. 



242 
 

method found a way to grasp his own time ‘by acquiring the entire past; and when the entire past 

is acquired, the constituents fall into place and the present is revealed. Such a method involves 

immense capacities of learning and of dominating one’s learning’.809  

For all their intellectual and ideological differences, Eliot was unerring in his insistence on 

Pound’s decisive influence; his criticism was ‘of central importance … in the development of 

poetry during the first half of the twentieth century …, the most important contemporary 

criticism of its kind.’810 Indeed, the Critical Heritage volume charting Pound’s reception 

demonstrates the extent to which Eliot put himself at odds with many of his contemporaries in 

adhering to that conception of Pound’s influence; many critics reviewing his publications chose to 

engage with them via Eliot himself, with attention to one of his several reviews of or 

introductions to Pound’s poetry.811 As with Eliot, Pound’s work has accumulated various types of 

reading that owe much to prevailing notions of the progress of modernism. Several critics have 

provided far more thorough examinations of Pound’s work than is possible here, but little focused 

attention has been paid to his studies and translations of Japanese Noh theatre, which are, more 

often than not, presented in terms of their influence upon the form and development of the 

Cantos. His dramatic writings have been eclipsed, either by closer attention to his interest in 

music or by the more pervasive influence of Yeats’s adaptations of the form. As Akiko Miyake, 

Sanehide Kodama and Nicholas Teele have demonstrated in their guide to Pound’s work on the 

subject, unlike Eliot, Pound did not manifest any sustained commitment to the drama or indeed 

the theatre. Writing to John Quinn in 1918 he suggested that he had put the Noh to one side, 

finding it ‘unsatisfactory. … it’s all too damn soft.’812 But as Peter Nicholls’s analyses of Pound’s 

writings on the Noh suggest, despite such reservations, Pound was to demonstrate an enduring, 
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and perhaps frustratingly unrealised, fascination with the form.813 When he published Women of 

Trachis in 1956, a translation from Sophocles and Pound’s only major work for the stage, he 

expressed the hope that it might be performed by Noh players. Just as Pound had been largely 

responsible for demonstrating the possibilities of the Noh to Yeats, it was his stylistic and 

structural influence on Eliot that was perhaps most evident in Sweeney Agonistes. That piece, 

which as Eliot later confirmed was partly a response to Pound’s, and to some extent Yeats’s, 

experiments with the Noh, was the only dramatic piece of Eliot’s for which Pound professed an 

admiration.  

Having offered a description of the material that he had translated from Fenollosa’s notes, 

Pound ventured in his introduction to Noh, Or Accomplishment to make three key points on the 

form. Firstly, he stated, ‘there has been in Japan from the beginning a clear distinction between 

serious and popular drama. The merely mimetic stage has been despised.’ Furthermore, ‘the Noh 

holds a mirror up to nature in a manner very different from the Western convention of plot.’ The 

Noh service, the presentation of the five or six plays in order, ‘presents, or symbolizes, a complete 

diagram of life and recurrence.’ Thirdly, he states,  

as the tradition of Noh is unbroken, we find in the complete performance numerous 
elements which have disappeared from our Western stage; that is, morality plays, 
religious mysteries, and even dances—like those of the mass—which have lost what we 
might call their dramatic significance.814 

The appeal to Eliot of the formal properties of the Noh are clear: like the ballet, it was ‘a 

development of several centuries into a strict form.’ However, as Pound goes on to consider the 

possibilities of the form for modern scholars, he concludes that ‘certain texts of Noh will 

therefore be interesting only to students of folk-lore or of comparative religion.’  

The moralities are on a par with Western moralities, for ascetic Buddhism and ascetic 
Christianity have about the same set of preachments. These statements are general and 
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admit of numerous exceptions, but the lover of the stage and the lover of drama and of 
poetry will find his chief interest in the psychological pieces, or the Plays of Spirits; the 
plays that are, I think, more Shinto than Buddhist. These plays are full of ghosts, and the 
ghost psychology is amazing. The parallels with Western spiritist doctrines are very 
curious. This is, however, an irrelevant or extraneous interest, and one might set it aside 
if it were not bound up with a dramatic and poetic interest of the very highest order.815  

Pound’s sketchy comments upon matters of ‘folk-lore or of comparative religion’ certainly do 

‘admit of numerous exceptions,’ and his own attachment to the ‘ghost psychology’ of the 

‘spiritist’ pieces would seem to reflect interests and priorities of his own and the influence of 

Yeats during this period, as described by James Longenbach in Stone Cottage.816 That these 

aspects of the Noh are assumed to carry more poetic and dramatic interest than those concerned 

with religious or folk traditions would also, however, seem to reflect an implicit suggestion on 

Pound’s part of the ‘theatreless drama’ that he defined in opposition to the ‘dominion of 

Belasco.’817 At the outset, it is clear that Pound’s notion of tradition differs in crucial ways to that 

of Eliot, when he praises the Noh for its having been ‘made only for the few; for the nobles; for 

those trained to catch the allusion.’818 ‘With the help of Japanese plays,’ wrote Yeats in the 

preface to Pound’s book, ‘I have invented a form of drama, distinguished, indirect and, symbolic, 

and having no need of mob or press to pay its way – an aristocratic form.’819  

It was not, in Eliot’s view, necessary or indeed altogether possible to ascertain the reason for 

the beating of the drum in the Noh tradition. It was, however, a functional necessity of the ideal 

modern dramatic form that it provide circumstances in which the next generation and the next 

might develop reasons for so doing. Eliot’s review from the outset calls for an edition of the plays, 

and ‘an edition of Fenollosa’s notes separately. Then the importance of the plays as literature, 

and in their present translation as English literature, will be more evident.’820 Yeats’s introduction, 
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and the main body of Pound’s introductory material, is all but avoided, but for one crucial point. 

‘The Noh,’ Pound has written, ‘has its unity in emotion. It has also what we may call Unity of 

Image.’ A much-quoted footnote to this point seems to herald the project of the Cantos:  

This intensification of the Image, this manner of construction, is very interesting to me 
personally, as an Imagiste, for we Imagistes knew nothing of these plays when we set out 
in our own manner. These plays are also an answer to a question that has several times 
been put to me: “Could one do a long Imagiste poem, or even a long poem in vers 
libre?”821 

‘Mr. Pound,’ wrote Eliot, ‘remarks that the plays are at their best an image …, and therein 

consists their unity.’ 

But the unity of the image is surely the unity of Prometheus, if not to any great extent 
that of any other Greek drama; it is also the unity of certain cantos of Dante. The 
peculiarity of the Noh is that the focus of interest, and centre of construction, is the scene 
on the stage.822 

Eliot’s comments, written seven years later, on the corruption of literary culture, ‘resent[ing] 

what it cannot diminish,’ are surely presaged in this early review, as much through what is left 

unsaid and unexamined as in this comment. With increasing directness, Eliot was to question a 

perceived dissociation between technique and ‘deeper personal feeling’ in Pound’s critical and 

poetic writings, and the consistency of his aesthetic programme in its relation to social, cultural 

and political realities. ‘What,’ he famously asked in his review of Pound’s Personae in The Dial of 

January 1928, ‘does Mr. Pound believe?’ It was a question, he suggested, made all the more 

urgent when one accepted Pound’s technical ‘mastery of verse form.’ ‘Influence,’ he suggests, 

‘can be exerted through form,’ and indeed ‘my own critical debt to him is as great as my debt in 

versification. Yet I feel there is a muddle somewhere.’ Beginning as ‘the last disciple of the 

nineties,’ he had ‘added his own extensive erudition, and proceeded to a curious syncretism 

which I do not think he has ever set in order.’ This was why his influence in terms of form was not 

 
821 Pound and Fenollosa, ‘Noh’ or Accomplishment, 45. 
822 "The Noh and the Image," 565-6. 
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matched by any discernible sympathy with the ‘content’ of his work. ‘I am seldom interested in 

what he is saying, but only in the way he says it.’823  

iv. Reviving a ritual, reviving a faith 

This critical thinking, it is worth noting, takes place for Eliot before he really starts to produce 

plays. The poetic drama was a primary focus in a fairly agonised route of reflection for Eliot, and 

the ‘Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry’ represents a conclusion of sorts. In 1928, Eliot contributed a 

preface to an edition of John Dryden’s Of Dramatic Poesie, for the series of ‘Haslewood Reprints’ 

run by the Vorticist artist and architect Frederick Etchells and the scholar Hugh Macdonald.824 The 

Haslewood editions were issued between 1924 and 1931 in limited runs, in this case of 580, and 

were as much an exercise in design as in scholarship.825 Richard Badenhausen has commented 

that the resulting ‘Dialogue on Poetic Drama’ sees Eliot ‘at his most uncomfortable, unsure about 

his own authority even to initiate the discussion’. His ‘anxiety’ was so great, he suggests, that he 

was ‘unable to look at himself squarely in the mirror’ and finds a solution in the ‘splitting up of 

the critical voices in faceless ciphers represented only by a single letter’ thus absolving him of 

having to ‘claim the authority of the single essayist’; the ‘comfort of the group appeas[es] the 

anxieties of the solitary writer.’ Approached in this manner, suggests Badenhausen, ‘given the 

overwhelming number of contradictions embedded in the prose, one almost does not know 

where to start objecting.’826 

This is a text of Eliot’s that receives proportionately less sustained attention from critics, 

despite his having seen fit to reproduce it in 1932 in his Selected Essays. The ‘Dialogue’ is a piece 

which only makes sense within the broader context of the previous thirty years or so of intense 

 
823 T.S. Eliot, "Isolated Superiority” The Dial, 84 (Jan 1928), Complete Prose, Vol.3, 324. 
824 Dryden & Eliot, Of Dramatick Poesie. Eliot’s dialogue in fact takes up around a quarter of the book’s 
length, at 19 pages of 84. 
825 See Peter Tucker, Haslewood Books: The Books of Frederick Etchells & Hugh Macdonald (Oxford: 
Hanborough Parrot, 1990), 218-29. 
826 Richard Badenhausen, T.S. Eliot and the Art of Collaboration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 144-5. 
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debate around poetic drama, a debate that was so dominant and omnipresent in the periodical 

press that this thesis can only give a broad outline. With this lens, however, the ‘Dialogue’ 

appears not as speaking with uncertainty or a sense of immanent crisis, but rather as a moment 

of spiritual acceptance, of a peace that is found among ‘the scraps of many actual conversations 

at divers times and in divers circumstances,’ the voices of ‘half a dozen fairly intelligent men of 

our time.’ The use of dialogue, Eliot suggested, was ‘intended to collect some representative 

topics amongst those which arise in any such conversation to-day.’827 The idea of the poetic 

drama had proved at once one of the most pressing and yet fundamentally irresolvable of its age, 

and it was only by breaking down its contradictions, the piece suggests, that ‘we might learn by 

practice first whether we have anything in common’.828  

Eliot’s purpose was not to ‘add to the knowledge and understanding of Dryden,’ but rather to 

‘throw the dialogue of Dryden into a rather new light, by the great contrast between the topics, 

and between the attitudes between them. For this the centuries are responsible.’829 

Dryden and his friends could discuss a dramatic poetry which actually existed, which was 
still being written; and their aim was therefore to construct its critical laws. We, on the 
other hand, are always discussing something which does not exist but which we should 
like to have brought into existence; so we are not occupied with critical laws; and so we 
range over a wide field of speculation, asking many questions and answering none.830  

The dialogue was therefore a form that was ‘even more convenient for my purpose than it was 

for Dryden’s’ because, while Dryden had written great plays, ‘the contemporary critic’ had not, 

and was therefore ‘in a weak position for laying down the law … If he dogmatised, he would 

expose himself to the adjuration to go and write the poetic drama of the future instead of talking 

about it.’ 

 
827 “A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry,” 396. 
828 Ibid., 407. 
829 Ibid., 396. 
830 Ibid. 
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The Socratic method, Eliot claimed, was one that had ‘occurred to me as hitherto untried and 

as challenging no comparisons.’ This was either forgetful or disingenuous, as just three years 

previously, in 1925, Bonamy Dobree had published his Histriophone: A Dialogue on Dramatic 

Diction through Leonard and Virginia Woolf’s Hogarth Press. That piece was supposed to have 

taken place between Bentuas, a defender of the modern poetic drama, and Heltubada, who tired 

of the ‘tedious’ efforts that poets made ‘to write their plays in verse. The commonplace they try 

to dignify in stilted forms; and things, which plainly stated might have life, they bring to dreary 

ruin. … Can you really be in favour, so late in the day, of a return to … all the horrors of a Stephen 

Phillips?’831 Eliot had certainly been aware of the piece. In 1926 he had sent it, along with three 

other publications of Dobree’s, to Richard Aldington for review in The Criterion.832  

Dobree’s dialogue, however, had been dedicated to a detailed formal examination of 

historical examples of dramatic poetry, with a view to ridding the modern poetic drama of what 

he perceived to be a slavish adherence to blank verse, and to formulating new metres that might 

be ‘actor-proof’—good stage instruments, ‘histriophonically’ speaking. Stage speech, suggested 

Bentaus, ‘is something other than literature,’ even as he engaged in a critical examination of 

metre in ‘a library, in which every book wanted is immediately at elbow, and opens miraculously 

at the right place.’833 Stage speech was ‘not meant for the inner ear,’ but was ‘primarily a crude 

artistic medium.’ Crudeness and brutality was ‘the first condition of its existence’ as its appeal 

had to be ‘immediate, being made to the many-headed monster of the pit.’834 The failure of the 

modern verse playwrights, he suggested, could be attributed to the formal qualities of their 

verse: ‘they’ve forgotten that stage speech must be rapid, and a play over-brimming with vinous 

juice,’ insisted Bentaus, with echoes of Abercrombie’s Dionysian appeal to ‘intoxication.’ ‘The 

etiolation of Yeats is as bad as the stodginess of Drinkwater. Bottomley, who has body, is too 

 
831 Bonamy Dobree, Histriophone: A Dialogue on Dramatic Diction (London: Hogarth Press, 1925), 5. 
832 Jason Harding, The Criterion: Cultural Politics and Periodical Networks in Inter-War Britain (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 130.  
833 Dobree, Histriophone, 15, 5. 
834 Ibid., 15-6. 



249 
 

even.’835 ‘Actors,’ he complained, ‘always try to improve upon their author, and seldom credit an 

audience with sense; wherefore, though I can forgive them as men, I can rarely tolerate them as 

artists.’836 What was needed above all, he concluded, was ‘a medium that shall be actor-proof, 

actor easy, and clear, and which, though artificially made, shall sound on the stage as naturally 

rapid as the flowing of a stream.’837 For Eliot, however, the idea of the poetic drama involved far 

more than simply questions of technical form: ‘if you want form, you must go deeper than 

dramatic technique.’838  

It is the cipher E, as principal interrogator, who to some extent guides the discussion 

throughout Eliot’s piece, who invites B to outline a contention—‘it was all very well for the older 

dramatic critics’ such as Aristotle, Corneille and Dryden ‘to discuss the laws of drama as they 

did’—‘the problem is altogether different and infinitely more complicated for us.’ B, the most 

frequent contributor to the debate, is the main representative of the various critical approaches 

to the poetic drama, and immediately dismisses the application such as it is exercised by Dobree 

of historical models to modern practice. Aristotle, for example, ‘had only one type of drama to 

consider; he could work entirely within the categories of that drama; he did not have to consider 

the religious, ethical or artistic prejudices of his race.’  

He did not have to like so many things as we have to like, merely because he did not 
know so many things. And the less you know and like, the easier to frame aesthetic laws. 
He did not have to consider either what is universal or what is necessary for the time. 
Hence he had a better chance of hitting on some of the universals and of knowing what 
was right for the time.839 

Even between Dryden and Jonson, he suggests, ‘we are apt to magnify the differences and 

difficulties.’ But those ‘are nothing to the differences between ourselves, who are sitting here to 

discuss poetic drama, and Mr. Shaw and Mr. Galsworthy and Sir Arthur Pinero and Mr. Jones and 

 
835 Ibid., 39. 
836 Ibid., 20. 
837 Ibid., 39. 
838 “A Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry,” 402. 
839 Ibid., 397. 
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Mr. Arlen and Mr. Coward’. The worlds of Dryden, Shakespeare and Jonson ‘were much the same 

world, with similar religious, ethical and artistic presuppositions. But what have we in common 

with the distinguished playwrights whom I have just mentioned?’840 

Returning to Aristotle, B outlines four main areas of concern in relation to which the idea of a 

modern poetic drama must be framed. Like Dryden,  

Aristotle did not have to worry about the relation of drama to religion, about the 
traditional morality of the Hellenes, about the relation of art to politics; he did not have 
to struggle with German or Italian aesthetics; he did not have to read the (extremely 
interesting) works of Miss Harrison or Mr. Cornford, or the translations of Professor 
Murray, or wrinkle his brow over the antics of the Todas and the Veddahs. Nor did he 
have to reckon with the theatre as a paying proposition.  

… As for us, we know too much, and are convinced of too little. Our literature is a 
substitute for religion, and so is our religion.841 

As the discussion develops, three further interlocutors are introduced who interrogate the 

discussion between B and E as it develops. C seems concerned with dismissing relativistic notions 

of modern morality. ‘There is no such thing as mere amusement,’ he insists, and the failure of 

dramatists such as Shaw, Pinero or Coward was an ethical one. ‘They are concerned with 

flattering the prejudices of the mob. And their own. I do not suppose for a moment,’ he surmises, 

that they have ‘ever spent one hour in the study of ethics.’ They ‘[find] out how their audiences 

want to behave, and [encourage] them to do it by exhibiting personages behaving in that way.’842 

To talk ‘of form and content, of freedom and restriction, as if everything was infinitely variable,’ 

was in itself ethically suspect: ‘what I … remark is the fixity of morality.’ The ‘suburban drama has 

to-day fundamentally the same morality as it had in the days of Arden of Feversham and The 

Yorkshire Tragedy.’ Even the humour of the music hall comedian Ernie Lotinga, while ‘it is (if you 

like) bawdy … such bawdiness is a tribute to, and acknowledgement of conventional British 

morality’ and indeed ‘a great tribute to Christian morality.’  
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842 Ibid., 398. 



251 
 

I am a member of the Labour Party. I believe in the King and the Islington Empire. I do not 
believe in the plutocratic St. Moritzers for whom our popular dramatists cater. … our 
suburban drama is morally sound, and out of such soundness poetry may come. Human 
nature does not change.843  

For A, on the other hand, it is hard to engage this moral perspective with what happens on 

the stage. The problem, he suggests, is that ‘people have tended to think of verse as a restriction 

upon drama,’ that ‘the emotional range, and the realistic truth, of drama is limited and 

circumscribed by verse.’ If people were once content with verse in drama it is because ‘they were 

content with a restricted and artificial range of emotion. Only prose can give the full gamut of 

modern feeling, can correspond to actuality.’ But prose only reflects the ‘ephemeral and 

superficial.’ Only verse can ‘get at the permanent and universal.’ 

is not every dramatic representation artificial? And are we not deceiving ourselves when 
we aim at greater and greater realism? Are we not contenting ourselves with 
appearances, instead of insisting upon fundamentals? Has human feeling altered much 
from Aeschylus to ourselves? I maintain the contrary. I say that prose drama is merely a 
slight by-product of verse drama. The human soul, in intense emotion, strives to express 
itself in verse. … feeling and rhythm are related.844  

The sort of perspective outlined by C amounted to a ‘moralising censorship’ that ‘would leave us 

nothing. … a world in which there was no art that was not morally edifying would be a very poor 

world indeed.’845 Poetry would not emerge as a natural product of the fundamental decency of 

the people. Rather, in providing access to the ‘permanent and universal,’ its productivity would 

itself be in drawing society into a meaningful relationship with such fundamental realities.  

While Pinero was setting, ‘or, as is said in the barbarous jargon of our day, “posing” the 

problems of his generation,’ suggests B, Shaw was more concerned with ‘answering’ them. 

Comparing these to Arlen and Coward, however, whose drama ‘was pure “amusement”,’ ‘the two 

excesses go together.’ Certainly the dramatist should ‘assume some moral attitude in common 

with their audience’ but ‘this must already be given; it is not the job of the dramatist to impose 
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it.’846 All four of these speakers, suggests E (‘I—and you B. and you C. and A.’), profess to having 

been ‘delighted by the Russian ballet. Here seemed to be everything that we wanted in drama, 

except the poetry.’ The ballet, B explains, ‘has, unconsciously, concerned itself with a permanent 

form.’ Its strength lies in ‘a tradition, a training, an askesis’: ‘any efficient dancer has undergone a 

training which is like a moral training. Has any actor of our generation undergone anything 

similar?’ Where it proves futile, however, is in its concern with ‘the ephemeral in content.’847  

Does this not then lead, suggests E, to the ‘ceremony of the Mass’? The ballet ‘is a liturgy of 

very wide adaptability, and you seem to laud the liturgy rather than the variations.’ The scholars 

mentioned by B at the outset had suggested that ‘drama springs from religious liturgy,’ and that it 

cannot afford to depart far from it. ‘When drama has ranged as far as it has in our own day, is not 

the only solution to return to religious liturgy?’ The Mass, he suggests, ‘is a small drama, having 

all the unities; but in the Church year you have represented the full drama of creation.’848  

But the question is not, replies B, whether the Mass is dramatic, but rather ‘what is the 

relation of the drama to the Mass?’ A man who attends church to fulfil his dramatic desires is not 

necessarily a believer. And if he does not believe, if his attention is ‘not on the meaning of the 

Mass’ but on ‘the Art of the Mass,’ then he is guilty of ‘a confusion de genres.’ ‘We need (as I 

believe, but you need not believe this for the purpose of my argument) religious faith’ but ‘we 

also need amusement (the quality of the amusement will, of course, not be unrelated to the 

quality of our religious belief).’  

Literature can be no substitute for religion, not merely because we need religion, but 
because we need literature as well as religion. And religion is no more a substitute for 
drama than drama is a substitute for religion. If we can do without religion, then let us 
have the theatre without pretending that it is religion; and if we can do without drama, 
then let us not pretend that religion is drama.849  
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The difference, suggests B, is one of attention. A devout person at Mass ‘is not in the frame of 

mind of a person attending a drama, for he is participating,’ and is thus ‘supremely conscious of 

certain realities, and unconscious of others.’ As ‘human beings,’ however, we ‘crave 

representations in which we are conscious, and critical, of those other realities. We cannot be 

aware solely of divine realities. We must be aware also of human realities.’ What we crave, then, 

is ‘some liturgy less divine, something in respect of which we shall be more spectators and less 

participants.’ It is a difference of degree: ‘we want the human drama, related to the divine drama, 

but not the same, as well as the Mass.’ Where Aristotle and Dryden and Corneille had only to 

‘take things as they found them,’ it is this ‘essential relation of drama to religious liturgy’ that 

must be restored.850 

The fifth interlocutor D, however, while he seems to contribute little in the way of distinct 

perspectives to the discussion, is active throughout in undermining such propositions, and 

drawing out the tensions that characterise the debate viewed more broadly. ‘Why,’ he asks C, 

‘should a dramatist be expected to spend even five minutes in the study of ethics?’851 And how, if 

A sees it as a question of ‘degree of form’ rather than of ethics, is that form ‘concerned with the 

permanent and universal?’852 The passage of discussion, he interjects here, would suggest that 

drama might in history be understood to represent ‘a relation of the human needs and 

satisfactions to the religious needs and satisfactions which the age provides.’ If one accepts ‘some 

constant relation between the drama and the religion of the time,’ then in an age that has ‘a set 

religious practice and belief’ would the drama not ‘tend towards realism’? (‘I say towards, I do not 

say arrive at.’) But ‘the more fluid, the more chaotic the religious and ethical beliefs, the more the 

drama must tend in the direction of liturgy.’  

Thus there would be some constant relation between drama and the religion of the time. 
The movement, in the time of Dryden and indeed of Corneille, and indeed of Aristotle, 
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was towards freedom. Perhaps our movement should be towards what we called in 
touching upon the ballet, form? 

‘An interesting theory,’ suggests E, ‘with no historical backing whatever, but concluding in exactly 

what I said myself.’853  

Reflecting on the history of dramatic form brings the discussion to William Archer, and his 

dismissal in The Old Drama and the New of the Elizabethans. Only Shakespeare, Archer had 

suggested, stood in a positive relation across history to the great progress in dramatic technique, 

a line of progress that led to Ibsen. But Archer ‘as a dramatic critic had one fault: he knew nothing 

about poetry’ and ‘did not realise that dramatic and poetic ability’ are intimately related. ‘The 

greatest drama is poetic drama, and dramatic defects can be compensated by poetic excellence.’ 

Indeed, ‘what great poetry’ is not itself ‘dramatic?’ ‘We are human beings,’ interested in ‘human 

action and human attitudes.’ In the greatest poetry, even as it assaults ‘the divine mystery,’ does 

it not ‘engage us in the question of the human attitude towards this mystery—which is 

dramatic?’854 Had Archer not forced a mechanical separation between poetry and drama then he 

would have been forced to acknowledge as ‘great dramatists’ Tourneur, Jonson, Marlowe and 

Webster also, rather than acknowledging their occasional poetic skill but dismissing their stage-

worthiness. The medium of the Elizabethans, as several critics had already pointed out in 

response to Archer’s book, ‘was the same medium in which Shakespeare wrought’.855 

As D once again cautions, however, ‘just as Archer made a mechanical separation’ B and E 

must be cautious of making just as mechanical a reunion.  

If drama tends to poetic drama, not by adding an embellishment and still less by limiting 
its scale, we should expect a dramatic poet like Shakespeare to write his finest poetry in 
his most dramatic scenes. And this is just what we do find: what makes it most dramatic is 
what makes it most poetic. No one points to certain plays of Shakespeare as being the 
most poetic, and to other plays as being the most dramatic. The same plays are the most 
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poetic and the most dramatic, and this is not by a concurrence of two activities, but by 
the full expansion of one and the same activity. 

In other words, suggests C, ‘there is no relation between poetry and drama. All poetry tends 

towards drama, and all drama towards poetry.’856 

At this late point in the dialogue, a fifth interlocutor is introduced, just as it seems that some 

‘divers’ voices might be drawing some threads together. ‘A neat and dangerous generalisation,’ 

cautions F, bringing the broader context for the discussion back into focus: 

For you would admit that you enjoy a good deal of poetry in which hardly even your own 
practised eye could detect the “tendency” towards drama; and consequently you ought 
surely to be able to enjoy a great deal of drama which is unquestionably written in 
prose.857 

‘Of course,’ admits B, and indeed some of the plays dismissed by Archer are of course bad plays, 

and even bad verse. In fact, Archer’s dismissal of Elizabethan drama was ‘partly based on a right 

instinct.’ And ‘had he observed that his fundamental objection applied as much to Shakespeare as 

to anybody, as much to the best as to the worst, he might have admitted an obligation to find 

another and profounder explanation for it.’858 Restoration drama, for all its ‘indecency,’ was ‘a 

comedy of social manners. It presupposes the existence of a society, therefore of social and moral 

laws.’  

It laughs at the members of society who transgress its laws. The tragedy of Shakespeare 
goes much deeper and yet it tells us only that weakness of character leads to disaster. 
There is no background of social order such as you perceive behind Corneille and 
Sophocles.859  

This does not, B confesses, necessarily lead to a deduction that Shakespeare is an inferior artist. 

‘All I know is that something is lacking, I am left dissatisfied and disturbed, and not in a state of 

Aristotelian purgation.’ If Shakespeare is isolated from his age then he is preferable to ‘all other 
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dramatists of every time. But I cannot do that altogether; and I find the age of Shakespeare 

moved in a steady current, with back-eddies certainly, towards anarchy and chaos.’ 

Surely the dramatic poet, suggests E, ‘has no business with his own background’? His 

business is with the audience, and the Elizabethan drama ‘was good enough to justify artistically 

its own background.’ If that is the case, however, as F has pointed out, the same must be true of 

the prose drama of its own time. ‘I would not suppress anything that is good measured by artistic 

standards,’ admits B, ‘for there is always something to be learned from it. I would not have 

Shakespeare any different from what he is.’  

‘Well,’ says E, ‘you have taken a long time to leave us just where we were before.’ ‘Not 

quite,’ suggests B: 

[I]t is like life in general. There are heaps of things in the world which I would like to see 
changed; but in a world without Evil life would not be worth living. … You can never draw 
the line between aesthetic criticism and moral and social criticism; you cannot draw a line 
between criticism and metaphysics; you start with literary criticism, and however 
rigorous an aesthete you may be, you are over the frontier into something else sooner or 
later. The best you can do is to accept these conditions and know what you are doing 
when you do it. And, on the other hand, you must know how and when to retrace your 
steps.860  

If we agree that the modern world is chaotic, its lack of social and moral conventions making the 

task of the dramatic poet ‘more difficult, if not impossible,’ asks C, and ‘if the Elizabethan and 

Jacobean period was also a period of chaos, and yet produced great poetic drama, why cannot 

we?’ ‘I don’t know,’ admits B. 

‘All this is true,’ says A, but it doesn’t help us know where to go or what to do next. ‘We are 

not going to be deterred by a fatalistic philosophy of history from wanting a poetic drama, and 

from believing that there must be some way of getting it’ but ‘I suspect that F is waiting to let off 

on us what he calls the economic factors, and the state of the public, and the producers, and the 
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cost of theatres’ and so on. But ‘I believe that if you want a thing you can get it, and hang the 

economic factors.’  

But ‘your way of getting it,’ points out F, ‘is to talk about it.’ ‘I like talking about things,’ says 

A. ‘It helps me think.’ 

Let us begin, suggests C, ‘by observing the several kinds of way in which the contemporary 

drama fails.’ Of the two extremes—‘plays written by poets who have no knowledge of the stage’ 

and ‘plays written by men who know the stage but are not poets—I will only remark that 

experience proves that neither is of any pertinence to the present subject.’  

‘But what is the present subject?’ wonders A. ‘The possibility of poetic drama,’ reminds C. 

It does, of course, read like a comically drawn deterioration of an endless debate. And it is, 

but for Eliot the stress here is on the word ‘possibility.’ These voices will continue, but maybe the 

only thing to do is to ‘accept these conditions and know what you are doing when you do it,’ to 

‘know how and when to retrace your steps’ and—for Eliot—to work to restore the ‘essential 

relation of drama to religious liturgy’.  

A further interlocutor, G, makes one contribution to the discussion, a ‘practical suggestion,’ 

the ‘only one’ that has thus far been made.  

We should hire a barn or studio, and produce plays of our own, or even disjected scenes 
of plays, and produce them by ourselves and only for ourselves, no friends to be 
admitted. We might learn by practice first whether we have anything in common, and 
second what forms of versification are possible.861  

‘I know what will happen,’ suggests F: ‘we shall start selling tickets in order to pay the costs, we 

shall then have to import plays in order to supply the demand, and we shall end with a perfectly 

conventional cosmopolitan little-theatre or Sunday-society performance.’862 ‘What is more likely,’ 
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suggests B, ‘is that nothing will be done at all. We are all too busy; we have to earn our living in 

other ways.’ 

It is even doubtful whether we are sufficiently interested. We cannot make the plays 
unless we think there is a demand, and there will be no demand until we have made it. 
There is not one of us who has not a dozen things to do, within the next six months, 
which he knows to be more important for himself than to prance about in a stable-
theatre.863  

And what, in all this, of Dryden? ‘It is one thing to discuss the rules of an art when that art is 

alive,’ reiterates B, ‘and quite another when it is dead. When there is a contemporary practice, 

the critic must start from that point, and all his criticism must return to it.’  

Observe how confident Dryden is! Even the difference between the drama of his age and 
that of the Elizabethans, when the tumults and disorders of the Great Rebellion had 
hardly been subdued, seemed to him less important than they seem to us. He admits that 
his age is inferior, essentially in the respects in which we find it inferior, to the preceding; 
yet he thought of his generation—and at bottom he must have been thinking, with 
justifiable pride, of himself—as improving and polishing the earlier drama in many 
ways.864  

Even as Dryden was borne on a historical current into ‘anarchy and chaos,’ he perceived and 

spoke to, perhaps even erroneously, a ‘background of social order.’ As such, he is the focus of 

Eliot’s mingled envy and admiration. Dryden gives ‘what is the soundest and most commonsense 

view possible for his time and place’ of ‘the Unities of Place and Time’. These have, for E/Eliot, ‘a 

perpetual fascination. I believe they will be found highly desirable for the drama of the future’ as 

offering ‘more concentration.’ 

[W]e need stronger stimulants, in a shorter space of time, to get the same exaltation out 
of the theatre that a sensitive contemporary may be supposed to have got out of a 
tragedy by Shakespeare or even out of one by Dryden.865  

Reviewing Cecil Sharp’s The Dance for The Criterion in 1925, Eliot identified ‘some prejudice, 

unworthy of the serious student of an art’ in Sharp’s seeming ‘to have wished to substitute for 

the traditional ballet a native ballet (another “protectionist fallacy,” when the ballet is so 
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completely international?) “founded on folk dance technique”.’866 Sharp ‘was an historian, but 

not a philosopher or an anthropologist: consequently his brief notes are not only inadequate, but 

are even conducive to error. … Anyone who would penetrate to the spirit of dancing,’ and by so 

doing ‘contribute to our imagination of what the ballet may perform in the future,’ should begin 

with a close study of dancing among both ‘primitive’ and ‘developed peoples.’ Furthermore, he 

should not only have ‘first-hand knowledge of the technique of the ballet’ but should also 

frequent the society not only of dancers but also of ‘musicians, choreographers, and producers.’ 

He should ‘have studied the evolution of Christian and other liturgy. (For is not the High Mass … 

one of the highest developments of dancing?),’ and finally should ‘track down the secrets of 

rhythm in the (still undeveloped) science of neurology.’867 But most importantly, he should 

‘distinguish between founding and borrowing.’ The ballet might borrow a great deal from this and 

other studies,  

but as for founding—for founding a new ballet on a dead ritual—that is a different 
matter. Of what value is it to “revive” the Sword Dance, except as a Saturday afternoon 
alternative to tennis and badminton for active young men in garden suburbs? For you 
cannot revive a ritual without reviving a faith. You can continue a ritual after the faith is 
dead … but you cannot revive it.868 

Only two years earlier, in ‘Dramatis Personae,’ Eliot had envisaged a stage that might ‘satisfy the 

craving for ritual.’ Now, however, after his agonised failure to complete Sweeney Agonistes, he 

had reached a realisation that whatever a higher, more encompassing order might be, and 

however ‘out of joint’ the present age might be both with itself and with this higher order, it 

would not be recovered by means of a mythic construct of a writer or an artist’s making. You 

cannot revive a ritual without reviving a faith. 

This, suggests Charles Taylor in A Secular Age, is ‘why so many influential converts in the last 

two centuries have been writers and artists. 

 
866 T.S. Eliot, "The Ballet," Criterion 3, no. 11 (1925), Complete Prose, Vol.2, 582. 
867 Ibid. 
868 Ibid.: 583. 
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Literature is one of the prime loci of expression of these newly-discovered insights; 
newly-discovered because people come at them from out of the immanent order, either 
from the belief that this order is all there is, or at least from a powerful sense of the 
pressure that this order exerts on us all. […] is there another ideal relation between this 
larger order, and the established political, cultural, intellectual orders of society? Is the 
ideal relation one in which there is no lack of fit, in which the two cohere perfectly? This 
ideal has often haunted coverts in the last centuries. 869 

As Peter Ackroyd has suggested, Eliot’s conversion ‘was not the dramatic or unexpected reversal 

of interests which some have claimed it to be, but rather the culmination of a lengthy and 

consistent process which at least in hindsight seems inevitable.’870 As Eliot was to put it in 

‘Thoughts After Lambeth’ in 1931: 

The World is trying the experiment of attempting to form a civilized but non-Christian 
mentality. The experiment will fail; but we must be very patient in awaiting its collapse; 
meanwhile redeeming the time: so that Faith may be preserved alive through the dark 
ages before us; to renew and rebuild civilization, and save the World from suicide.871 

Eliot’s writings on the poetic drama are a key source for tracing the passage of this 

development and witnessing the consistency of its process. With a broader conception of the 

debates with which Eliot engaged in those early critical pieces, a more consistent perspective on 

that process becomes possible. As Chinitz records, quoting Flanagan, leading a discussion of his 

work after the production at Vassar in 1933, Eliot declared that ‘“my poetry is simple and 

straightforward”,’ and ‘when the audience laughed he looked pained.’ His defeated reaction was 

to add that ‘“it is dubious whether the purpose of poetry is to communicate anyway”.’872  

E. Martin Browne and the Bishop of Chichester were to provide Eliot with new opportunities 

to consider that position, and, perhaps, reasons for greater optimism in relation to his own 

artistic project. It is at this point, however, from which most studies of the poetic drama have 

started: on the one hand with the later stage successes and religious festival projects of Eliot and 

others, many of them produced in collaboration with Browne; on the other, the work of Rupert 

 
869 Taylor, A Secular Age, 732-3. 
870 Ackroyd, T.S. Eliot, 138. 
871 T.S. Eliot, “Thoughts After Lambeth,” Complete Prose, Vol.4, 240-1. 
872 Chinitz, T.S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide, 127. 
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Doone’s Group Theatre, which gave Sweeney Agonistes its first British performance at its rooms 

in Great Newport Street, and whose activities represented perhaps the closest conjunction 

between the poetic drama and ‘modernism’ proper. At this stage, however, Eliot had already had 

a tremendous impact on the movement for poetic drama, releasing it from stale and outmoded 

associations and setting it on a new course—one with which he quickly assumed an authoritative 

position even before he found a place for his own dramatic project, much to Bottomley’s chagrin. 

Bottomley persisted in bemoaning the tendency of much of what followed in the debate 

concerning poetic drama to ‘[take] no notice of the vital (if unobtrusive) spade-work by which all 

more recent activities have benefited.’873 Dismayed at the claim that he perceived ‘the moderns’ 

to have made on Yeats via Pound, he was to make continual attempts to place himself, Masefield 

and Binyon in particular in a lineal descent that emerged directly from Yeats, and that was now 

effectively at a close. As he put it in ‘To W.B. Yeats’ as preface to his own Lyric Plays in 1934, ‘I 

was born into a time / That now I see was the close of a great age’.  

That time has ended, as in Athens once 
And Florence and Shakespeare’s London a great age 
Ended: we survive into a time 
Of shortened vision, disharmony, distrust, 
That will not let the immortals work with us.874 

In line with his broader critical programme, Eliot had taken the debate concerning the 

possibility of a poetic drama beyond circularity, through Socratic dialogue, and into a personal 

synthesis that became a lighthouse statement of purpose. It seemed clear to him, and others, 

that ‘the deepest sources of European culture were in Christianity, and that this culture must lose 

force and depth to the extent that the moderns departed from it.’875 Like so many artists of the 

last few centuries, the outcome for Eliot of his journey through the poetic drama had been ‘To 

arrive where we started / And know the place for the first time.’876   

 
873 Gordon Bottomley, "Choric Drama," Theatre Arts 26, no. 5 (1942): 344. 
874 Bottomley, Lyric Plays, v. 
875 Taylor, A Secular Age, 733 
876 T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets, (London: Faber, 1944), 43. 
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Conclusion 

So here I am, in the middle way877, having had twenty years— 
Twenty years largely wasted, the years of l'entre deux guerres— 
Trying to use words, and every attempt 
Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure 
Because one has only learnt to get the better of words 
For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which 
One is no longer disposed to say it.  

T.S. Eliot, ‘East Coker’ 

‘The modernist temper,’ wrote Sandra den Otter in her study of British idealism and social 

explanation, ‘in which ironic self-awareness predominated and the aesthetic realm was cordoned 

off from the larger social and political world, was in so many ways foreign to the idealists.’878 With 

those later lenses, the critical and creative writings of adherents of the poetic drama in the first 

three decades of the twentieth century might seem deserving of their neglect. By restoring its 

broader context, one in which social thought and practice were steeped in idealist principles, we 

see a deeper, more heightened view of the movement for poetic drama, and an equivalent 

aspiration towards a restored community. Certainly many commentators were critical of idealist 

metaphysics and moral philosophy, but it was, as den Otter and others have shown, the dominant 

school of thought in Britain at this time, ‘and provided a focus for anxiety about the fragility of the 

social tissue.’879 

The role of this thesis is not to make qualitative judgements on the plays of Stephen Phillips 

or the Georgians, and it certainly does not make the case for a return of such works to our 

attention. In looking at this strange and protracted episode in English literary history, however, 

we see a slow unravelling that prefigures that ‘cordoning off’ of the aesthetic realm. The launch 

of Stephen Phillips into the literary and theatrical realms inspired an astonishing volume of 

institutional soul-searching that took the poetic drama as its impetus, only a fraction of which is 

 
877 The reference is to Dante, Purgatoria Canto 1, the middle way of acceptance and renewal, rediscovery of 
‘what has been lost / And found and lost again and again,’ as the necessary and only possible route to the 
light of divine revelation.  
878 den Otter, 205 
879 Ibid., 4 
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addressed here. It revolved around anxieties that clung to the idea of the poetic drama over the 

next three decades, anxieties which prefigure the further fracturing of cultural realms. 

The idea of the poetic drama offered a nexus for a range of related concerns. Its champions 

dwelt gloomily on the destructive impact of newspapers and cheap novels, of popular forms and 

practices of theatre, of the deleterious impact of education on children and the lack of it of their 

parents. They harkened back to various and contested versions of a glorious cultural past—often 

the unity of the Greeks, sometimes Shakespeare. Even Shakespeare, though an emblem of 

national achievement for many, was for others felt to be too closely associated with disruption of 

that beautiful unity in the progress of Christian society. That unity, it was felt, by means of which 

a community engages on an immediate and a universal level with a larger, untheorised spiritual 

environment, might be recovered by means of a new collective poetic synthesis. In attaining this 

state, the poetic drama might provide spiritual and moral renewal for a society that no longer 

found such a thing in religious practice.  

Like philosophical idealism itself, the poetic drama was not necessarily vanquished by force 

of argument. In many ways it offered a more persuasively theorised rationale than the Fabian 

proponents of the New Drama. Idealist thought, however, was increasingly challenged on the 

basis of abstract language and complex ‘through and through’ systems (Bosanquet’s drive for 

synthesis, for example), or because it detached experience from the immediate physical world.880 

The Georgians, too, were unable to match their theories to the reality of the commercial theatre 

and the conditions of the stage. Given the problem of the audience, of the lack therein of that 

instinctive, collective, poetic sensibility of the glorious past, it was perhaps inevitable that they 

would grasp the opportunity that seemed to be offered by flourishing educational institutions. 

Yet even as the professionalisation of disciplines offered challenges of ‘rigour’ and ‘discipline’ to 

idealist social philosophers, so the poetic dramatists also found themselves unable to match their 

 
880 William James, ‘Absolutism and Empiricism,’ quoted in den Otter, 209 
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theory to the fulfilment of the need it defined. While diehards like Bottomley published ‘chamber 

dramas’ for verse-speaking societies, others found their way to more popular prose fare, or even, 

in Drinkwater’s case, to Broadway and Hollywood.881   

By restoring this story in its fuller context we see the poetic drama not only, or even 

primarily, as a theatrical event, or even a literary one. This is not just about ‘interdisciplinarity’ in 

the post-discipline, ‘cordoned-off’ era—illuminating the study of literature and drama by placing 

it in an enlightening context. Rather, this recognises that the idea of the poetic drama in itself 

prefigures and ultimately manifests the fracturing of strains of thought into such disciplines. As an 

idea it is part of a broader resistance to, and fear of, such fracturing, an expression of all that is 

felt to be lost within such divisions and temporal concerns.  

From the perspective of literary and theatrical disciplines, though, this story does offer an 

important context for some writers who possess a level of canonical repute. It adds to our 

knowledge of the reception of Yeats’s ideas in England, for example, and the other side of the 

debate around social policy surrounding the birth of the ‘New Drama.’ For T.S. Eliot, it restores 

the idea of the ‘possibility’ of the poetic drama as a formative idea in his development, the 

central pillar of his explorations of the relationship between art and society. While his later verse 

dramas have received some focus, it is this earlier struggle, and the related failure to complete 

Sweeney Agonistes, that makes that later work possible for Eliot. The persistent misreading of ‘A 

Dialogue on Poetic Drama’ demonstrates the need for this context, as a work that represents a 

tortured sensibility, one that is resolved by Eliot’s conversion. With a fuller awareness of the 

previous thirty years’ exploration of the social philosophy of the poetic drama, we see a 

somewhat more serene acceptance of ‘divers’ voices and the marking out of a clearer, more 

personal route to the unities.  

 
881 Drinkwater’s play Abraham Lincoln (1918) was a huge success, moving to Broadway in 1919 with Frank 
McGlynn in the lead role. McGlynn reprised the role for a two-reel film version in 1924. Orson Welles took 
the lead role for an episode of The Mercury Theatre on the Air, and a later television adaptation of 1952 was 
notable for featuring a young James Dean.  
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In the story of the rise and fall of Stephen Phillips, we see conglomeration of an immense 

vista of ideas and concerns lying behind this relatively sudden surge of attention around the idea 

of an English poetic drama. The relationship between these ideas, and the agencies and 

institutions of theatre and print that are both a focus of anxiety and the means of realisation and 

expression, reveals a great deal about the quixotic foundations of the emerging movement for 

poetic drama.  

From this foundation, we see the Georgian poets embrace the idealist and idealistic 

implications of the poetic drama. Placing their dogged pursuit of form and staunch critical voice in 

the context that they clearly signpost, we see a rearguard romanticism occupying a clear position 

in relation to emerging strands of socio-political and cultural criticism. 

Although a commonly somewhat dismissive view of the Georgians seems fair in many 

respects, they are, for all of us, worth a diversion. They are the ultimate exemplar of, as Taylor 

puts it, those who, seeking a place to go for modern unbelief, ‘are moved by critiques on the 

“Romantic” axes.’882 In the third chapter, by setting the collapse of their vision alongside broader 

challenges to the primacy of (particularly Liberal) idealist assumptions, we see the peculiar 

challenges faced by artists at this time.  

This exploration of the idea of an English poetic drama in the early twentieth century reveals 

a great deal about the social mission of literature and criticism, its possibilities and limits, while it 

also aligns existing strands of investigation from diverse fields. In chapter 4 we see Eliot 

investigate these limits, before leaning into them. It adds an important dimension to his unique 

approach, not only to the defining (as he continued to insist) problem and possibility of a poetic 

drama, but equally to the particular mode of spiritual acceptance that formed a bedrock for his 

future work.  

 
882 Taylor, A Secular Age, 356. 
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It is to be hoped that this thesis might provide a firmer ground from which to write with an 

equally broad perspective of the poetic drama in the 1930s, 1940s and through to ‘1956 and all 

that.’ There is Eliot’s work with E. Martin Browne; the activities of the Group Theatre of Robert 

Medley, Rupert Doone and others showcasing cross-genre work by W.H. Auden, Christopher 

Isherwood, Stephen Spender and Louis MacNeice; there is Ashley Dukes’s Mercury Theatre, and 

the plays of Anne Ridler, Norman Nicholson and Ronald Duncan; Eliot’s continuing theorising of 

the form alongside his cultural theology, together with Christopher Dawson, Charles Williams and 

others; and the fascinating plays in church settings of Eliot, Binyon, Bottomley, Masefield and 

Dorothy L. Sayers. There is a rich story to be told of all this and more, one which has only been 

put together in snatches. 

There would be, one suspects, much of interest in that story to scholars of modernism. As 

Virginia Woolf demonstrated in ‘The Narrow Bridge of Art,’ published in the New York Herald 

Tribune in 1927, the idea of the poetic drama, and the struggle that it represented ‘to bring to 

bear upon … tumultuous and contradictory emotions the generalizing and simplifying power of a 

strict and logical imagination,’ shared concerns with alternative currents in literary thought. ‘If we 

look at the state of the poetic play,’ Woolf suggested, ‘we must have grave doubts that any force 

on earth can now revive it.’ While it was ‘still practised by writers of the highest genius and 

ambition,’ most of its products had ‘climbed to the top shelves of our bookcases, put their heads 

under their wings, and gone to sleep.’ Some explanation of that failure might, however, ‘throw 

some light upon the future which we are considering.’883 (It was, of course, one which she 

explored with playful lyricism in Between The Acts.) There was, she suggested, ‘a vague, 

mysterious thing called an attitude towards life.’ Where the attitude towards life of the 

Elizabethans ‘made them able to express themselves freely and fully,’ poetry is no longer ‘lending 

her services to us nearly as freely as she did to them. The great channel of expression which has 

 
883 Reprinted in Virginia Woolf, "The Narrow Bridge of Art," in Collected Essays (London: Hogarth Press, 
1966), 219. 
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carried away so much energy, so much genius, seems to have narrowed itself or to have turned 

aside.’  

The public appetite, not for books, but for the drama, the smallness of the towns, the 
distance which separated people, the ignorance in which even the educated then lived, 
all made it natural for the Elizabethan imagination to fill itself with lions and unicorns, 
dukes and duchesses, violence and mystery. … Yet our first thought when we open a 
modern poetic play—and this applies too, to much modern poetry—is that the writer is 
not at his ease. He is afraid, he is forced, he is self-conscious. And with good reason! we 
may exclaim, for which of us is perfectly at ease with a man in a toga called Xenocrates, 
or with a woman in a blanket called Eudoxa? Yet for some reason the modern poetic play 
is always about Xenocrates and not about Mr. Robinson; it is about Thessaly and not 
about Charing Cross Road.884 

For Woolf, the modern poetic dramatists did not want a ‘veil that heightens but a curtain that 

conceals.’ This was why they sought ‘the veil of the past and of distance’.885 Modern literature, 

‘which had grown a little sultry and scented’ in the late nineteenth century, had revived ‘when 

Samuel Butler and Bernard Shaw began to burn their feathers and apply salts to their nose.’ 

Poetry, in the meantime, had ‘remained aloof in the possession of her priests.’ Always 

‘overwhelmingly on the side of beauty,’ she had ‘always insisted on certain rights, such as rhyme, 

metre, poetic diction.’886 It may be, however, that the emotions ‘sketched in such rude outline’ by 

Woolf ‘and imputed to the modern mind’ might ‘submit more readily to prose than to poetry.’  

That cannibal, the novel, which has devoured so many forms of art will by then have 
devoured even more. … It will be written in prose, but in prose which has many of the 
characteristics of poetry. It will have something of the exaltation of poetry, but much of 
the ordinariness of prose. It will be dramatic, and yet not a play. It will be read, not 
acted.887 

The novelist of the future, however, is given form by the Elizabethan drama of the past. ‘We long 

for some more impersonal relationship. We long for ideas, for dreams, for imagination, for 

poetry. And it is one of the glories of the Elizabethan dramatist that they give us this.’ They give 

us ‘the relations of man to nature, to fate; his imagination; his dreams.’ But ‘with all the 

 
884 Ibid., 220-1. 
885 Ibid., 221. 
886 Ibid., 223. 
887 Ibid., 224. 



269 
 

suppleness of a tool which is in constant use’ it is prose that ‘can follow the windings and record 

the changes which are typical of a modern mind.’ Therefore modern literature ‘will clasp to its 

breast the precious prerogatives of the democratic art of prose’.888  

Woolf and Eliot were certainly agreed that the ‘prose play is too rigid, too limited, too 

emphatic for [its] purposes. It lets slip between its meshes half the things [it] wants to say.’ As 

they and most of those who stood in any kind of relation to ideas of literary art were painfully 

aware, ‘if the signs of the times are worth anything the need of fresh developments is being felt.’ 

The idea of the poetic drama was an important element in a broader process, in which writers 

were in various ways ‘trying to readjust their attitude so that they may once more stand easily 

and naturally in a position where their powers have full play upon important things.’889 

  

 
888 Ibid., 225-6. 
889 Ibid., 228-9. 



270 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Manuscript Sources 

Birmingham Public Library 

Barry Jackson papers (only partially catalogued) 

The British Library 

Gordon Bottomley Papers (GB 58 Add MS 88957) 

The Brotherton Library at the University of Leeds 

Wilfred Wilson Gibson papers (MS 20c Gibson) 

The Houghton Library at Harvard University 

E. Martin Browne Papers (MS Thr 392) 

John Masefield letters to Thomas W. Lamont and Jack Butler Yeats (MS Eng 1418) 

New York Public Library 

Edward Howard Marsh Collection (Berg Coll MSS Marsh) 

Stephen Phillips Collection (Berg Coll MSS Phillips) 

The Harry Ransom Centre at UT Austin 

Clifford Bax Collection (MS-0271) 

Richard Church Collection (MS-0790) 

Harley Granville-Barker Collection (MS-1699) 

John Lane Company Records (MS-02195) 

The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University 

John Drinkwater Collection (GEN MSS 234) 

John Masefield collection (GEN MSS 288) 

The Bodleian Library at the University of Oxford 

Gilbert Murray Papers (MSS Gilbert Murray) 

Archive of H.A.L. Fisher (MSS. Fisher) 

Archive of Robert Seymour Bridges (MSS. Bridges) 

Literary Papers of James Elroy Flecker (MSS. Eng. misc. d. 1275; Eng. poet. c. 81-2, d. 243-54, e. 
185-6, f. 42) 

Interviews 

Personal interview with Anne Ridler, 26 April 2001 (unpublished). 

Personal interview with Christopher Fry, 14 June 2004 (unpublished). 



271 
 

Primary Material 

Unsigned 

The Incorporated Stage Society: Ten Years 1899 to 1909. London: Chiswick Press, 1909. 

The Scallop-Shell. The Pilgrim Review. Edited by John Drinkwater. 2 vols: Birmingham, 1911. 

The Essentials of English Teaching. London: English Association, 1919. 

Twenty Five Years of the British Drama League, 1919-1944. London: British Drama League, 1944. 

"1897: A Retrospect." The Academy 52, no. 1337 (1897): 486-8. 

"About Stephen Phillips and His Paolo and Francesca." John Lane's Bodley Head Bulletin 1:1 
(1900): 1. 

"An Academy of Letters." Academy 52 (1897). 

"Academy of Letters: Various Views." The Academy 52, no. 1332 (1897): 401-3. 

"The Academy: A Retrospect." The Academy 1280 (14 November 1896): 375. 

"An Auspicious Occasion." Drama 1 (1919): 22-4. 

"British Drama League: Movement for Higher Standard: The People Ready." The Times (London), 
June 4 1919, 9, Col. A. 

"Correspondence." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 519-22. 

"The Crowned Books." The Academy 53, no. 1339 (1898): 47-9. 

"Deputation to the Minister of Education." Drama 1 (1919): 152-4. 

"Drama League Chronicle." Drama 1 (1919): 29-32. 

"Dramatic Poetry and Poetic Drama." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 131-2. 

"Echo from the Conference." Drama 1 (1919): 59-62. 

"Georgian Plays." Daily Telegraph, 20 May 1916, 6. 

"Georgian Plays at His Majesty's." llustrated London News, no. 27 May 1916: 688. 

"Georgian Plays at His Majesty's." Illustrated London News  (27 May 1916 1916): 688. 

"The "Georgian" Drama: Three One-Act Plays." The Times, 20 May 1916, 9. 

"A Handbook to the Poets." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 490-1. 

"Has a Great Dramatic Poet Arisen in England?". Literary Digest 19, no. 27 (1899): 800. 

"The Journal of the Poetry Society." Poetical Gazette 26 (1912): 563. 

"The Looker-On." Blackwood's Edinburgh magazine 163, no. 990 (1898): 559-72. 

"Miscellaneous Companies." The Times (London), Oct 19 1897, A13. 

"Miscellaneous Reviews (Book Review)." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 338. 

"Miss Viola Tree's Matinee." The Stage  (1916): 18. 

"Mr Stephen Phillips and the Critics." The Outlook 2, 32 (1898): 170. 

"Mr Stephen Phillips' New Play." The Academy & Literature, no. 2108 (1912): 399-400. 



272 
 

"Mr Stephen Phillips' Poems." The Academy, no. 1339 (1898): 3-4. 

"Mr Stephen Phillips' Poetry." The Academy, no. 1341 (1898): 47-48. 

"Mr Swinburne, and the Proposed Academy of Letters." The Academy 52, no. 1332 (1897): 449. 

"Mr Symonds's Introduction to Dante." Examiner 3386 (1872): 1253. 

"The New Menagerie of Letters." Punch 113 (1897): 238. 

"Notes and News." Academy 52 (1897): 425-6. 

"Notice." The Academy 1279 (1896): 341. 

"Poetic Drama: An Important Statement." Poetry Review 3 (1913): 164-6. 

"Poetic Drama: Opening of a Subscription List." Poetical Gazette 19 (1912): 238. 

"Poetry and Verse." The Academy, no. 2012 (1910): 513-14. 

"The Poetry of Mr. Stephen Phillips: Review of Poems and Paolo and Francesca." Edinburgh 
Review 191, 391 (1900): 51-75. 

"Preface." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 3-5. 

"Review of Poems, by Stephen Phillips." The Athenaeum, no. 3666 (1898): 144-45. 

"Reviews: Mr Stephen Phillips' Poetry." The Academy, no. 1339 (1898): 3-4. 

"Sarah Grand on the Proposed Academy of Letters." The Academy 52, no. 1332 (1897): 449. 

"Some Recent Verse." The Edinburgh Review 210, no. 430 (1909): 378-99. 

"Three Georgian Plays at His Majesty's." The Era, 24 May 1916, 21. 

"Tradition and Poetic Drama." Nation 8, no. 19 (1911): 771-2. 

"Two New Plays." National Observer 11, no. 285 (1894): 635-36. 

"Warton Lectures on English Poetry." Proceedings of the British Academy, British Academy, 
2005, accessed January 10, 2008, http://www.proc.britac.ac.uk/cgi-
bin/somsid.cgi?page=lectures/warton. 

"William Carlos Williams." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 481-4. 

Veteran. "Poetic Plays and Prosaic Trash." Theatrical Journal 14, no. 715 (1853): 263-64. 

Victor. "A New Drama." Theatrical Journal 18, no. 912 (1857): 172. 

Beta. "The Drama, Poetry and Philosophy." Theatrical Journal 11, no. 525 (1850): 5. 

K. "The Poetic Drama and Its Critics." Musical World 47, no. 35 (1869): 606-07. 

Signed 

Abercrombie, Lascelles. "The Function of Poetry in the Drama." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 107-18. 

Ackerman, Robert. The Myth and Ritual School: J.G. Frazer and the Cambridge Ritualists. London: 
Routledge, 2002. 

Ackroyd, Peter. T.S. Eliot. London: Abacus, 1985. 

Aiken, Conrad. Scepticisms: Notes on Contemporary Poetry. New York: AA Knopf, 1919. 



273 
 

Altick, Richard D. The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass Reading Public, 1800-
1900. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957. 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 
2nd ed. London: Verso, 1991. 

Archer, William. "The Case for National Theatres." Monthly Review 8, no. 22 (1902/07/01/ 1902): 
140-55. 

———. "The Duchess of Malfi." Nineteenth Century and After 87 (1920): 126-32. 

———. English Dramatists of Today. London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, & Rivington, 1882. 

———. "Fabianism and the Drama." The New Age 3, 23 (1908): 450-1. 

———. "Fabianism and the Drama Ii." The New Age 3, 24 (1908): 468-9. 

———. "Fabianism and the Drama Iii." The New Age 3, 25 (1908): 489-90. 

———. "Fabianism and the Drama Iv." The New Age 3, 26 (1908): 510. 

———. "The Last Two Months." Drama 1 (1919): 25-7. 

———. The Old Drama and the New: An Essay in Re-Valuation. London: W. Heineman, 1923. 

———. Play-Making: A Manual of Craftsmanship. London: Chapman & Hall, 1912. 

———. "Real Conversations Iv: Mr Stephen Phillips." The Pall Mall Magazine 24, no. 98 (1901): 
246-54. 

———. "Re-Distributing Shakespeare." Contemporary Review 121 (1922): 746-53.. 

Archer, William, and Harley Granville Barker. Scheme & Estimates for a National Theatre. 2nd ed. 
London: Duckworth & Co., 1907. 

Armstrong, Henry Edward. The Teaching of Scientific Method, and Other Papers on Education. 
London: MacMillan, 1903. 

Ascher, Isidore G. "The Revival of Poetic Drama." The Academy, no. 2065 (1911): 713-14. 

Assael, Brenda. The Circus and Victorian Society. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
2005. 

Baldick, Chris. The Modern Movement 1910-1940. Oxford English Literary History 10. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004. 

———. The Social Mission of English Criticism, 1848-1932. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987. 

Bate, Robert Shelton. The Teaching of English Literature in Secondary Schools. London: G. Bell & 
Sons Ltd., 1913. 

Bax, Clifford. Up Stream: A Drama in Three Acts. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1922. 

Beer, Gillian. "Speaking for the Others: Relativism and Authority in Victorian Anthropological 
Literature." In Sir James Frazer and the Literary Imagination, edited by Robert Fraser, xv, 
318 p., 2 p. of plates. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990. 

Bentley, Michael. Companion to Historiography. London: Routledge, 1997. 

———. Modern Historiography: An Introduction. London: Routledge, 1999. 



274 
 

———. Modernizing England's Past: English Historiography in the Age of Modernism, 1870-1970. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005. 

Bettany, F.G. "A Valedictory Situation." Arts Gazette  (29 May 29 May, 1920): 93. 

Binyon, Laurence. "Milton's Prosody." Academy 1140 (1894/03/10/ 1894): 202-03. 

———. "Mr Bridges' 'Prometheus' and Poetic Drama." Dome Mar. (1899/03/01/ 1899): 199-206. 

Booth, Michael R., and Joel H. Kaplan. The Edwardian Theatre: Essays on Performance and the 
Stage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

Bosanquet, Bernard. A Companion to Plato's Republic for English Readers. New York: MacMillan, 
1895. 

———. Essays and Addresses. 3rd ed. London: S. Sonnenschein, 1899. 

———. A History of Aesthetic. 2nd ed. London: Allen & Unwin, 1956. 

———. The Philosophical Theory of the State. 3rd ed. London: Macmillan, 1920. 

———. Science and Philosophy and Other Essays. London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1927. 

Bosanquet, Helen. The Strength of the People: A Study in Social Economics. London: Macmillan, 
1902. 

Bottomley, Gordon. "Choric Drama." Letter to the editor. Theatre Arts 26, no. 5 (1942): 344-5. 

———. "Choric Speech and the Stage: A Note on a Modern Development." Theatre Arts Monthly 
19 (1935): 531-4. 

———. King Lear's Wife. New York: Paul R. Reynolds, 1916. 

———. Lyric Plays. London: Constable, 1932. 

———. Poetry, Speech and the Theatre. Oxford. 

———. The Riding to Lithend. Flansham, Sussex: Pear Tree Press, 1909. 

———. Scenes and Plays. London: Constable, 1929. 

———. A Stage for Poetry: My Purposes with My Plays. Kendal: Printed privately for the author 
by T. Wilson, 1948. 

———. "Verse in the Theatre [Letter to the Editor]." The Spectator (Correspondence), 7 
December, 1929, 854-5. 

Boucher, David. The British Idealists. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 

Bradley, AC. Oxford Lectures on Poetry. 2nd ed. London: Macmillan, 1963. 

———. Shakespearean Tragedy. London: Macmillan, 1904. 

Bradley, F. H. Appearance and Reality: A Metaphysical Essay. London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1893. 

Bridges, Robert. Collected Essays, Papers, Etc. Of Robert Bridges. Edited by M.M. Bridges. 
London: Oxford University Press, 1927. 

———. Society for Pure English, Tract I. Oxford: Clarendon, 1919. 

———. Poetical Works of Robert Bridges. 6 vols. London: Smith Elder, 1898. 

Brooke, Rupert. Lithuania: A Drama in One Act. London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1935. 



275 
 

Brooke, Stopford Augustus. English Literature from A.D. 670 to A.D. 1832. London: Macmillan, 
1924. 

Brooker, Jewel Spears. T.S. Eliot: The Contemporary Reviews. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004.  

Brownlee, Kevin. "Dante and the Classical Poets." In The Cambridge Companion to Dante, edited 
by Rachel Jacoff, 141-60. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

Bush, Ronald. Review of David Chinitz, T.S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide. Modernism/Modernity 
12, no. 1 (2005): 198-200. 

Carlson, Marvin A. Theories of the Theatre: A Historical and Critical Survey, from the Greeks to 
the Present. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984. 

Carlyle, Thomas. On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History. Edited by Henry David 
Gray. New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1906. 

Carter, Huntly. "Modern Influences on Public Dramatic Taste." Drama 1 (1919): 74-8. 

Child, Harold. "Revivals of English Dramatic Works, 1919-1925." Review of English Studies 2 (1926 
1926): 177-88.  

Childs, Donald J. From Philosophy to Poetry: T.S. Eliot's Study of Knowledge and Experience. 
London: Athlone, 2001. 

Chinitz, David. "T. S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide." PMLA 110, no. 2 (1995): 236-47. 

———. T.S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003. 

Chothia, Jean. English Drama of the Early Modern Period, 1890-1940. London: Longman, 1996. 

Clutton-Brock, A. Shakespeare's "Hamlet". London: Methuen, 1922. 

Cole, Marion. Fogie: The Life of Elsie Fogerty, C.B.E. London: P. Davies, 1967. 

Collingwood, R. G. The Idea of History. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1946. 

———. The Principles of History: And Other Writings in Philosophy of History. Ed. William H. Dray 
and W. J. van der Dussen. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999. 

Collini, Stefan. "Sociology and Idealism in Britain 1880-1920." European Journal of Sociology 19, 
no. 1 (1978): 3-50. 

Colvin, Sidney. "Mr Stephen Phillips's Tragedy of Paolo and Francesca." The Nineteenth Century 
46, no. 274 (1899): 915-33. 

Cook, Albert. History/Writing. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988. 

Cooper, David E., and Timothy L. S. Sprigge. Metaphysics: The Classic Readings. Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2000. 

Cornford, Francis Macdonald. The Origin of Attic Comedy. London: Edward Arnold, 1914. 

Courthope, W.J. The Connexion between Ancient and Modern Romance. Warton Lecture on 
English Poetry 2. London: Oxford University Press, 1911. 

———.  A History of English Poetry. 6 vols. London: Macmillan, 1895. 

Craig, Edward. The Shorter Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. London: Routledge, 2005. 



276 
 

Cran, George. Herbert Beerbohm Tree. Stars of the Stage. London: John Lane, 1907. 

Critchley, Simon. Very Little... Almost Nothing: Death, Philosophy, Literature. 2nd ed. London: 
Routledge, 2004. 

Dale, Peter Allan. The Victorian Critic and the Idea of History: Carlyle, Arnold, Pater. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1977. 

Darling, Elizabeth, and Lesley Whitworth. Women and the Making of Built Space in England, 
1870-1950. London: Routledge, 2017. 

Dean, Basil. Seven Ages: An Autobiography, 1888-1927 London: Hutchinson, 1970. 

den Otter, Sandra. British Idealism and Social Explanation: A Study in Late Victorian Thought. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996. 

Dinunzio, Joseph. Review of Ronald Schuchard, Eliot's Dark Angel: Intersections of Life and Art. 
Review of English Studies 53, no. 211 (2002): 462-64. 

Drinkwater, John. Discovery. London: E. Benn, 1932. 

———. The Lyric. Art & Craft of Letters. London: Secker, 1922. 

———. "A Note on Poetic Drama." Theatre Arts Monthly 4 (1920): 190. 

———. "Verse in the Theatre." The Spectator, 30 November, 1929, 804-5. 

———, ed. The Scallop-Shell. The Pilgrim Review, 2 vols. (Birmingham, 1911). 

Edwards, Philip. Shakespeare: A Writer's Progress. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986. 

Eliot, Charlotte. Savonarola, a Dramatic Poem. London: R. Cobden-Sanderson, 1926. 

Eliot, T.S. "The Ballet." Review of The Dance: An Historical Survey of Dancing in Europe, by Cecil J. 
Sharpe; Mudra: The Ritual Hand Poses of the Buddha Priests and Shiva Priests, by Tyra de 
Kleen. Book Review. Criterion 3, no. 11 (April 1925): 441-3. 

———. "The Beating of a Drum." Nation and the Athenaeum 34, no. 1 (October 6 1923): 11-2. 

———. "Classics in English." Review of The Poets Translation Series I-VI. Poetry 9 (1916): 101-5. 

———. "A Commentary: The Sunday Theatrical Societies; a National Theatre Too Educational; 
the Private Societies Again; the Phoenix; the Modern Stage; 'the Art of Being Ruled'." The 
New Criterion IV, no. III (1926): 417-20. 

———. "A Commentary: The Work of T.E. Hulme; Hulme & Classicism; the University Presses; the 
Honourable Bertrand Russell & Culture; the Very Reverend W.R. Inge & Byron; Miss 
Athene Seyler." Criterion II, no. 7 (April 1924): 231-5. 

———. "Dramatis Personae." Criterion 1, no. 3 (1922): 303-6. 

———. "'The Duchess of Malfi' at the Lyric: And Poetic Drama." Art & Letters III, no. 1 (Winter 
1919/20): 36-9. 

———. "Ezra Pound." Poetry 68 (1946): 326-37. 

———. "A Foreign Mind." Review of W.B. Yeats, The Cutting of an Agate. Athenaeum 4653 
(1919/07/04/ 1919): 552-3. 

———. "Four Elizabethan Dramatists I. A Preface." Criterion 2 (1923): 115-23. 



277 
 

———. Four Quartets. London: Faber & Faber, 1944. 

———. "From Dryden to Coleridge." In A Companion to Shakespeare Studies, edited by Harley 
Granville-Barker and G.B. Harrison, 287-99. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1934. 

———. "Isolated Superiority." In The Dial: Arts and Letters in the 1920's: An Anthology of 
Writings from the Dial Magazine 1920-29, edited by Gaye L. Brown, 29-31. Worcester: 
Worcester Art Museum, 1981. 

———. "London Letter." Dial LXX, no. 6 (May 1921): 686-91. 

———. "The Method of Mr. Pound." Review of Quia Pauper Amavi, by Ezra Pound. Athenaeum 
4669 (24 October 1919): 1065. 

———. "The Noh and the Image." Egoist 4, no. 7 (August 1917): 102-3. 

———. "The Phoenix Society. To the Editor.". Athenaeum 4687 (1920): 285. 

———. "The Poetic Drama." Review of Cinnamon & Angelica: A Play, by John Middleton Murry. 
Atheneaum, no. 4698 (1920/05/14/ 1920): 635-6.  

———. Poetry and Drama. London: Faber & Faber, 1951. 

———. "A Prediction in Regard to Three English Authors." Vanity Fair 21, no. 6 (1924): 29. 

———. "Reflections on Contemporary Poetry." Egoist 4, no. 8 (1917): 118-9. 

———. "The Romantic Generation, If It Existed." Atheneaum, no. 4655 (1919): 616-17.  

———. The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism. 2nd ed. London: Methuen, 1928. 

———. Selected Essays. 3rd ed. London: Faber, 1951. 

———. "Was There a Scottish Literature?". Atheneaum, no. 4657 (1919): 680-81.  

Eliot, T. S., Ronald Schuchard, Anthony Cuda, Alan Parsons, and et al. The Complete Prose of T.S. 
Eliot. 8 Volumes. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014. 

Everett, Barbara. "The New Style of "Sweeney Agonistes"." Yearbook of English Studies 14 (1984): 
243-63.  

Faulk, Barry, Marc Redfield, and David Chinitz. "T. S. Eliot." PMLA 110, no. 5 (1995). 

Feather, John. A History of British Publishing. 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 2006. 

Fitzmyer, Joseph A. The Gospel According to Luke. 2 vols. New York ; London: Doubleday, 1981. 

Fogerty, Elsie. "The English Committee's Report." Drama 2 (February 1921): 21. 

———. The Speaking of English Verse. London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1923. 

Fowler, J.H. The Teaching of English Composition. English Association Pamphlet, No.17. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1910. 

Frazer, James George. The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion. Edited by Robert Fraser. 
Oxford University Press: London, 1994. 

Gahan, Peter. "Bernard Shaw's Dionysian Trilogy: Reworkings of Gilbert Murray's Translation of 
Euripides's Bacchae in Major Barbara, Misalliance, and Heartbreak House." SHAW: The 
Journal of Bernard Shaw Studies 37, no. 1 (2017): 28-74. 



278 
 

Gainor, J Ellen. "Fabian Drama." In George Bernard Shaw in Context, edited by Brad Kent, 76-84. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015. 

Gallup, Donald. T.S. Eliot: A Bibliography. London: Faber & Faber, 1952. 

Gardener, Sebastian. "The Limits of Naturalism and the Metaphysics of German Idealism." In 
German Idealism: Contemporary Perspectives, edited by Espen Hammer, 19-49. London: 
Routledge, 2007. 

Gibson, WW. "Emblems of Love: Lascelles Abercrombie (Book Review)." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 
82-3. 

———. "Hoops." In Georgian Poetry 1913-1915, edited by Edward Marsh, 244 p. London: Poetry 
Bookshop, 1915. 

———. "Some Thoughts on the Future of Poetic Drama." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 119-22. 

Gilliam, Harriet. "The Dialectics of Realism and Idealism in Modern Historiographic Theory." 
History and Theory 15, no. 3 (1976): 231-56. 

Goldie, David. A Critical Difference: T.S. Eliot and John Middleton Murry in English Literary 
Criticism, 1919-1928. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998. 

Gordon, Peter E. Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos. Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2010. 

Gordon, Peter, and John White. Philosophers as Educational Reformers: The Influence of Idealism 
on British Educational Thought and Practice. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979. 

Gosse, Edmund. "The Revival of the Poetic Drama." Atlantic Monthly 90 (1902): 156-66. 

Grant, Joy. Harold Monro and the Poetry Bookshop. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1967. 

Gray, Piers. T.S. Eliot's Intellectual and Poetic Development 1909-1922. Brighton: Harvester, 1982. 

Gray, Thomas. The Poems of Thomas Gray. Edited by John Drinkwater. London: J.M. Dent & sons 
ltd., 1912. 

Green, Thomas Hill. Prolegomena to Ethics. 5th ed. Edited by A. C. Bradley and Edward Caird. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906. 

Gross, John. The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters: Aspects of English Literary Life since 1800. 
Pelican Books. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973. 

Gullan, Marjorie. Choral Speaking. London: Methuen, 1931. 

———. Spoken Poetry in the Schools. London: Methuen, 1926. 

Guyer, Paul. A History of Modern Aesthetics Vol. 2: The Nineteenth Century. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014. 

Guyer, Paul, and Rolf-Peter Horstmann. "Idealism." In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
edited by Edward N Zalta. Spring 2021. 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/idealism/. 

Harding, Jason. The Criterion: Cultural Politics and Periodical Networks in Inter-War Britain. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002. 

Harvey, Martin. "The Case for a National Theatre." Drama 1 (1919): 36-8. 



279 
 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. The Introduction to Hegel's Philosophy of Fine Art. Translated by 
Bernard Bosanquet. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, 1886. 

Herford, C. H. The Bearing of English Studies Upon the National Life. The English Association: 
Leaflet No. 16. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1910. 

Hibberd, Dominic. Harold Monro: Poet of the New Age. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001. 

Hill, Miranda, and Maggie Browne. The Little Folks Plays Containing Cinderella, Rumplestiltskin, 
Dummling & How to Get up a Children's Play. London: Cassell, 1906. 

Hill, Octavia. Homes of the London Poor. London: Macmillan, 1883. 

Hind, C. Lewis. Naphtali: Being Influences and Adventures While Earning a Living by Writing. 
London: John Lane, 1926. 

Hodge, Harold. "Nero." Saturday Review 101, no. 2623 (1906): 135-36. 

Hollander, Robert. "Dante and His Commentators." In The Cambridge Companion to Dante, 
edited by Rachel Jacoff, 270-80. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

Homberger, Eric. Ezra Pound: The Critical Heritage. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972. 

Howe, Percival Presland. The Repertory Theatre, a Record & a Criticism. New York: Mitchell 
Kennerley, 1911. 

Howells, W.D. "The New Poetic Drama." North American Review 172, no. 5 (1901): 794-800. 

Hunt, Hugh, Kenneth Richards, and John Russell Taylor. The Revels History of Drama in English: 
1880 to the Present Day. 8 vols. Vol.7, London: Methuen, 1978. 

Innes, Christopher. Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002. 

Jain, Manju. T.S. Eliot and American Philosophy: The Harvard Years. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992. 

Jenkyns, Richard. The Victorians and Ancient Greece. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980. 

Jones, Phyllis Maud. English Critical Essays: Twentieth Century. Oxford University Press: London, 
1933. 

Jones, Ruby Mae. "The English Verse Speaking Association." The English Journal 25, no. 1 (1936): 
50-51.  

Kelley, Donald R. The Descent of Ideas: The History of Intellectual History. Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2002. 

Kemp, Thomas. Birmingham Repertory Theatre: The Playhouse and the Man. Birmingham: 
Cornish Brothers Ltd, 1943. 

Kennedy, Dennis. Granville Barker & the Dream of Theatre. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1985. 

Kennedy, Emmet. Theatre, Opera, and Audiences in Revolutionary Paris : Analysis and Repertory. 
Contributions in Drama and Theatre Studies,. Westport, Conn. ; London: Greenwood 
Press, 1996. 

Ker, W. P. Thomas Warton. Warton Lecture on English Poetry 1. London: Oxford University Press, 
1910. 



280 
 

Kershner, R.B. "Joyce and Stephen Phillips' Ulysses." James Joyce Quarterly 13, no. 2 (1976): 194-
201. 

Knight, George Wilson. The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearian Tragedy. London: 
Routledge, 2001. 

Kumar, Krishan. The Making of English National Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003. 

Lambe, John Lawrence. Experiments in Play Writing in Verse and Prose. London: Sir Isaac Pitman 
& Sons, 1911. 

Lech, Kasia. Dramaturgy of Form: Performing Verse in Contemporary Theatre. London: Routledge, 
2021. 

Lee, Sidney. "The Educational Value of the Drama." Drama 1 (1919): 113-7. 

Leighton, Denys P. The Greenian Moment: T.H. Green, Religion and Political Argument in Victorian 
Britain. Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2004. 

Lindsay, A.D., and J. Laski. "Symposium: Bosanquet's Theory of the General Will." Proceedings of 
the Aristotelian Society 8 (1928): 31-61. 

Longenbach, James. Stone Cottage: Pound, Yeats, and Modernism. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988. 

Lovejoy, Arthur O. Essays in the History of Ideas. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1948. 

Lynd, Robert. Books and Authors. London: R. Cobden-Sanderson, 1922. 

Stray, Christopher, ed., Gilbert Murray Reassessed. Oxford: OUP, 2007. 

Mackail, J.W. Classical Studies. London: J. Murray, 1925. 

Macquarrie, John. Twentieth-Century Religious Thought : The Frontiers of Philosophy and 
Theology, 1900-1980. 2nd ed. London: SCM Press, 1981. 

Maltz, Diana. British Aestheticism and the Urban Working Classes, 1870-1900: Beauty for the 
People. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. 

Maquarie, Arthur. "The Revival of Poetic Drama." The Academy & Literature 81, no. 2069 (1911): 
809. 

Marsh, Edward, ed. Georgian Poetry 1911-1912. 5th ed. London: Poetry Bookshop, 1913. 

———, ed. Georgian Poetry 1913-1915. London: Poetry Bookshop, 1915. 

———, ed. Georgian Poetry 1920-1922. London: Poetry Bookshop, 1922. 

———, ed. Georgian Poetry 1916-1917. London: Poetry Bookshop, 1918. 

———, ed. Georgian Poetry 1918-1919. London: Poetry Bookshop, 1919. 

———. A Number of People: A Book of Reminiscences. London: W. Heinemann, 1939. 

Masefield, John, ed. The Oxford Recitations. New York: Macmillan, 1928. 

———. So Long to Learn: Chapters of an Autobiography. London: Heinemann, 1952. 

———. With the Living Voice: The Scottish Association for the Speaking of Verse. London: W. 
Heinemann, 1925. 



281 
 

Massingham, H.J. "The World of Books." Athenaeum 4804 (May 27 1922): 1. 

Matthews, Bache. A History of the Birmingham Repertory Theatre. London: Chatto & Windus, 
1924. 

McBriar, A. M. An Edwardian Mixed Doubles: The Bosanquets Versus the Webbs: A Study in British 
Social Policy 1890-1929. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987. 

McDonald, Peter D. British Literary Culture and Publishing Practice, 1880-1914. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997. 

———. Artefacts of Writing: Ideas of the State and Communities of Letters from Matthew Arnold 
to Xu Bing. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017. 

Menand, Louis. Discovering Modernism: T.S. Eliot and His Context. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1987. 

———. "T.S. Eliot." In The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, edited by A. Walton Litz, Louis 
Menand and Lawrence S. Rainey, 17-56. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000. 

Meynell, Viola. Alice Meynell: A Memoir. London: J. Cape, 1929. 

Miyake, Akiko, Sanehide Kodama, and Nicholas John Teele. A Guide to Ezra Pound and Ernest 
Fenollosa's Classic Noh Theatre of Japan. Maine, Orono: National Poetry Foundation 
University of Maine; Ezra Pound Society of Japan, Shiga University, 1994. 

Monro, Harold. "The Bookshop." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 498-500. 

———. "An Explanation." Poetry and Drama 1, 1 (1913): 8-11. 

Moore, Don D. "John Webster in the Modern Theatre." Educational Theatre Journal 17, no. 4 
(1965): 314-21.  

Moore, T. Sturge, and Esther & Lucien Pissarro. A Brief Account of the Origin of the Eragny Press 
& a Note on the Relation of the Printed Book as a Work of Art to Life. Hammersmith: 
Eragny Press, 1903. 

Morefield, Jeanne. Covenants without Swords: Idealist Liberalism and the Spirit of Empire. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005. 

Morra, Irene. Verse Drama in England, 1900-2015. London: Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2016. 

Morrow, John. "Liberalism and British Idealist Political Philosophy: A Reassessment." History of 
Political Thought 5, no. 1 (1984): 91-108. 

Murray, Gilbert. 'An Educated Nation'. Gilbert Murray MS. Bodleian Library, Oxford. 

———. Essays & Addresses. London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1921. 

———. Hamlet and Orestes: A Study in Traditional Types. London: British Academy, 1914. 

———. 'What English Poetry May Still Learn from the Greek'. Gilbert Murray MS. Bodleian 
Library, Oxford. 

Newbolt, Henry, ed. The Teaching of English in England: Being the Report of the Departmental 
Committee Appointed by the President of the Board of Education to Inquire into the 
Position of English in the Educational System of England. London: H.M. Stationery Office, 
1921. 



282 
 

———. My World as in My Time: Memoirs of Sir Henry Newbolt, 1862-1932. London: Faber & 
Faber, 1932. 

———. A New Study of English Poetry. London: Constable, 1917. 

Newman, Gerald. The Rise of English Nationalism: A Cultural History 1740-1830. 2nd ed. 
Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997. 

Nicholls, Peter. "An Experiment with Time: Ezra Pound and the Example of Japanese Noh." 
Modern Language Review 90, no. 1 (1995): 1-13.  

———. Modernisms: A Literary Guide. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1995. 

Nicholson, Peter P. The Political Philosophy of the British Idealists: Selected Studies. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990. 

Nicoll, Allardyce. British Drama: An Historical Survey from the Beginnings to the Present Time. 4th 
ed. London: George G. Harrap, 1947. 

———. English Drama 1900-1930: The Beginnings of the Modern Period. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1973. 

Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm, Raymond Geuss, and Ronald Speirs. The Birth of Tragedy and Other 
Writings. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. 

Nisbet, JF. "Newspaper English." The Academy, no. 1341 (1898): 60-63. 

———. "A Plea for Purer English." The Academy, no. 1350 (1898): 329-30. 

Northman, Alan. Literature as an Aid to Teaching. London: Sunday School Union, 1906. 

Oakley, Hilda D. "A Note on Art and Democracy." Drama 1 (1919): 121-2. 

O'Grady, Deirdre. "Francesca Da Rimini from Romanticism to Decadence." In Dante 
Metamorphoses: Episodes in a Literary Afterlife, edited by Eric Haywood, 221-39. Dublin: 
Four Courts, 2003. 

Orage, A.R. Friedrich Nietzsche, the Dionysian Spirit of the Age. London: TN Foulis, 1906. 

Parsons et al., Alan. Alan Parsons' Book: A Story in Anthology. London: W. Heinemann, 1937. 

Payne, Michael. A Dictionary of Cultural and Critical Theory. Oxford: Blackwell, 1996. 

Peirce, Charles S. The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings. Edited by Nathan Houser 
and Christian J. W. Kloesel. 2 vols. Vol.1, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992. 

Phillips, Stephen. Christ in Hades. London: John Lane, 1917. 

———. Eremus, a Poem. London, 1894. Bodleian Library 280 e.1435. 

———. Harold: A Chronicle Play. London: John Lane, 1927. 

———. Herod. London: John Lane, 1901. 

———. Nero. London: Macmillan, 1906. 

———. "The New English Poet." The Literary World, 1898, 69-70. 

———. Paolo & Francesca. London: John Lane, 1901. 

———. "The Poetry Review." Poetry Review 2 (1913): 1-2. 



283 
 

———. Ulysses. London: John Lane, 1902. 

Plowman, Max. "The Revival of Poetic Drama." Academy 81 (1911): 618-9. 

Poel, William. "Is the Drama Dying?". Nation 3, no. 16 (1908): 571. 

———. "Poetry in Drama." Contemporary Review 104 (1913): 699-707. 

———. "A Theatre Reform Association." Contemporary Review 111 (1917): 108-12. 

Pound, Ezra. Literary Essays of Ezra Pound. Edited by T.S. Eliot. London: Faber & Faber, 1954. 

———. "Prologomena." Poetry Review 1 (1912): 72-6. 

Pound, Ezra, and Ernest Francisco Fenollosa. 'Noh' or Accomplishment: A Study of the Classical 
Stage of Japan. London: Macmillan, 1916. 

Richards, John Morgan. With John Bull and Jonathan: Reminiscences of 60 Years of an American's 
Life in England and in the United States. London: T. Werner Laurie, 1905. 

Richter, Melvin. The Politics of Conscience: T.H. Green and His Age. London: Weidenfeld & 
Nicolson, 1964. 

Ricks, Christopher B. Decisions and Revisions in T. S. Eliot. London: British Library, 2003. 

Robertson, J.G. "Shakespeare on the Continent.". In Cambridge History of English Literature Vol. 
V: The Drama to 1642, edited by A.W. Ward and A.R. Waller, 315-43. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1907-27. 

Robertson, J.M. "Books of the Quarter." Review of Sidelights on Elizabethan Drama, by H. 
Dugdale Sykes. Criterion 3, no. 11 (April 1925): 456-9. 

———. "Hamlet" Once More. London: R. Cobden-Sanderson, 1923. 

———. The Problem of "Hamlet". London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1919. 

Rogers, Timothy. Georgian Poetry 1911-1922: The Critical Heritage. London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1977. 

Roll-Hansen, Diderik. The Academy, 1869-1879: Victorian Intellectuals in Revolt. Anglistica 
Volume 8. Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1957. 

Rossetti, Maria Francesca. A Shadow of Dante: Being an Essay Towards Studying Himself, His 
World and His Pilgrimage. London: Rivingtons, 1871. 

Rowell, George, and Tony Jackson. The Repertory Movement: A History of Regional Theatre in 
Britain. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984. 

Royce, Josiah. The Philosophy of Loyalty. New York: Macmillan, 1908. 

———. The Problem of Christianity. 2 vols. Vol.1, London: Macmillan, 1913. 

Saintsbury, George. A History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe from the Earliest Texts to 
the Present Day. 3 vols. Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1900. 

———. A Short History of English Literature. London: Macmillan, 1898. 

Sampson, George. English for the English: A Chapter on National Education. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1921. 

Sansom, Clive. Speech of Our Time. London: Hinrichsen Edition, 1948. 



284 
 

Schäffle, A. The Quintessence of Socialism. Transl. Bernard Bosanquet. London: S. Sonnenschein, 
1889. 

Schoch, Richard W. Not Shakespeare: Bardolatry and Burlesque in the Nineteenth Century. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002. 

Schuchard, Ronald. Eliot's Dark Angel: Intersections of Life and Art. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999. 

———. The Last Minstrels: Yeats and the Revival of the Bardic Arts. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008. 

Scott, Walter Dixon. Art and Democracy. London: A&C Black, 1909. 

Segal, Robert A. Hero Myths: A Reader. Oxford: Blackwell, 2000. 

———. Theorizing About Myth. Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 1999. 

Semmel, Bernard. Imperialism and Social Reform: English Social-Imperial Thought 1895–1914. 
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1960. 

Shaw, George Bernard. The Doctor's Dilemma ; Getting Married. The Plays of Bernard Shaw. 
London: Constable, 1926. 

———. The Quintessence of Ibsenism. London: Walter Scott, 1891. 

Shields, Ronald E. "Noble Poetry, Nobly Spoken: Marjorie Gullan and the Glasgow Nightingales." 
Literature in Performance 7, no. 2 (April 1897): 34-45. 

Sidnell, Michael J. Dances of Death: The Group Theatre of London in the Thirties. London: Faber, 
1984. 

Sidney, Philip. The Poems of Sir Philip Sidney. Edited by John Drinkwater. London: G. Routledge & 
Sons ltd., 1910. 

Smith, Arnold William. Aims and Methods in the Teaching of English. Handbooks in the Art of 
Teaching. London: MacMillan, 1915. 

Smith, Logan Pearsall. Robert Bridges: Recollections. S.P.E. Tract, No. 35. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1931. 

Spitz, Lewis W. "History: Sacred and Secular." Church History: Studies in Christianity and Culture 
47 (1978): 5-22. 

Sprigge, Timothy L. S. The God of Metaphysics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.  

Stevens, Euphemia. "Is the Drama Dying?". Nation 3, no. 15 (1908): 529. 

Stray, Christopher, ed. Gilbert Murray Reassessed: Hellenism, Theatre, and International Politics. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

Swinnerton, Frank. "The Last Two Months." Drama 1 (1919): 54-5. 

Symonds, John Addington. An Introduction to the Study of Dante. London: Smith Elder, 1872. 

Symons, Arthur. "Ballet, Pantomime, and Poetic Drama." Dome Dec. (1898/12/01/ 1898): 65-71. 

———. "Mr Stephen Phillips." The Living Age 7th ser. 15 (1902): 641-50. 

———. Studies in Prose and Verse. London: J.M. Dent, 1904. 



285 
 

———. Studies in Seven Arts. London: Constable, 1906. 

———. The Symbolist Movement in Literature. London: Heinemann, 1899. 

———. Plays, Acting, and Music. 2nd ed. London: Constable, 1909. 

Taylor, Charles. A Secular Age. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007. 

———. Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989. 

Thain, Marion. The Lyric Poem and Aestheticism: Forms of Modernity. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2017. 

Todhunter, John. "Poetic Drama, and Its Prospects on the Stage." Fortnightly Review 71, no. 424 
(1902): 713-25. 

Trewin, J. C. The Birmingham Repertory Theatre, 1913-1963. London: Barrie and Rockliff, 1963. 

———. The Edwardian Theatre. Oxford: Blackwell, 1976. 

Turner, Frank M. The Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981. 

Turner, John Hastings. "Daniel among the Lions." Drama 1 (1919): 100-2. 

Tyler, Colin. "“All History Is the History of Thought”: Competing British Idealist Historiographies." 
British Journal for the History of Philosophy 28, no. 3 (2020): 573-93. 

Wagner, Richard. Opera and Drama. Translated by William Ashton Ellis. Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1995 [1913]. 

Waller, P. J. Writers, Readers, and Reputations: Literary Life in Britain 1870-1918. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006. 

Ward, James. Review of Appearance and Reality: A Metaphysical Essay, by F. H. Bradley. Mind 3, 
no. 9 (1894): 109-25.  

Watson, David. "Idealism and Education: T. H. Green and the Education of the Middle Class." 
British Educational Research Journal 8, 1 (1982): 73-83. 

Waugh, Arthur. Tradition and Change: Studies in Contemporary Literature. London,: Chapman 
and Hall, 1919. 

Wells, H. G. Experiment in Autobiography: Discoveries and Conclusions of a Very Ordinary Brain 
(since 1866). Vol. 2, London: V. Gollancz, 1934. 

White, Hayden. Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe. Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973. 

White, Peter. "New Light on the Sacred Wood." Review of English Studies 54, no. 216 (September 
1, 2003 2003): 497-515.  

Whittington-Egan, Richard. Stephen Phillips: A Biography. High Wycombe: Rivendale Press, 2006. 

Whitworth, Geoffrey. The Theatre of My Heart. London: V. Gollancz, 1930. 

Williams, Gordon. British Theatre in the Great War: A Revaluation. London: Continuum, 2003. 

Williams, Raymond. Culture and Materialism. 2nd ed. London: Verso, 2005. 

———. The Long Revolution. Pelican Books. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1965. 



286 
 

Wilson, J. Dover. Review of The Problem of Hamlet, by J.M. Robertson. Book Review. Modern 
Language Review 15 (1920): 434-40. 

———. "Idolatry & Scepticism in Shakespearian Studies: A Reply to Mr. J.M. Robertson." Criterion 
9, no. 4 (July 1930): 631-41. 

———. Milestones on the Dover Road. London: Faber & Faber, 1969. 

Wilson, Richard. Lingua Materna: Chapters on the School Teaching of English. London: E. Arnold, 
1905. 

Yeats, W. B. The Collected Letters of W.B. Yeats. Edited by John Kelly, Warwick Gould and Deirdre 
Toomey. 4 vols. Vol. 4, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986. 

———. Essays and Introductions. London: Macmillan, 1961. 

———. The Irish Dramatic Movement. Edited by Mary FitzGerald and Richard J. Finneran. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2003. 

———. Plays and Controversies. London: Macmillan, 1923. 

 

"Tree, Sir Herbert Beerbohm (1852–1917)." Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 1927, accessed 12 Aug., 2010, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36549. 

"Francis Herbert Bradley." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2006, accessed 10 January, 
2008, <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2006/entries/bradley/>. 

"Phillips, Stephen (1864–1915)." Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 
Press, 1927, accessed 12 Aug., 2010, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/35514. 

"F. C. Baur on Historical Criticism." Institute for Higher Critical Studies, Drew University, 1996, 
accessed January 10, 2008, http://depts.drew.edu/jhc/baurjhc.html. 

"Robertson, John Mackinnon (1856–1933)." Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, OUP, 2006, 
accessed January 10, 2008, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/35783. 

"Monro, Harold Edward (1879-1932)." Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 
Press, 2004, accessed 7 Apr., 2021, 
https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-
9780198614128-e-35071. 

"Herbert Albert Laurens Fisher (1865–1940)." Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 
Press, 1949, accessed 4 June, 2008, <http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/olddnb/33141>. 

"Appleton, Charles Edward Cutts Birchall (1841–1879)." Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004, accessed 12 Aug., 2010, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/595. 

"The Waterloo Directory of English Newspapers and Periodicals, 1800-1900." North Waterloo 
Academic Press, 2003, accessed 13 March, 2011. 

 

http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/595

