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ABSTRACT

Many of Algernon Charles Swinburne' s early poems concern 
themselves with exploring and defining the meaning of a rt. They 
assert that a r t is most importantly the expression of the unique 
perceptions of the a r t is t  laid  out in perfect form. These poems are 
Swinburne's argument for the right of the a r t is t  to express his 
concept of truth freely, regardless of whether th is expression of 
tru th  is determined to be outside of typically acceptable mores.

Swinburne thus aligned himself with the company of nineteenth 
century French writers who ra llied  around the banner of a r t is t ic  
freedom. Charles Baudelaire, a leader in promoting the concept of 
"art for a r t 's  sake," impressed the young Swinburne particularly .

Swinburne adopted, perhaps from Baudelaire, the image of the 
poisonous flower to express his ideas about tru th  and about a rt. He 
uses th is image repeatedly in his early poems to suggest that both 
good and evil constitute truth. Art, as the expression of tru th , is 
also good and e v il-- is  in form, beautiful, and in subject matter, 
potentially  poisonous.

The paper considers as examples three poems in which Swinburne 
uses the poisonous flower as a pervasive image. "Ave Atque Vale:" 
uses the image to honor Baudelaire and to discuss the relation  of 
form and content in poetry; "The Garden of Proserpine" compares life  
and death by considering expectations versus rea lity ; and "The 
Sundew" uses the image to characterize a rt.

These poems are only three examples of the way Swinburne 
invokes the image in his discussions about a rt. An understanding of 
the paradoxical premise of the image of the poisonous flower makes i t  
a valuable tool in helping to decipher many of Swinburne's poems 
published in the 1860's.



AN INSIGHT INTO THE POETRY OF A.C. SWINBURNE 

ART AND THE IMAGE OF THE POISONOUS FLOWER



The l i t e r a r y  l i f e  of Algernon Char les  Swinburne was, 

beg inn ing  in the  mid 1860's,  contemporaneous with the re ign  

of Vic to r ia  as Queen of the  burgeoning  B r i t i s h  Empi re - -a  

pe r iod  so h igh ly  m ora l i s t i c  t h a t  h i s t o r y  has  made 

"Vie to r ian i sm" synonymous with h y p o c r i t i c a l  p rude ry .  In to  

t h i s  n i n e t e e n t h  ce n tu ry  l i t e r a r y  world, dominated by 

England 's  Poet Laurea te ,  Alfred,  Lord Tennyson,  whose poems 

ex to l l e d  the  g r e a t n e s s  of England and the  nob leness  of 

human hopes and dreams,  Swinburne t o s s e d  the  g a u n t l e t  of 

h i s  ea r ly  poems: p a s s io n a t e ,  e x q u i s i t e  cha l l enges  

p o r t r a y i n g  the  t o t a l i t y  of l i f e ;  the  r e a l i t y  of e v i l  and 

u n d e r ly in g  c o r ru p t io n ;  the  poison of ten  l u r k i n g  at  the 

h e a r t  of a f lower.  These poems r e p r e s e n t  Swinburne ' s  

c rusade  fo r  the  r i g h t  of an a r t i s t  to c r e a t e  f r e e l y  and to 

ex p re s s  openly h i s  p e r s o n a l  p e rc ep t io n  of the  world,  

however dark or ugly such p e rc ep t io n  might be.

As a young a r t i s t  t r y i n g  to def ine  h imse l f  and to 

develop a p ro p e r  medium fo r  h is  a r t ,  Swinburne was g r e a t ly  

in f lu e n c ed  by the  ideas  of Charles Baudela i re ,  as well as 

those  of o the r  p rominent  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  French 

w r i t e r s .  Like h i s  French contemporar ies ,  Swinburne 

b e l i ev ed  adamantly t h a t  " l i f e  is composed of c o n t r a r i e s ,
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and t h a t  whoever seeks to reconc i l e  them seeks to d es t roy  

existence."'*'  He saw l i f e  as a s t ru g g le ;  f e l t  t h a t  i t  was 

c o n s i s t e n t l y  d i s a p p o in t in g ,  t h a t  hopes and dreams always 

faded or d i sappea red ,  and t h a t  death was the  b e s t  man had 

to look forward to in the  end. Yet he was also a dreamer 

who co n t in u a l ly  looked fo r  beau ty  d esp i t e  the  u g l i n e s s  and 

h o p e l e s s n e s s  t h a t  he f e l t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  human e x i s t e n c e .

He adopted from Baudela i re  the  phi losophy of " a r t  fo r  a r t ' s  

sake" in the  a t tempt  to e s t a b l i s h  fo r  h imse l f  and o the r s  

the  r i g h t  to s e l f  express ion .

The push fo r  freedom of exp re ss ion  came at  a time well 

s u i t e d  fo r  change,  d e s p i t e  the  overshadowing of Vic tor ian  

ru le .  In 1833 De Tocquevi l le  had observed t h a t  the  

n i n e t e e n t h  cen tu ry  was "p r imar i ly  democrat ic .  Democracy," 

he sa id ,  " is  l i ke  a r i s i n g  t ide ;  i t  only r e c o i l s  to come 

back with g r e a t e r  force ,  and soon one sees t h a t  fo r  a l l  i t s

O
f l u c t u a t i o n s  i t  is  always ga in ing  ground." This 

democrat ic  surge  accompanied the  widespread s t r u g g l e  for  

more humane laws and g r e a t e r  soc ia l  and r e l i g i o u s  freedoms 

t h a t  was o c c u r r ing  th ro u g h o u t  Europe. T r a d i t i o n a l  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  and r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s  were o v e r t u r n e d  as a 

r e s u l t  of growing f a i t h  in the  v e r i t i e s  of sc ience,  

e s p e c i a l l y  fol lowing the  p u b l i c a t io n  of Char les  Darwin's 

The Or igin of Species in 1859 and The Descent  of Man in
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1871. The many changes and d i s r u p t i o n s  b rough t  about  by 

i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  and a l e s sen in g  of r e l i a n ce  upon 

t r a d i t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l ,  socia l ,  and r e l i g i o u s  i n s t i t u t i o n s  

r e s u l t e d  in a g r e a t e r  w i l l ingness  to re ly  on the  

p e r c e p t i o n s  of the i n d iv id u a l  as the  foundat ion  of 

a u t h o r i t y  and t r u t h .

The focus on the importance of the  p e rc ep t io n s  of the 

i n d i v i d u a l  found i t s  way in to  the  l i t e r a t u r e  of the  per iod  

through  the  phi losophy of " a r t  fo r  a r t ' s  sake," the  concept  

t h a t  sugges ted  t h a t  a r t  was a c r e a t i v e  ac t  which took i t s  

meaning and value from the way in which i t  exp ressed  the 

p e r c e p t i o n s  of the i n d iv id u a l  who c r e a t e d  i t ,  r a t h e r  than 

because  i t  was s u c c e s s f u l  in t each ing  morals or o therwise  

in f lu e n c in g  soc ie ty .  A r t i s t s  d i s ag reed  over the v a l i d i t y  

of t h i s  ba s i c  phi losophy,  which a l leged  t h a t  a r t  need not  

be d id a c t i c ,  bu t  was u l t im a te ly  and most simply the  

s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n  of the  a r t i s t  who c r e a t e d  what he wished 

and as he wished, r a t h e r  than in accordance with s o c i e t a l  

norms or mores.

This idea  t h a t  a r t  was e s s e n t i a l l y  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  and 

was not  p r im ar i ly  a r e f l e c t i o n  of what was cons idered  r i g h t  

and p rope r  by soc ie ty  had begun with Rousseau in France and
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was adopted by the Engl ish Romantic w r i t e r s  in the f i r s t  

q u a r t e r  of the  n in e t e e n th  cen tury .  These f i r s t  gene ra t ion  

Romantic w r i t e r s  found t h a t  viewing the  a r t i s t  as a 

' n a t u r a l  man' ( i .e. ,  man in harmony with n a t u r e  and f r eed  

from s o c i e t a l  s t r i c t u r e s )  enabled the  a r t i s t  and his  a r t  to 

escape the  o therwise  seemingly i n e v i t a b l e  deg rada t ion  and 

contaminat ion t h a t  r e s u l t e d  from man's involvement  with 

c i v i l i z e d  soc ie ty .  The P re -R aphae l i t e s ,  as the  second 

gene ra t ion  of Romantic w r i t e r s ,  echoed the  ideas  of the 

ea r ly  Romantics most obviously in t h e i r  devot ion to the 

beauty  of n a tu re ,  t h e i r  use of medieval  s u b j e c t  mater ia l ,  

and t h e i r  emphasis on the  meri t  and importance of the  

p e r c ep t io n s  of the ind iv idua l .  Many of t h e s e  second 

gene ra t ion  w r i t e r s ,  inc lud ing  Swinburne,  accepted  fu l ly  the 

idea t h a t  s o c i e t a l  s t r i c t u r e s  were d e t r i m e n t a l  to the  

c r e a t io n  of t r u e  a r t .  They f e l t  t h a t  t h e s e  very  

s t r i c t u r e s ,  d i sp layed  in the  guise of "p ro p r i e ty , "  were the 

b as i s  fo r  a l l  t h a t  a c tu a l ly  was improper  and wrong in 

soc ie ty .  These w r i t e r s  t h e r e f o r e  embraced the  idea of 

"decadence" as something to which they should asp i re ;  

something which was a clean,  pure,  and n a t u r a l  r eac t ion  to 

the  h y p r o c r i s y  of t h e i r  soc ie ty  which, while claiming to be 

moral and v i r t u o u s ,  was in fac t ,  th rough  i t s  r e s t r i c t i o n s  

and i n h i b i t i o n s ,  immoral.
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Theophile Gaut ie r  was an ea r ly  advocate  fo r  a r t i s t i c

freedom in France.  He scof fed  at  those  who c a s t i g a t e d

w r i t e r s  fo r  wr i t ing  about  unusua l  or in d ecen t  s u b j e c t s  as

i f  they  could au tomat ica l ly  then  judge  the  w r i t e r  h imsel f

to be "unusual"  or " indecent . "  Gaut ier  argued t h a t  w r i t e r s

do not  mold soc ie ty ,  bu t  simply comment upon i t - - t h a t  a r t

does not  mold soc ie ty ,  bu t  mi r rors  i t .  In the  Preface  to

Mademoiselle de Maupin p ub l i shed  in 1834, he wrote "Some

one has  sa id  somewhere t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  and the  a r t s

in f lu en ce  morals.  Whoever he was, he was undoubted ly  a

g r e a t  fool .  I t  was l ike  saying green peas make the sp r ing

grow, whereas green peas grow because  i t  is  s p r ing ,  and

3
c h e r r i e s  because  i t  i s  summer." G au t i e r ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  

t h a t  a r t  was not  the  de te rminer  of the  morals of soc ie ty  

championed the  r i g h t  of the  a r t i s t  to be f r e e  to exp ress  

t r u t h  as he p e rce ived  i t ,  r a t h e r  than  as s o c i e t a l l y  

de termined.  G a u t i e r ' s  a r t i s t  was a loner ,  an o b jec t ive  and 

a w e - i n s p i r i n g  f i g u r e  who p r e f e r r e d  to use soc ie ty  as 

m a te r i a l  fo r  h i s  a r t  r a t h e r  than  allow h imse l f  be used as a 

too l  by soc ie ty .  A r t i s t i c  c r e a t io n  was cons ide red  to be, 

Rober t  P e te r s  exp la ins ,  a " p r i v a t e  act ,  mys te r ious ,  worthy 

of worship,  removed from the  ques t ion  of success  or f a i l u r e  

in the  marketp lace ."^
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Although Theophile Gaut ier  coined the term " a r t  for  

a r t ' s  sake," Charles  Baudela i re  was r e sp o n s ib l e  fo r  

claiming i t  as a s t an d a rd  by which a r t  should be c r ea ted  

and judged.  Baudela i re  promoted the idea t h a t  a t r u e  

a r t i s t  must be detached from and i n d i f f e r e n t  to the  moral 

r e s t r i c t i o n s  and soc ia l  s t a n d a r d s  imposed on the  major i ty  

of soc ie ty .  Swinburne shared  t h i s  view, fo r  a l though he 

and Baudela i re  l ived  in d i f f e r e n t  c o un t r i e s ,  the  a r t i s t i c  

and soc ia l  mileau in which they found themselves  was very 

s imi lar .  Both England and France were governed by 

c o n s e r v a t i v e s  who opposed the  a r t i s t i c  freedoms the  a r t i s t s  

sought .

This conserva t i sm had a g r e a t  e f f e c t  on t h e i r  a b i l i t y  

to pub l i sh .  As Harold Nicholson po in t s  out in h is  essay 

Baudela i re  and Swinburne . publ ic  r e a c t io n  to the  

p u b l i c a t i o n  of Baude la i re ' s  f i r s t  and only volume of poems 

and Swinburne ' s  p u b l i c a t io n  of h i s  f i r s t  volume of poems 

was remarkably  s imi lar .  In France,  Les F leurs  du Mai 

caused Baudela i re  to be p r osecu ted  on the charge of 

of fending  publ ic  morals,  and six (6) of the  poems in h i s  

book were banned from pu b l i c a t io n .  While Baude la i re ' s  

poems were cons ide red  by many to be e x q u i s i t e  in form and 

ly r ic i sm,  they were judged immoral and "evil" because  of 

t h e i r  p e r v e r s e  s u b jec t  mat ter .  In England,  Swinburne ' s
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volume also was cons ide red  by most r ev iewers  as c o r r u p t  

and, though none of h i s  poems was a c tu a l l y  banned,  he was 

fo rced  n e v e r t h e l e s s  to seek a new (and somewhat 

d i s r e p u t a b l e )  p u b l i s h e r  when Moxon (his  o r i g i n a l  pu b l i sh e r )  

f e a r f u l l y  withdrew h i s  agreement  to p u b l i s h  the  volume. 

Samuel Chew no tes  t h a t  " the p r e s s  was p r a c t i c a l l y  unanimous

c
in condemnation" of Swinburne ' s  Poems and Bal lads.  F i r s t  

S e r i e  s . with "some c r i t i c s  u t t e r i n g  warnings  a g a i n s t  t h i s  

danger  to p ub l i c  morals," and o the r s  d e c l a r in g  t h a t  such 

" f l i p p a n t  u n c l e a n l i n e s s  could do no h u r t . " ^

Swinburne cons ide red  these  l e g a l  and soc ia l  

r e s t r i c t i o n s  completely h y p o c r i t i c a l .  His d i s g u s t  fo r  such 

a t t i t u d e s  is c l e a r  in the  fol lowing passage  from h is  

defense  of Poems and Bal lads.  F i r s t  S e r i e s , pub l i shed  in 

1 8 6 6 .

The ques t ion  at  i s su e  is  wider than  any between a 
s ing le  w r i t e r  and h i s  c r i t i c s ,  or i t  might well  be 
allowed to drop.  I t  is  t h i s :  whether  or not  the
f i r s t  and l a s t  r e q u i s i t e  of a r t  is  to give no
offence;  whether  or not  a l l  t h a t  cannot  be l i s p e d  in
the  n u r s e r y  or f i n g e re d  in the  schoolroom is
t h e r e f o r e  to be ca s t  out of the  l i b r a r y   i f
l i t e r a t u r e  indeed is not  to dea l  with the  f u l l  l i f e
of man and the  whole n a t u r e  of t h in g s ,  l e t  i t  be 
c a s t  as ide  with the  rods and r a t t l e s  of chi ldhood.  
Whether i t  a f f e c t  to teach or to amuse, i t  is 
equa l ly  t r i v i a l  and contempt ib le  to us; only l e s s  
so than  the  charge of immorali ty.  Against  how few 
r e a l l y  g r e a t  names has not  t h i s  small  and d i r t -  
e n c r u s t e d  pebble  been thrown!
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Thus, while Vic tor ia  re igned  as Queen, and Tennyson as Poet

Laurea te ,  Swinburne,  son and h e i r  of Engl ish a r i s t o c r a c y ,

spoke out a g a in s t  p r o h i b i t i o n s  on a r t i s t i c  express ion .  He

s k i l l f u l l y  t r a n s l a t e d  in to  Engl ish the  works of the  r a d i c a l

French w r i t e r s  such as Baudela i re  who f e r v e n t l y  espoused

the  r i g h t  of the  a r t i s t  to c r ea te  what he wished,  and who

decr ied  the  r i g h t  of the  government to l e g i s l a t e  a r t  as i t

would tax  reform and t r a f f i c  p a t t e r n s .  Cecil  Lang remarks

t h a t  "his  [Swinburne's]  was the c l e a r e s t ,  p u r e s t  voice in

England d i r e c t i n g  English a t t e n t i o n  to French l i t e r a t u r e :

Villon, Hugo, Dumas, Gaut ier ,  Baudela i re ,  Musset,  Banvil le,

9
Vacquerie,  Mallarme." In promoting the  new approach to 

a r t  and c r i t i c i s m  advocated by the  French w r i t e r s ,

Swinburne dec lared:

When England has again such a school  of poe t ry ,  so 
headed and so followed,  as she has had a t  l e a s t  
twice before ,  or as France has now.. .[such t h a t  the 
p u r i t y  of ar t ]  is  not  t h a t  of the  c l o i s t e r  or the 
harem; [and] t h a t  a l l  th ings  are good in i t s  s igh t ,  
out of which good work may be produced.  Then the 
p r e s s  wil l  be as impotent  as the  p u l p i t  to d i c t a t e  
the laws and remove the  landmarks of a r t ;  and those 
wil l  be laughed at  who demand from one th ing  the 
q u a l i t i e s  of ano the r - -who  seek for  sermons in 
sonnets  and moral i ty in music. Then . . . a r t  wil l  be 
pure  by i n s t i n c t  and f r u i t f u l  by n a tu re ,  no cl ipped 
and fo rced  growth of unhea l thy  hea t  and u n n a t u r a l  
ai r ;  a l l  baseness  and a l l  t r i v i a l i t y  wil l  f a l l  off  
from i t ,  and be fo rgo t t en ;  and no one wi l l  then need 
to a s s e r t ,  in defence of work done fo r  the  work's 
sake,  the  simple laws of h is  a r t  which no one will  
then be p e rm i t t ed  to impugn.
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More s i g n i f i c a n t  than  t h e i r  r e a c t io n  to the  hypocr i sy  

of the  r e s t r i c t i o n s  placed on a r t  was the  r e a l i z a t i o n  by 

Swinburne and Baudela i re  t h a t  such s t r i c t u r e s  i n h i b i t e d  the 

a r t i s t  in ob ta in ing  knowledge of t r u t h .  That is ,  adherence 

to comfor table  and safe  soc ia l  norms p reven ted  the  a r t i s t  

from d i scover ing  the  very t r u t h  t h a t  he was seeking in 

h imse l f  and exp ress ing  in h i s  a r t  as a t r u t h  about  l i f e .

The poe ts  saw v i r t u e  in the  d es i r e  to u n d e r s t a n d  and 

exper ience  not  only the goodness in onese l f  b u t  also the  

human p r o p e n s i t y  towards ev i l -  - to  u n de r s t and  both the  

d iv ine  and the sa t an ic  a spec t s  of man. Edgar Allen Poe had 

e x p re s se d  t h i s  d e s i r e  in the fol lowing way:

. . . [There is  in man] a myster ious  force  t h a t  modern 
phi losophy r e fu s e s  to take  in to  account;  and ye t  
wi thout  t h i s  unmentioned force ,  wi thout  t h i s  
pr imeval  tendency,  a v a s t  number of human ac t ions  
wil l  remain unexpla ined ,  i nexp l i cab le .  These 
ac t ions  exe rc i s e  a p u l l  only because  they are bad, 
dangerous;  they have the  l u r e  of the  abyss.

Anna Balakian notes  t h a t  t h i s  "abyss  of e v i l . . . i s  l inked  in

1 o
the  p o e t ' s  mind with h i s  pass ion  to know the i n f i n i t e . "

She exp la ins  t h a t

The abyss of the unknown is t aken  to be d i a b o l i c a l  
and divine  at  the  same time; he who is  concerned 
with i t  i s  as metaphys ica l  in c h a r a c t e r --  i f  h is  
p reoccupa t ion  is with ev i l  or with the  g r o t e s q u e - - as 
he would be i f  he occupied himse 
Swedenborgian "good and p u r e " ___Vf with a 

3
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Knowledge of t r u t h ,  then  was dependent  upon the  a r t i s t ' s  

w i l l ingnes s  and a b i l i t y  to explore  t h i s  abyss .  The goal  

of the  jou rney  was t r u t h ;  the  e x p re s s io n  of t r u t h  was a r t ,  

" the apex of human exper ience ,  the  po in t  of the  cone [which 

def ined]  a l l  e l se  below i t  and [was] encompassed wi thin 

i t . " ^  As Balakian notes ,

. . .All dev ia t ion  from the  normal,  whether  p h y s i c a l  
or s p i r i t u a l ,  was to be the  domain oar  exce l l ence  of
p o e t r y  Fur thermore ,  i f  p e r s o n a l  immorta l i ty  is
r e j e c t e d ,  death becomes i n s t e a d  the  f r o n t l i n e  t a r g e t  
of metaphys ica l  medi ta t ions .  The ' g o u f f r e '  is the 
f r o n t i e r  between the v i s i b l e  and the  i n v i s i b l e ,  the  
conscious  and the  unconscious ,  non l i f e  and the 
l iv ing ;  how f a r  one can push beyond the  accepted  
f r o n t i e r  and s t i l l  come back to wr i te  about  i t  
became the  foremost  poe t ic  q u es t io n  a f t e r  
B a u d e l a i r e___

Many of the  poems w r i t t e n  by Baudela i re  and Swinburne 

were in t ended  to be m a n i f e s t a t ions  of t h e i r  own p r i v a t e  

jo u rn e y s  in to  t h i s  p sycho log ica l  abyss .  The poe ts  were well 

aware of the  r a d i c a l  n a t u r e  of t h e i r  poems, however,  and 

consequen t ly  they a t tempted  to s h i f t  the  focus of c r i t i c i s m  

of t h e i r  p o e t ry  from mora l i s t i c  review of the  s u b je c t  mat ter  

to c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of the  s k i l l  by which the  poems were 

w r i t t e n .  This d e s i r e  to s h i f t  c r i t i c a l  emphasis from 

s u b j e c t  to t r e a t m e n t  of s u b j e c t - - t h e  not ion  t h a t  a r t  should 

be ev a lu a ted  fo r  the  t r e a tm e n t  of i t s  c o n te n t s  r a t h e r  than
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simply fo r  the  con ten t  i t s e l f - - r e in f o r c e d  the  r i g h t  of the  

a r t i s t  to use l e s s  than  soc ia l ly  accep tab le  m a te r ia l  fo r  

h i s  work. They be l i eved  t h a t  the  a b i l i t y  of the  a r t i s t  to 

exp re ss  a su b j e c t iv e  and of ten ugly r e a l i t y  in a b e a u t i f u l  

and a p p r o p r i a t e  form was the measure of h i s  s k i l l  as an 

a r t i s t .  Beauty should always be ap p a ren t  in the  form of 

the  poem, they f e l t ,  bu t  was not a nec e s sa ry  component of 

the  s u b j e c t  mat ter .  [An e x c e l l en t  example of t h i s  not ion 

is Swinburne ' s  o f ten  p r a i s e d  poem, "The Leper," where the 

d i s g u s t  one f ee l s  in read ing  about  a monk making love to a 

h a l f - r o t t e d  corpse  is ove r r idden  by the beau ty  of the  

composit ion of the  poem.]

For Swinburne,  the  form of a work of a r t  was l ike  a 

b e a u t i f u l  f lower  whose e x q u i s i t e  color ,  shape,  and t e x t u r e  

gave i t  a s u p e r n a t u r a l  beauty .  However, because  the 

s u b je c t  of a r t  is l i f e ,  the  core of t h i s  b e a u t i f u l  f lower 

was, to Swinburne,  poisoned.  This image of the  poisonous 

f lower  as an exp lana t ion  of the  n a tu r e  of a r t  occurs  so 

f r e q u e n t l y  in Swinburne 's  ear ly  poems t h a t  i t  is an 

impor tan t  key to und e r s t a n d in g  the  poems and pe rc ep t io n s  of 

the  young, r a d i c a l  Swinburne.

Perhaps  the most famous of Swinburne 's  ea r ly  poems 

which use the  image of a poisonous f lower  to embody his



13

v i s ion  is ,  a p p r o p r i a t e l y ,  h i s  elegy fo r  Baudela i re ,  "Ave 

Atque Vale." The elegy is,  in f ac t ,  a t r i b u t e  at  once to 

Baudela i re ,  the  "ga rdene r  of s t r an g e  f lowers" (1. 68, AAV), 

and to h i s  volume of poe t ry  e n t i t l e d  Les F leurs  du Mai (The 

Flowers of Evil),  " the s ick f lowers  of secrecy  and shade"

(1. 182, AAV). The poem is b u i l t  around the image of the 

poisonous  f lower  and even in form is  e f f e c t i v e l y  a f lower 

with a poisonous cen te r .  As P a t r i c i a  Clements contends ,

Baude la i re ' s  t i t l e  fLes Fleurs  du Mall s t ands  
as the  c e n t r a l  conce i t  of Swinburne ' s  elegy,  the  
frame over which he lays  the a l l u s io n s  t h a t  ga the r  
s t e a d i ly ,  s t anza  by s tanza.

The poem begins  as a c losed bud of ignorance  and then 

'blooms'  by unfo ld ing  in a s e r i e s  of ques t ions  and answers 

which, l ike  the  opening p e t a l s  of a f lower,  are an e f f o r t  

to r e v e a l  the  hidden core or c e n t r a l  meaning of the  poe t ' s  

l i f e  and death.  Each ques t ion  b r in g s  the  speaker  c lose r  to 

the  c e n t e r  of the  opening f lower and to the  u n d e r s t a n d in g  

t h a t  he seeks.  The conclus ion of the  f lower-poem revea l s  

the  sp e a k e r ' s  u n d e r s t a n d in g  and acknowledgement of the  

f i n a l i t y  of the  p o e t ' s  dea th-  - the  poisonous cen te r .  The 

form of the poem is thus  t h a t  of a poisonous  f lower,  a 

" f l e u r  du mal."
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As the  c a r e f u l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  sugges t s ,  the  poem begins  

in a t r a d i t i o n a l  manner with the  speaker  wondering how he 

should go about  wr i t ing  the  elegy,  and thus  how b e s t  to 

honor  and a p p re c i a t e  the c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of the  g r e a t  fel low 

poet .  Almost immediately,  however,  the  speaker  beg ins  to 

force  the  s t r a n g e  f lower to bloom as he embarks on the  

ques t  fo r  the  t r u t h  of Baude la i re ' s  l i f e  and death.  In 

s t anza  IV, the  speaker  beg ins  the  process  by t r y i n g  

u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  to envis ion  the  place  to which Baudela i re  

has gone and ponder ing  how i t  must f e e l  to be dead. In 

s t anza  VII, he fo rces  ano ther  p e t a l  to open when he 

ques t ions  Baudela i re  d i r e c t l y  about  the  supposed a f t e r l i f e ,  

bu t  r e c e iv e s  no reply .  By s tanza  IX, he beg ins  to wonder 

about  the  worth of h is  ques t ion ing :

What a i l s  us with thee,  who a r t  wind and air? 
What a i l s  us gazing where a l l  seen is  hollow?

Yet with some fancy,  ye t  with some des i r e ,
Dreams pursue  death as winds a f ly in g  f i r e ,

Our dreams pursue  our dead and do not  f ind.

(11. 91-95, AAV)

The speake r  then  s h i f t s  in s tanzas  X-XV to obse rv a t io n  of 

the  ' f lower '  t h a t  h is  ques t ions  are fo rc ing  in to  bloom. He 

is  sea rch ing  fo r  knowledge of the  wherabouts  of Baudela i re ,  

bu t  f in d s  only h is  poe t ry ,  an a p p re c i a t i o n  for  h i s  t a l e n t ,  

and r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  he is and wil l  cont inue  to be i n s p i r ­

a t ion  to p r e s e n t  and f u t u r e  poets ,  inc lud ing  Swinburne.
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This knowledge of Baude la i re ' s  importance is the 

beauty  t h a t  the  g radua l  opening of the  f lower-poem has 

revea led .  The beauty  is  countered ,  however,  by the  

exposure  of the  poisonous cen te r ,  which is the  loss  of hope 

and complete acceptance  in the l a s t  t h r e e  s tanzas  of the 

f i n a l i t y  of B aude la i r e ' s  death.  The speaker  says:

And now no sacred  s t a f f  sha l l  b reak  in blossom,
No chora l  s a l u t a t i o n  lu re  to l i g h t

A s p i r i t  s ick with perfume and sweet n i g h t ___

(11. 166 - 68, AAV)

Sleep; and i f  l i f e  was b i t t e r  to thee ,  pardon,
I f  sweet,  give thanks ;  thou h a s t  no more to l i v e ___

(11. 177 - 78, AAV)

Thus, the  f lower-poem in f u l l  bloom has proved to be 

poisonous.  The search  fo r  the meaning of Baude la i re ' s  

death  b ro u g h t  the  p o s i t i v e  beauty  of u n d e r s t a n d in g ,  

a p p r e c i a t i o n  fo r  h i s  accomplishments,  and i n s p i r a t i o n  to 

poets  such as Swinburne.  I t  did not  r e i n c a r n a t e  

Baudela i re ,  b u t  simply confirmed the f i n a l i t y  of h i s  death.

The use of the  image of poisonous f lowers  in the poem 

is also s i g n i f i c a n t  because  i t  promotes the idea of "a r t  

fo r  a r t ' s  sake" by p r a i s i n g  Baude la i re ' s  r a d i c a l  poe t ry  and 

l i f e s t y l e .  In the  opening s tanza  of the poem, the  speaker  

p r e s e n t s  an a r r ay  of p os s ib le  f lowers  with which to honor
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the  dead poet .  The f lowers  with which he chooses to honor 

Baudela i re  are

Hal f - faded  f i e r y  blossoms,  pale  with hea t  
And f u l l  of b i t t e r  summer___

(11. 8-9,  AAV)

These f i e r y  blossoms with b i t t e r  i n t e r i o r s  are  an a l lu s ion  

both to Baudela i re  and h is  poe t ic  c r ea t io n s ,  and to the  red 

poppy from which is  e x t r a c t e d  opium, a drug of ten  used by 

Baudela i re .  Both the poems he wrote and the  drugs  he used 

were e x p re s s io n s  of h i s  r eb e l l i o n  a g a in s t  the soc ia l  

r e s t r i c t i o n s  he despised .

B aude la i r e ' s  p o s i t i o n  of being ou ts ide  the  norm is 

b ro u g h t  out again in s t anza  I I I  in r e f e r e n c e  to the  "lovely

l e a f - b u d s  poisonous" (1. 25, AAV). This r e f e r e n c e

a t t r i b u t e s  to Baudela i re  a c l a r i t y  of v i s ion  about  the  

essence  of l i f e  above t h a t  of the o rd ina ry  mortal .

B a u d e l a i r e ' s a b i l i t y  to p e rce ive  and acknowledge the poison 

wi thin  the  c losed buds is the  r e s u l t  of h i s  a b i l i t y  and 

wi l l ingness  to face and acknowledge the  t r u t h  from which 

the  normal person would hide.  He pe rce ives  more c l e a r ly  

than most people the f r u i t s  of the "hidden h a r v e s t  of

l u x u r io u s  time" (1. 28, AAV) which are despa i r ,  death ,  and
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decay. The poisonous f lower  thus  is used to s ign i fy  

B aude la i r e ' s  s u p e r i o r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  of the  meaning of 

l i f e .  Baudela i re  is an a r t i s t  not  simply because  he can 

face t h e se  b i t t e r  t r u t h s ,  however,  bu t  because  he can mold 

these  t r u t h s  in to  a work of a r t  and thus  t r ans fo rm them 

into  a th ing  of beauty .  His a b i l i t y  to p e rce ive  and to 

a r t i c u l a t e  h i s  pe rc ep t io n  comes from h i s  being f r e e  of any 

need fo r  s o c ia l  acceptance,  and f r ee  of the  a t t e n d a n t  

bondage of having  to teach  accep tab le  moral v i r t u e s .

The poisonous f lower is also used in "Ave Atque Vale" 

as a symbol fo r  l i f e  i t s e l f .  In s t anza  VII, when the  

sp eak er  ques t ions  B a u de la i re  ab out wh at  f lowers  might be 

found in the  a f t e r l i f e ,  he is  r e a l ly  asking what is l i f e  

l ike  in the  o therwor ld .  By ques t ion ing  whether  the  f lowers  

are  l ike  those  in t h i s  l i f e ,  or, i f  t h e r e  are no f lowers ,  

whether  t h a t  means t h e r e  is no a f t e r l i f e ,  he i n f e r s  t h a t  

the  e x i s t e n c e  of f lowers  is i n d i c a t i v e  of l i f e .  He asks:

0 ga rd en e r  of s t r a n g e  f lowers ,  what bud, what bloom, 
Hast thou found sown, what ga the red  in the gloom?

What of despa i r ,  or r a p t u r e ,  of de r i s ion ,
What of l i f e  is t h e re ,  what of i l l  or good?
Are the  f r u i t s  grey l ike  dus t  or b r i g h t  l ike  blood?

Does the  dim ground grow any seed of ours,
The f a i n t  f i e ld s  quicken any t e r r e n e  root ,
In low lands where the  sun and moon are mute

And a l l  the  s t a r s  keep s i lence? Are t h e r e  f lowers  
At a l l ,  or any f r u i t ?

(11. 68 - 77, AAV)
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The unspoken answer to the  f i n a l  ques t ion  is  no.

Baudela i re  is dead. The sacred  s t a f f  whose blossoming 

would in d i c a t e  redemption and r e i n c a r n a t i o n  is  ba r ren .  

Flowers,  though poisonous,  are i n d i c a t i v e  of l i f e .  Death 

is  n o t h i n g n e s s - - i t  has n e i t h e r  beauty  and nor pain.

The s ig n i f i c a n c e  of the  lack of f lowers  in the 

a f t e r l i f e  appears  as an i s sue  in "The Garden of 

P rose rp ine ,"  as well.  In t h i s  poem, Swinburne uses  the 

image of the poisonous f lower  to de sc r ib e  the  n a tu re  of 

l i f e  by c o n t r a s t i n g  i t  with emblems of n o n - l i f e  found in 

P r o s e r p in e ' s  garden.  The poem is se t  in the  garden of the 

dead, a grey place ru led  by Prose rp ine ,  the  pagan Queen of 

the  Underworld.  The speaker  se rves  in the  poem as an 

onmiscient  obse rve r  who, caught  somewhere between l i f e  and 

n o n - l i f e ,  is  able to u n d e r s t a n d  the  n a t u r e  of both.

In the  opening s tanza ,  the speaker  d e s c r i b e s  

P ro s e r p i n e ' s  garden as a "world of quie t"  (1. 1) and

r e i n f o r c e s  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  with a d j e c t iv e s  such as "dead," 

"spent , "  "s leepy,"  "wan," and "weak." The garden is a 

p lace devoid of a l l  emotion, and is ru led  by a queen who is 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as "pale,"  (1. 49), "cold" (1. 52), and 

"languid" (1. 53). The garden,  as a place of death,  serves  

as the  even tua l  r e s t i n g  place  of a l l  t h in g s  t h a t  have died,
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i nc lud ing  not  only people,  bu t  hopes,  loves,  and dreams as 

well.  P rose rp ine  thus  is not  d i s c r im in a t in g  about  what or 

whom she allows in to  h e r  garden,  bu t  "ga the rs"  in to  the 

garden "a l l  t h in g s  mortal" (1. 51) with her  "cold immortal  

hands" (1. 52). This mor ta l i ty  l i s t  is  ex tens ive ,  and 

inc ludes  both p h y s i c a l  be ings  and emotional  exper iences :

And sp r ing  and seed and swallow
Take wing for  he r  and follow
Where summer song r ings  hollow

And f lowers  are put  to scorn.

There go the loves t h a t  wi ther ,
The old loves with wear ier  wings;

And a l l  dead yea r s  draw t h i t h e r ,
And a l l  d i s a s t r o u s  th ings ;

(11. 61-68, GP)

Because i t  is the  even tua l  d e s t i n a t i o n  of ev e ry th in g  

mo r ta l - -  P rose rp ine  "waits for  a l l  men born" (1. 5 8 ) - -one 

cannot  choose to go to t h i s  garden.

Nonetheless ,  the  garden is completely n e u t r a l ,  and 

thus  se rves  as a haven and place of r e l eas e  fo r  those  who 

have s u f f e r e d  the  agony of l iv ing .  As the speaker  sugges t s  

in the  fol lowing passage ,  any th ing  is b e t t e r  than the 

t rauma of l i f e :

From too much love of l iv in g
From hope and f e a r  se t  f r ee ,

We thank with b r i e f  t hanksg iv ing
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Whatever gods may be 
That no l i f e  l i v e s  fo r  ever;
That dead men r i s e  up never;
That even the wear ies t  r i v e r

Winds somewhere safe to sea.
(11. 81-88, GP)

Because of the  emotional  tu rmoi l  t h a t  p recedes  man's 

a r r i v a l  t h e re ,  t h i s  garden,  which s i g n i f i e s  fo r  a l l  men the 

end of l i f e ,  is  not  cons ide red  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  nega t ive  

p l a c e ,

The n a t u r a l  imagery of the  poem is c a r e f u l l y  

c o n s t r u c t e d  to r e f l e c t  the  atmosphere of the  garden and the 

emotional  a t t i t u d e s  of the  personae.  The p l a n t s  in the  

garden r e f l e c t  the  emot ionlessness  around them and do not  

bloom. The garden,  t h e r e f o r e ,  is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by

No growth of moor or coppice,
No h e a t h e r - f lower or vine,

But bloomless buds of poppies,
Green grapes  of P roserp ine ,

Pale beds of blowing rushes  
Where no l e a f  blooms or b lushes  
Save t h i s  whereout  she c rushes  

For dead men deadly wine.
(11. 25 - 32, GP)

The "bloomless buds" of the poppies (which sugges t  opium 

and the  t r a n c e l i k e  s t a t e  induced by us ing  i t )  and the  

g rapes  (which produce a du l l ing  wine) are the  only p lan t s  

t h a t  produce " f r u i t s "  in the  garden,  and the  f r u i t s  serve  

only to enhance f o r g e t f u l n e s s .
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The poisonous f lowers  t h a t  i n h a b i t  the  world of the 

l iv in g  are exac t ly  the in v e r se  of the  f lowers  in 

P r o s e r p i n e ' s  garden in t h a t ,  i n s t ead  of producing  

f o r g e t f u l n e s s ,  they are symptomatic of man's l o s t  hopes,

unmet exp e c t a t i o n s ,  and h u r t  f ee l in g s .  The f lowers  in l i f e

are  b e a u t i f u l ,  b u t  poisonous at  the  core.  They bloom, but  

die.  When the speaker  s t a t e s  h i s  f e e l in g s  about  l i f e ,  he 

uses  the  phrase  "blown buds" (a f lower t h a t  has proved 

i n f e r t i l e  and r o t t e n  a t  the  core) to desc r ibe  the  f a t e  of 

h i s  dreams and expec ta t ions :

"I am t i r e d  of t e a r s  and l a u g h te r ,
And men t h a t  laugh and weep;

Of what may come h e r e a f t e r
For men t h a t  sow to reap:

I am weary of days and hours ,
Blown buds of b a r r e n  f lowers ,
Desi res  and dreams and powers,
And eve ry th in g  bu t  s leep.

(11. 9-16, GP)

The tone i s  one of weary and f r u s t r a t e d  d i sappointment .

His hopes,  dreams, e xpec ta t ions ,  l o v e - - a l l  of these  were 

the  seeds  of h i s  happ iness .  These seeds,  however,  always 

r e s u l t e d  in b a r r e n  p lan t s .  Nothing came from these  

ex p e c t a t i o n s ,  except  t h a t  they bloomed and wi thered.

This exper ience  is not  unique to the  speaker ,  bu t  is 

shared  by a l l  men. The image of the f lower t h a t  proves  to
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be f r u i t l e s s  and poisonous occurs  th roughou t .  In s t anza  7, 

fo r  example, youth and yo u th fu l  love,  once seen to be " f a i r

as roses"  (1. 45), t u r n  out in the end to be "not  well" (1.

48). In s t anza  10, "dead dreams" (1. 69) are equated with 

"bl ind buds" (1. 70) t h a t  became b l ind  as a r e s u l t  having 

been f rozen  by a w in t e r ' s  i n d i f f e r e n t  ch i l l .

As i t  a lso appears  in many of h i s  o th e r  poems, 

P r o s e r p i n e ' s  garden in the  underwor ld  is  for  Swinburne an 

image of r e l e a s e ,  and a longed fo r  escape from a l i f e  

f r a u g h t  with a c t i v i t y  t h a t  b r in g s  only pain and 

d isappoin tment .  The poppies  in P r o s e r p i n e ' s  garden are 

i n d i c a t i v e  n e i t h e r  of pain nor d i sappoin tment  because  the 

e x p ec ta t io n  for  t h e i r  f e r t i l i t y  is  absent .  The underworld,  

a world of death devoid of emotion, is also devoid of the 

poisonous f lowers  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  l i f e .

A t h i r d  example of Swinburne ' s  use of the  poisonous

f lower  as an o v e r r id in g  image occurs  in "The Sundew." A

sundew is a poisonous,  f lower ing p l a n t  which, l ike  the 

Venus f l y t r a p ,  su rv ives  by t r a p p in g ,  k i l l i n g ,  and slowly 

d ig e s t i n g  i n s e c t s  t h a t  become en tang led  in the  s t i cky  h a i r s  

l in in g  the  edges of i t s  leaves .  The sundew a t t r a c t s  

i n s e c t s  by means of the v i b r a n t  colors  and p e c u l i a r  scent  

of i t s  f lowers .  The paradox in h e r e n t  in t h i s  b e a u t i f u l  but
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deadly p l a n t  is  echoed in i t s  name as well, which b r in g s  

t o g e t h e r  the opposing elements of f i r e  (sun) and water  

(dew). The sundew is thus  an a p p r o p r i a t e  symbol to express  

the  e s s e n t i a l  dichotomy t h a t  Swinburne b e l i eves  to be a 

fundamental  a spec t  of l i f e  and a r t .

Though of ten i n t e r p r e t e d  as a poem about  hopefu l  bu t  

u n c e r t a i n  love,  the poem is c l e a r ly  a d i scuss ion  about  the 

n a t u r e  of a r t  and i t s  e s s e n t i a l  role  as an exp re s s ion  of 

t r u t h .  The sundew in t h i s  poem is imbued with the  bas ic  

q u a l i t i e s  of a r t .  I t  is myster ious ,  b e a u t i f u l ,  sensual ,  

d iv ine ,  sacred ,  and d i f f i c u l t  to approach.  These q u a l i t i e s  

of the  sundew- - b e a u t y , danger ,  mystery,  e lu s iv en es s  - -b r ing  

to mind the  s o r t  of t r u t h  sought  by the  a r t i s t  in h is  

v i s i o n a r y  abyss.  The sundew, then,  is an exp re s s ion  of 

t h i s  t r u t h  t h a t  the  a r t i s t  seeks and, a p p r o p r i a t e l y ,  is 

equa l ly  e lu s ive  and d i f f i c u l t  to unde rs tand .

"Seeing" the  sundew involves  the use of a l l  f ive  

senses .  The speaker  in the  poem desc r ibes  the scene in 

such a way t h a t  we hear  the blowing of the  wind, see the 

color  of the f lower,  f e e l  the warmth of the  sun, smell  the 

h e a th e r ,  and are mindful  of the  t a s t e  of blood on the  

p l a n t ' s  ' l i p '  "p r i c k e d .. .with t e n d e r  red" (1. 2). The 

sundew is not  merely a p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y ,  however,  b u t  a
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metaphys ica l  t r u t h ,  and so the q u in t e s se n c e  of the  f lower,  

though ca l l ing  f o r t h  a l l  f ive  senses ,  i s  not  pe rc e iv a b le  

th rough  th e se  f ive  senses  alone.  In the  s ix th  s t anza  of 

the  poem, the  speaker  notes  t h a t  "you" ( r e f e r r i n g  to the  

s c i e n t i f i c  or " r e a l i s t i c "  obse rve r  of the  f lower) "ca l l  i t  

sundew" (1. 26), bu t  he sugges t s  t h a t  such an obse rve r  

cannot  a c c u ra t e ly  pe rce ive  the  t o t a l i t y  of the  poisonous 

f lower.  He says:

You ca l l  i t  sundew: how i t  grows
I f  with i t s  colour  i t  have b rea th ,
I f  l i f e  t a s t e  sweet to i t ,  i f  death 
Pain i t s  so f t  pe ta l ,  no man knows:
Man has no s ig h t  or sense t h a t  sa i th .

(11. 26 - 30, Sundew)

Man thus  does not  u n d e r s t a n d  the sundew any more than he 

u n d e r s t a n d s  t r u t h .  He does not  see what makes i t  grow, or 

comprehend the  "meaning" of i t s  l i f e  ( l i f e  which, l ike  a r t ,  

has as i t s  essence color  r a t h e r  than oxygen).  He does not

r e l a t e  well  to the  sundew.

The sundew, in fac t ,  is  c l e a r ly  d iv ine  in r e l a t i o n  to

mortal  humanity.  We are to ld  by the speaker  to "bow down

and worship"( l .  13) the  l i t t l e  f lower,  because  we die and 

i t  is  immortal.  "More than we," says the  speaker ,  "is the 

l e a s t  f lower  whose l i f e  r e t u r n s ,/L e a s t  weed r e n a s c e n t  in
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the  sea" (11. 13-15).  We are i n f e r i o r  to the  sundew both 

because  we die and because  we cannot  accept  t h i s  death.  

Worshipping the sundew is an ac t  of p r a i s e  to and 

acceptance  of the  poisonous t r u t h  i t  r e p r e s e n t s .

The a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  of t h i s  act  is l a id  out in the 

fol lowing s tanza  where the contentment  of the  sundew is 

c o n t r a s t e d  with our human d i scon ten t .  The sundew is 

"glad - growing" (1. 19), whereas we are "vexed and cumbered 

in e a r t h ' s  s igh t /Wi th  wants,  with many memories" (11.

16-17).  These wants and memories are encumbrances,  and the 

cause of our pain and d isappointment .

The s u p e r i o r  contentment  of the  sundew over t h a t  of 

man is  ev iden t  in i t s  r e l a t i o n  to n a tu r e  as well.  Because 

the  sundew is  both p h y s i c a l  and metaphysical ,  i t  is in 

harmony with i t s  n a t u r a l  su r round ings  bu t  not  completely a 

p a r t  of them. Unlike man, who is an i n t r u d e r  on the  scene,  

t he  sundew is  in tune  with and p r o t e c t e d  by he r  "mother," 

n a tu re .  Consequent ly,  the  sun s u f f e r s  i t  to e x i s t ,  the 

b lack water  in which i t  grows shoots  out to p r o t e c t  i t  from 

the  t r e a d  of humans, the  moss makes a bed fo r  i t ,  the  

h e a t h e r  bu rns  about  i t  as though an incense ,  and the  wind 

and g ra s s  work t o g e t h e r  to p r o t e c t  i t  from being t rampled 

by cows and moorhens.
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In summary, the  sundew, a poisonous f lower 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of a r t ,  is also a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the  

t r u t h  t h a t  the  a r t i s t  seeks both ou t s ide  of h imsel f  in the 

world and in the realm of h i s  own subconscious .  This t r u t h  

is not  a pu re ly  s c i e n t i f i c  t r u t h ,  b u t  a metaphys ica l  one. 

This sundew is as pa radox ica l ,  e lus ive ,  and d i f f i c u l t  to 

u n d e r s t a n d  as the  t r u t h  t h a t  the a r t i s t  seeks.  Indeed,  i t  

i s  t h i s  knowledge,  t h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of l i f e ,  t h a t  

c h a r a c t e r i z e s  the  sundew and l i e s  a t  the  founda t ion  of a l l  

a r t .

The image of the  poisonous f lower  occurs  f r e q u e n t l y  in 

Swinburne ' s  ea r ly  poems. He uses  the  image in va r ious  

ways, bu t  i t  always implies the  paradox t h a t  he f e l t  was an

i n h e r e n t  a spec t  of l i f e  and e s s e n t i a l  component of a r t .

Along with h i s  French c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  Swinburne f e l t  t h a t  an 

a r t i s t  could c r e a t e  a maste rpe ice  only i f  he were able to 

c a p tu re  t h i s  paradox in h i s  work.

In commenting on some drawings by Michelangelo,  which

he compared with the work of Aeschylus and Shakespeare ,  

Swinburne revea led  h is  admira t ion fo r  the  work of those  

whom he cons ide red  g re a t  a r t i s t s  with the  fol lowing words:
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The l e a s t  though t  of these  men has in i t  something 
i n t r i c a t e  and enormous, f a u l t l e s s  as the  formal  
work of t h e i r  t r iumphant  a r t  must be. All 
mys te r ies  of good and evi l ,  a l l  wonders of l i f e  
and death,  l i e  in t h e i r  hands or a t  t h e i r  fee t .
They have known the  causes  of th in g s ,  and are not  
too happy.  The f a t a l  labour  of the  world, the 
clamour and hunger  of the  open-mouthed a l l -  
summoning grave,  a l l  f e a r s  and hopes of ephemeral  
men, are indeed made sub jec t  to them ^

These men were g r e a t  a r t i s t s  because of t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to 

u n d e r s t a n d  l i f e  and express  t h e i r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  in a form 

t h a t  was f l awless .  Swinburne cap tu red  t h i s  idea in the  

image of the poisonous flower,  and the  poisonous f lower is 

u se fu l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  as a key to u n d e r s t a n d in g  both the 

a r t i s t  and h is  a r t .
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