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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

The analysis of the problem dealing with the 

"Lif~ and Experien6ee of Francie Thompson as Reflected 

in his Poetryn has not previously been the subject of 

literary research. I t w i 11 be th e pur po s e of th i s 

thesis to analyze the poetry of Francis Thompson with 

the o b ject of discovering in it~ reflection of the li f e • 

and experierices of the poet . 

The data for the compilation of this thesis 

has b e en limited to books of bio g raph; , books containing 

the poetry of Francis Thompson, and periodicals contain­

in g articles on the life and poetry of the poet. 

Francis Thom p son has been acclaimed the poet 

of the return to God and the essential poet of essential 

christ i anity. It may trul y be satd that the s piritual 

element in human nature has never had a finer representa-

tive than this poet. He had b e en touche d with the divine 

fire. 

J. Stuart Youn g , relating of his personal 

experienc e s with the poet and of the source of his art, 

says, "He sang because he could not help singing --- and 

he craved no monet a ry rew a rd. He acc~pted a bne g a tion 

and s a crifice as the truest Christian Virtues .u 1 

l Young , J. Stu£l_rt, nMy Friend Francis Tho mpso n 11, Catholic 
World, Vol. 125, E• 652, April 1927. 
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Hie verses embody an earnestness of purpose, 

a religious fervour, an overpowering inspir a tion, alto­

gether different and unique in the realm of lite ra tur e . 

Tho mp son was truly Catholic in manner and in 

matter. His poetry taught that man 1 s true food is im-

mortal bread and wine and that in Christ centers and is · 

solved the important problem of life, the marriage of 

the unit ·with the sum. His work is permeated with a 

peculiar and definite philosophy. He sings because h e 

must express a spiritual union with his Creator. All 

through hie works one g ets the idea that he has suffered 

intensely. Pathos underlies each line of his poetry. 

In all the sad record of poet•e live_a he haa the saddest 

life of all. 

Loneliness stalked through his life a nd ha r-

aesed him at ev e ry turn. E 1 i z abet h Pu 11 en, of this 

unfortunate experience writes, "Lone~iness, the gh ost 

that haunted his childish dream~ seems in v e ry truth 

to have marked him fo~ her own • Outcast from the 

. 
tenderness of family a f fections, utterl y homeless with· 

neither h ea lth nor wealth to li ~ h ten the load of misery, 

yet he clung fast to his belie f s and kept in his inmost 

he a rt t he uncon querable ho pe of i mmort a lity. 

~is experiences in life were not those of the 

ordinary man. Although he trod the e~ rth in mis e ry and 

want, weighed d own by the oppressive cruelty o f the 

World, Thompson died a little child - unspoil e d , 



uncontaminated, and eternall y youthful. 

the Kingdo m of He a ven. n 2 

Of his like is 

He writes always of his soul, of a spiritual 

union with his creator. He felt in every ri pple of every 

stream, in every hue of the sky, in every call of the 

wind, the o peration of a conscious, unseen power. 

Thompson's mysticism was of . the Franciscan descent, 

mysticism was to him morality carried to the nth degree. 

The facts of life for him were merely a flashing and 

and shading of God's paradoxes. He is utterly a cre a ture 

of d r earns. He heard always above him a higher voice 

calling above the eaith 1 s discordant mu sic to him --­

nFrom sky to s o d 

The World's unfolded bosom smells of God." 

He wae a poet of heights, he has never wr i t t en 

a word to sully hie fame, he has been acclaimed as the 

' return in the t wentieth century to Tho ma s a Kem pis. He 

wae always seeking eternal truth. He says, nThe function 

of poetry is very cle a rly defined~--to see and restore 

the Divine idea of things free from the disfiguring 

accidents of their fall. To be the poe t of the return 

to nature is so mewh a t, but·I would be the poe t of the 

return to God." 3 

In an analysis of the poetry of th ie elusive, 

.2 Pullen, Eliz a beth, 11 Francis Tho mp sonn, Catholic World, 
Vol. 127, p . 45, April 1928 

2 Wo rds of Francis Tho m~p_s_o_n __ _ 
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s piritual man, it must be kept in mind al wa ys th a t t h e 

beauty emanating from his verses is the hidde n b eaut y 

of t h e poet 1 s own soul, the pu l s a ting g lory o f that 

inn e r experience, ra d iating a spiritual union with the 

immortal cre a tor of all poetry in the he a rts of men, h is 

God. 
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Chapter II. 

A Short Bio g ra phy 

In the s pring of 1888, Mr. Wilfred Meynell, 

looked up fro m his desk in his editorial office in Essex 

Street, London, and saw standing before hi m an uncommonly 

ragged waif of the unde~world. He was clad in a beggar 1 e 

coat but no shirt, broken shoes but no socks. Above the 

beggar 1 s coat, there appeared the face of the man, not 

handsome, yet possessed of a certain brilliancy in his 

restless eyes. He w a s po s s e s s e d o f a pe cu 1 i a r pa 11 o r , 

due to his ascetic life. The lips were tremulous and 

quivering as if arisin g fro m a depth of intensity of 

thought. His hands were notice a bly artistic, white, 

long, slender, not designed for work. The slight moodi­

nass, which s h rouded his face, vanished as· if by ma g ic 

when he talked. This pitiful re mnant of three ye a r's 

life in the streets of London, was Francis Thom pson. 

Fr an c i s Th o _!Il p son , the son of Dr • Ch a r 1 e s 

Thompson and Mary Norton Turner, whom his father h o ped 

so ardentl y would bring success and honor to the name of 

Tho mp ~on was born at Number 7, inckley Street, Preston, 

Lancashire, at Ch ristmas-ti me in 1860. But what a 

disappointment th a t son turn e out to be. He wa s sent 

to St~ Cuth be rt 1 s Colle g e a t Ush~w , a school for boys, 

n e ar Durham, whe~e he spent sev en years, and b e came 

thorough ly familiar with the Greek and Latin classics, 
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as well as with English literature. The word 'reserve' 

i s written across the history of the schoolboy and the 

man • He w a s h a p pi e st a 1 one at U sh aw , f o r the b o y s ma de 

fun of hie peculiarities, in particular his ab sent minded­

ness-. At U shaw he showed a great deal of ability i-n 

English and also in Latin. 

From Ushaw he went to Owen's College in 

Mancheste r to study medicine, but much against his will . 

A career in medicine was almost im possi b le for him. The 

buildings oppressed him and he spent the hours he should 

have spent in class, wandering in the museums and thumb­

ing books in the library. While he was at College study ­

ing medicine, his mother sent him a copy of De Quincey 1 s 

"Confessions of an English Opium E·ater ." He wa s fasci­

nate d by th e b o o k and f e 1 t in hi s --1 i f e a pa r a 11 e 1 w i th 

th a t of De Quincey' a. He felt himself involunt a rily 

drawn to follow his example. Through the example of 

De Quincey Thompson began to take laudanum. The drug 

was a blessing to him, because it staved off tubercu­

losis and gave him streng th to make life just possible. 

He wa s al ways filled with remorse, however, because of 

his drug - taking hab it and felt always that he had to 

hide from himself, but he refers to the drug as the 

dauee of the s aving of his life. 

From lan chester Francie went to Glasg ow 

University. He never studied the things prescribed by 

his tutor. When he was sup posedl y being tutored he 



would spend the time at the home of some musician. He 

was passionately fond of music. He knew all .the time 

that he was fitted for poetry and practised continually 

the metre of poetry, he never intimated this thought 

however. 

Thompson failed miserab ly at Glasgow, wh e re 

his father had hoped he could get a doctor's degree more 

easily . In desperation hie father set him to work as an 

assistant to a surgical instrument maker, but it took 

him two months to read an encyclopaedia. His father, 

utterly disgusted with him, threatened him with the 

alternative that if he did not succeed finally at some-

thing he would have to enlist in the army. Obedient 

always Thom p son enlisted as a soldier. But he failed at 

recruiting also. He could not stand the grin~ although 

he learned to become upright in bearing. 

At one time before he studied medicine, he had 

also studied for the priesthood, but his strong nervous 

-timidity kept him from being a priest . His absentminded-

nees was too grave a disability. This was a bitter 

disappointment to Thompson because he really had yearned 

to dedicate his life to God. It was this discovery that 

God had intende d him for another task that prompted him 

to dedicate his written words to the iord made Flesh. 

This promise he radiated forth to all men in his poetry, 

the beauty of which embodied the Tabernacles of the Sad 

God of Hosts. 
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Thompson finally sold his medical books at 

Manchester and fled, writing his father that he could 

no longer be a burden to him. It was in London, where 

· he trod Oxford Street in despair, destitute and impover­

ished, th at he began his first real writing, and that 

the first acceptance of his vocation began. This first 

despair he described in "ln No Strange Land. 8 Thompson 

came to London that he might exis½ and no more. He 

found a job as a "collector" in the book trade, but he 

lost this job finally because he would undertake no more 

than he had to. In London he learned of the Workhouses, 

of the homes of refuge. Reduced to begga ry so that he 

sold pencils in the streets, and held the heads of 

horses, he began to ac quire a sort of lower worldliness. 

Finally there came a time when he had no lod g ing and 

sle pt in the streets. A touching incident occurred, of 

which he speaks later in his poetry. A young g irl of the 

streets befriended hi m, lov e d him and nursed him back to 

-health in her own tiny room. hen he reg ained h is healt h 

she fled, leaving behin d her a little note, calling down 

God's blessing u pon him, and wishing him success. 

Thompson never forgot h e r and in "Sister Songs 8 he alludes 

to her as a "flower, fallen from the budded coronal of 

Spring." 

hen he had re g ained strength, John Mc laster, 

a church warden of St. Ma rtin in the Fields, finally 

talked him into acce pting employment in his bootmaker 1 s 



sho p. He was not a success there eith e r and all he t a lke d 

of was literature a nd me dicine. 

After three mont h 's s e r v i ce i n the shops he 

went home for Christmas in 1886. He was cloaked by a 

·mantle of reserve. It was known that he had suffered 

but no questions were asked of him, nor di d he volunteer 

any information. Finally he left home again, and returned 

to the London Str e ets where he could not be the object of 

his family's pity. 

After he returned to Ph antom Stre e t, the p lace 

of Mc Master's shop, the drug habit continued. He sent 

more than one article to nMerrie England", but he never 

heard, bec ause he nev e r inquired at the office of the 

editor, being lost in the oblivion o f laudanum between 

the intervals of waiting for replies. 

Mr. Meynell, who had be g un to won de r at the 

identity of the man who had written t h e Essay on "Old 

Paganism a nd New ", and the beautiful poe m "Dream Tryst", 

finally set out to find the man. Mr. !eynell, who h a d 

a t first pi g eon-holed th e a rticles and had for g otten 

them f'or some time, f inally came u po n them a nd published 

them. It was when the author did not come to claim his 

recompense that he set out in search o f him. 

Mr. Meynell tr a ced him to a chemist 1 s s h op, 

where t h e day before, Thom p son in de a··pa ir, seeing his 

verses in print and believing that h e had been cheated 

of his due, decided to end it all, by taking an overdose 
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of laudanum. 

He retire d to the Arches of Covent Garden and 

pre pared to die . Thompson had already taken half the 

dose when he felt a hand plucking at his sleeve. He 

thought in his delirium that it was Thomas Chatterton at 

his side, but it was in re a lity Mr . Meynell who had t raced 

him from the chemist's shop by his description. Thus it 

was that Thompson finally appe a red at the office of Mr. 

Meynell, at his anxious request. 

Thompson had at last fallen into kind hands. 

Although Francis had been subject to the most abject 

misery in the London Streets, the talent that slumb ered 

within him had not been stifled. As Everard Meynel 1 · says 

in a passage of his famous biography: 

"The streets somehow had nurtured a poet 
and tr a ined a journalist. He h a d g one 
down into poverty so absolute th a t he 
was often without pen and pa per, and 
now emerged a pressman; not hie happiness, 
nor his tenderness, nor· his sensibility 
had been marred, li ke his constitution, 
by his ex periences . To be the target of 
such pains as it is the habit of the 
world to deplore as the extre me disaster, 
and yet kee p alive ~he young flame of his 
poetry ; to be under com pulsion to watch 
the ignominies of the town, and yet nev e r 
to be, nor think himself i g no minious, to 
establish the certitude of his virtue; to 
kee p flouris h ing an infinite tenderness 
and ca pabi _lity for the delicacies and. 
gentleness of love, these were the tri­
u mphs of his immun i ty; Thompson's mu se 
r o s e fro m t h e pen a 1 w ate r a .. fr e sh a s 
Botticelli's Venus. It had not b e en more 
marvellous if Sandro's lady with dry 
curls had risen fro m a real un plumbed, 
salt, est r an g ing sea, in·stead o~ from the 
silly ri p ples of Florentine Conv e ntion ." 1 

1 Me;t:nell, Ever a rd , The L_ife of Francis Thompson, p . 74. 
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Mr. Meyne11· who realized that Thompson was in need of 

medical attention placed him with the Premonstratum 

Fathers at Stovington. Here between 189 ,_ 1897, · Thom peon 

w r o t e and pub l i she d th e who l e o f h i s po e t i c a 1 w o r k . He 

lived later with the Franciscans at Crowley and else­

where fi ghting bravely a g ainst consumption. 

As he grew busier with journalism under the 

kind guidance of the Meypell 1 s _he gre~ gradually weaker 

and more peevish. A chang e to the country wa s advised, 

where he became the guest of Mr. · Wilfrid . Blunt at 

Pant a s a ph , no t far from St o vi n gt on .• 

0 n N o v em be r 2 , 19 0 7 , h e ·en t e red th e ho s pi t a 1 

of St. John and St. Eliz ab eth, · London, Where he passed 

away quietly on November the thirteenth. 

Fading from a garden to a grave 

Passing without a te 3 r into the St a rs. 

A frien d has written "rt was part of him to 

die in the month of the dead. His de a th was the l a st 

dissolving harmony in a life of clashing discords. 

There were element s in his ch a racter which ~ere t h e air 

and fire an d dew of son g s. Yet no g enius had so s a d a 

1 i f e - - no t K e at s , no t Ch at t er t o n , no t Fo e and we 

are tem pted to echo his own words, written in retros pa~t, 

yet felt none the less keenly ." 

Desi g ner infinite? 

Ah ! Must thou char the wood ere thou canst 

I 
live with it. 
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His published work is comprised in three 

slender volumes entitled 11 Poemat1, "Sister Songs", and 

0 N e w Poem s tt • The songs written by Thompson _sprung from 

ecstacy and te a rs. 



Oh a pt er I I I . 

Thompson's ·Aesthetic Idealization 
of Womanhood and Childhood 

Thompson's idealistic attitude towards women 

s1o ws a de epro o t ed Catholicis. All the titles of hie 

poetry concerning the ideal of woman give us an intim a te 

picture o f his love for the greatest wo ~ an of a ll, Our 

Lap.y. Such poems as t he tt Assumpta Maria" , nThe .M istress 

of Vision", "The After Woman" and "Grace of the Way 11 a re 

especially dedic a ted to the Blessed Mother . She it was, 

no doubt , who gave him inspiration to sing of such lofty 

subjects and to rise above the praising of carnal man. 

Ne ver has th~ sublimated enthusiasm for the bodily and 

spiritual beauty of womanhood found such an expression 

between the age of the Stuarts and our own. 11 Wi thout 

loveu, wrote Thom pson, nno poetry can be beautiful, for 

all beautiful po e try co mes fro m the h ea rt", and again 

11 the most beautiful thing in love poetry i a love." Th e 

moral greatness of a nation depends on its attitude 

to wa rds women. This same test may be applied to a love 

poet. 

he says 

The woman of Thompson's ideal is the one of whom 

This could I paint my inmost si g ht 

Thie were Our Lady of the night 

She bears on her front 1 a lu~eny 

The St a rlight of her purity 

For as the white rays of that st a r 

The union of a ll cl o da are 
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She sums all virtues that may be 

In her sweet light of purity. 

Greenaugh White, writing of Thompson's view 

of the feminine ideal, says that "As he contemplates 

the feminine ideal the poet is rapt out of himself; his 

love transpires in ad oration ; he apotheosizes woman 

until she attains cosmic pro portions; by the woman comes 

salvation. Thus he ranges himself amid the new school 

of so-called "feminist writers" , and illustrates, b~sides, 

devotion to the Blessed Virgin." 1 

The poem "Before her Portrait in Youth" is 

especially dedicated to Alice Meynell, whom Francis 

admired as his especial friend and rescuer. In this 

poem all the wages and abstinencies of a dispossessed 

life unite in a passionate claim upon the past. 

1 

nso I, in very lowlihead of love, 

Too slowly reverencing, 

To let one thoug ht 's light foot full smooth 

Tre a d near the living consecrated thing -

Tre a sure me thy cast youth 

This outworn ,vesture, tenant l ess of thee, 

Hath yet my knee, 

For that, with show and semblance fair 

Of the past Her 

Who once the beautiful, disca rded raiment bare, 

It che a teth me . 

As g ale to gale drifts bre a th 

White, Greenaug h, A 
Vo 1. 6, p . 45, A pr i 1 , 

Poe ti ca 1 
1898. 

Problem , Sewanee Review;-
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Of blossom's de a th, 

So, dro p ping down the years from hour to hour, 

This dead youth's scent is wafted to me to-day 

I sit, and from the frag rance dream the flower. 

It is hard to find anywhere in poetry any~ 

II 

thing more delicate and beautiful of its kind than the 

"Dream Tryetn, 11 Her Portrait", "Manus Animam Pinxit 11
• 

Thie is not the usual sort of amatory verse. These 

poems see in the body but a veil and vesture of the 

spirit within, their predominant cry is 

"O be true 

To y our Soul, dearest, as my life to you! u 

Francis Thompson in these poems has taken 

all true wo manhood into his debt. A c er ta i n pa s s i on ate 

pain vibrates through thes.e love poems. The joy and 

pain of love pass hand in hand throug h the lyrics and 

he reaches a final outburst in the lines 

"Now i n the s e 1 a st s pent d r o p s , slow , s 1 owe r sh e d , 

Love d i e s, love dies, love dies -- oh, love is dead. 11 

"Love in Dian 1 s La p ," says a writer in Har pers, 

11 stand s out a s the pure at e x pre s s ion of Platonic 1 o v e in 

modern poetry. Sublimated in t h ought, solemn, and 

majestic in diction , these poems were more fit to chant 

organ tones under the hi g h vaults of a Gothic Cathedral 
.. 

than to be sung to the lyre in a lady's boudoir . They 

are as hype r-spiri t ual as Shelle y ' a "Epi p sychidionn, but 

there is never a renunci c tion of Shelley's sensuous 

16. 



sel f -surren de r. u 2 

Thompson had completely broken away fro m the 

so-called 0 fleshly School" of love poetry. Of Thompson's 

a e st h et i c v i e w o f woman I s ph y s i c a. 1 b e a.u t y , a Si st e r o f 

Notre Dame says, "He is keenly sensitive to the charms 

of physical be auty, but h e nev e r forgets that the b e auti~ 

ful body is but the casket containing the priceless gem 

of the soul 11 • 3 His ideal of feminine biauty · is of the 

delicate, sad, aesthetic Pre-!{apha~lite type. The 

feature that interested him most in woman, was her eyes. 

He laments the fact that so few anci ent singers have 

noticed the eyes o~ woman . He pays a special and 

b e au ti f u 1 t r i but e t o the eye a in the 1 it t 1 e poem , "The 

Ma king of Vio l a", he says 

ttscoo p , young Jesus for her eyes 

W o o d - b r o w n e d po o 1 s of Par ad i s e 

Cast a star therein to d~own 

Like a torch in cav e rn brown, 

Sink a burning star to drown 

Whe l me d in eyes of Viola . n 

Of a perfect wo man he says in a tiny poem "Domus Tua," 

" A perfect Woman - thine be loved 

He r body is a temple of God. 

At Doom-bar dare I make avows 

·-
I have loved the beaut y o f thy house." 

2 Har per I s Week 1 y, Vo 1 . 51 , pt. 2, p. 18 6 8 , Dec • 1 2, 19 0 7 
; A Sister of Notre Dame, The Message of Francis Th omp son, 
___ _E . 28. 

17. 



In "Manus Animarn ·Pinxitn, he says -

no therefore, you who are 

Wha t words, being to such mysteries 

As raiment to the bo dy is 

Should rather hi de than tell 

Chaste and i n telli g ential love 

Whose form is as a g rave 

Hushed with the cooing of an unseen dove; 

Whose spirit to my touch thrills purer far, 

Than is the ting ling of a silver bell; 

Wh ose body oth e r ladies well might bear 

As soul yea, which it profanation were 

For all but you to take as fleshly woof 

Being spirit truest proof; 

Wh o s e s pi r it s u r e i s 1 i n e a 1 to th a t 

Which sang Magnificat. 0 

Thompson in transfiguring the paseion ·of 

human 1 o v e w i th the · pu r i t y of th e Cat ho 1 i c i d ea 1 , 

followed in the footsteps of Dante. As Father Cuthbert 

says in an article on Francis Thom ps on in the Catholic 

World for March 1908:· 

"Not since Dante ha s poet so transfi gured 
the pa ssion of human love wi th the 
purity of Catholic thought, and at the 
same time l eft it so convincing ly human. 
Beatrice might a cce pt the homage of 
"Love in Dian• s La p ", a nd y .~t remain 
the inviolate mistress of spiritualized 
passion. Thompson's tr ea tment of 
human love as con t raste d with the 
Elizabethan ideal is interesting. The 
Elizabethan poets would at best dra w 
Heaven down to earth, whereas on the 

18. 



other hand, Thompson with his spiritual 
sensitiveness lifts the e a rth heavenw a rds 
and c a tches in the emotion something of 
an eternal aspir a tion. In the one case 
the spirit of man is mad e to subserve 
passion, on the oth e r earthly passion is 
made to subserve the life of the spirit 
of faith. Thompson preserved a certain 
r e v e rent i a 1 a 1 o o fn e s s , i th reg a r d to the 
inti ma cy of love. He bows down in awe 
before · the mystery hidden in each indivi­
dual soul and reco g nizes in that myst e ry 
the hi gher claim to God . He admits 
of no earthly love but only of the Divine 
Creator. He did not dare touch that 
inn e r sanctuary for fe a r the jud gme nt 
of Oziae mi gh t befall him." 4 

Ju st a a Thompson was attracted to the. purity 

of woman, he was also attracted by the innocence of 

children. He d o e s not, however, like Stevenson stoop 

to their level exce pt in the beautiful poem "Little 

Jesus". He loved them with a reverential love, feared 

t hem with a r e v erent ial fe a r. From the c h ildhood point 

of view he loo k ed into the world and found its s m~ llnes s ; 

then he looked beyond this world and foun d its greatness . 

In "Th e Makin g of Viola" he describes the 

cre a ting of a little chil d in heaven. By a most 

beautiful conceit he co n vey s to an idea of the di g nity, 

th e grandeur, the pricelessness of the child 1 s soul and 

body. 

The tenderness of Blake and the rev e rent 

wonder of Nor d s orth are exquisitely combined in 

'• 

Thompson' a poetry on Childh oo d , a Si ster of Notre Dame 

says, 

''In Th ompson's oetry o n chil dhood 

4 F a ther Cuthbert, "Francis 'rh o mp son ", Cath . 
p. 48 1, Oct. M· r., 1908 

orl d , Vol.86, 

19. 



He says 

we have the tenderness and familiarity 
o f B lake and the reverent wonder of 
Wordsworth, but we have more .. Th e love 
of a chil d , which to many world- worn 
souls bring s balm· and he a ling an d com­
f o r t , w a s to the po o r s e 1 ~to rt u re d 
spirit of Thom p son a fresh source of 
pain . Their innocent prattle , their 
ca p rice, their waywardness, even their 
ver y love-to k ens transform themselves 
into thorns which torment his sad 
h~art. That he is strongly attracted 
to them is v e ry evident." 5 

"For if in Eden as on earth are we , 

I sure shal 1 keep a younger com pany. n 

Althought Francis loved and was loved by children he 

wa s never quite one with them. I n n The Po p py 11 , he say e 

"A child and a man paired side b y aide 

Trea d ing the skir t s of eventide 

Between the clasp of his hand and ,h e rs 

Lay, felt not, twenty withered ye a rs." 

Of all Thom p son's poems on chil d ren "The 

Po p py II i s the fine st • Of t his master piece Gl a dys w. 

B a rnes writes: 

"It is a be a utiful melan choly poem, 
which tells o f the poet's love for 
a 1 it t 1 e g i r 1 , and the pa tho s he 
feels in t h e difference betwe en 
the child-love she gives to him, 
with th e with e ring po ppy, and the 
love sh e will later g ive to another. 
There is an intang ible beauty in 
th e s a d n e s s o f the po em • I t i s 
one of Tho mpson's si mp lest, :t hou gh 
there are some sixteen meta phors or 
similes in th e first seve n qu .a tr a ins. n 6 

5 A Sister o f Notre Dame , Th e Messag e o f Francis Thom p son, 
p . 40 . 

6 B a r n e s , G • W • , 11 F r an c i s Th om p s o n 11 
, Po e t Lo re , V o 1 . 19 , 

---~~9, . Ma rch, 1915. 



Th e s e 1 in e s o f O The Po p JJY n are e e pe c i a 11 y s a d • 

"Love! I fall into the claws o f Time 

But lasts wi th in a leav e d rhyme 

All that the world of me esteem, 

My withered dreams, my wi t hered dreams." 

There is anguish in t h is cry. A • A. Co ck in 11 A Po e t i ca l 

Ke mpis" sa.ys: 11 The Visions lost in the stu por of a drug, 

the dreams lying in aches of the past, the power suspended 

like heavy smoke have here the quintessential pathos." 7 

The love of the child o pens an uncured wound. The poet 

could not see what the child saw - a gay flower - in a 

joyous e a rth. He· might have shared her love and g ladness, 

but the vision of his post wells up before him and the 

lines are foreshadowe d with a subtle morbi d ity. 

11 The Daisy :1, best known because o f its simpli c ity, 

tells o f the meeting of a little g irl o n the Sussex Downs 

and how they strolled an d talked o f wise, idle, chil d i s h 

thing s. 

"She looked a little wistfully 

Th en went her sun shiny way 

The sea 1 s eye had a mist on i t 

And the leaves fell fro m the day. 11 

John Davidson has said of "The Daisy" "Here are dD minion -

do mination over lang ua g e, and a sincerity as of Robert 

Burns." In the closing lines of the poem we find a trace 

of moralizing that is almo s t unknown in Thom p son. Th e lines 

7 Cock, A. A., A Poetica~pi s , Dublin Review, Vol.149, 
p. 257, 19~_1_1 . _ _ _ 

21. 



read. 

"othing begins and nothing ends 

That is _not paid with moan; 

For we are born in other's pain 

And perish in our own," 

The poem "To Monica Thought Dying" is to listen 

to someone sobbing in the night, and to be inconsolable. 

The lines are positively haunting and we have in them the 

splendid image of Death holding state among the little 

broken play-things, thrice intolerable with 

"This dreadful childish -babble on his ton gue. n 

The poem "To My God Child" is noted for its 

largeness of imag ination. 

"Thie laboring vast Tellurian galleon 

Riding at anchor o f f the Orient Sun 

Had broken its cable, and stood out to pace 

Down some froze Arctic of the aerial Ways; 

And now, back warping from the inclement main 

Its voyagous shroudages drenched with ic y rain, 

It swung into its azure roads a.gain.« 

Thom pson has here likened the earth to a ship at anchor in 

the sun in · expressing the idea of a_ cold spring. 

The series of poems entitled "Sister Song e 11 is 

the best k nown work of the poet next to his famous ode 

ttThe Hound of Heaven 11
• Of the thought·s of faith, hope, and 

love in the series of poems entitled "Sister Songs" a 

Sister of Notre Dame writes: 

"In I Sister Song s• he celebrates the 

2 2. 



charms of Monica and Sylvia, the two 
young daughters of Alice and Wilf red 
Meynell, whose "young sex is yet but 
in their soul 0

• There a re wonderful 
thoughts in these poems, thoughts of 
faith, of hope, and of love; but here, 
too, the inevitable sadness resulting 
from a vivid realization of the 
mutability of youth, as of all created 
thing~ ·is expressed in the unfading 
lines." 8 

nsister Son g s• . is a pean to spring. In an 

e x qui s i t e d e s c r i pt i on o f 11 Si st er Song s II Mi 1 t on Bronn e r 

.say a: 

"I~ is drenched with the dews of it. 
It is perfumed with the smells of it. 
It shines with t h e tender g reens o f 
it. There is a morning light in the 
figures of speech, a thrilling music 
in the verses, a hap py lighthearted 
ring that sets the work a part. 11 9 

It tells of how spring in all nature helped him in 

welcoming lit t le Sylvia. The season wakens him to joy. 

nF~o m its red leash . my heart strains tamelessly 

For s pring leaps in the womb of t he youn g ye a r? 

Nay ? was it not brought forth before, 

And we waited, to behold it . 

Till the sun's hand should unfold it, 

What the ye a r• s ·young bosom bore? 

Even so, it came, nor knew we th a t it c am e 

In_ the sun I s e c 1 i pse 

Yet the birds have plighted vows, 

And from the branches pi ped each other's name, 

Yet the se as on all the boughs, 

8 A Sister o f Notre Dame, The Mess a ge of F~ancis Tho mpson, p .42 
9 Bronner, Milton , "Francis Tho mp son", The In d e pendent, Vol.64, 
__ .£.:.. 99, June 1908. 



Has kindled to the finger tips --

Mark yonder, how the long laburnum drips 

Its jocund s pilth of fire, its honey of wild flame! 

Yea, and myself put on swift quickening 

And answ e r to the presence of a sudden _spring . 

From cloud-zoned pinnacles of the secret spirit 

Song folk preci pitant in dizzying streams.» 

Spring 1 s li t tle children then join him in singing to Sylvi R; 

ttThe leaves dance in the bre a th of Spring 

I .bid them dance 

I bid them sing 

For the limpid glance 

Of my lady l ing ." 

Musi c b reaks u pon his ear and he sees the elves 

of earth filling t h e air with their lang uorous forms. The 

fairy elves,having assembled to t h is music, gath e r round 

spring . 

nwher e its umbrage wa s enrooted 

Sat, white - sui kd 

S a t, g reen - amiced and bare - footed 

Spring ami d he r min s trelsy ." 

In the midst of all the lovely chil d ren of S pring 

is Sylvia. Sylvia, who scaled th e castle of his heart with 

a ki ss. Of the dedic a t~on of the po em to Sylvia a nd Monica 

a nd the particular pa rt e a ch child played in the poet's 

life, A. A. Cock s a ys i n Dublin Review of October, 191 1 

"In gratitude to th child, therefore, wh o 
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hae restored to him 'his vanished hopes 
and near forgotten bliss, he beseeches 
of spring a blessing for Sylvia. Spring 
shall take her forever into - her retinue 
and the soul of the poet shall follow 
he r u n til she searc~ 

'With auspice large and tutel a ry-gleams, 
Appointed solemn couris, and covenanted stre a ms . 1 

The second part of 'Sister Songs 1 is 
dedicated to Monica, who rescues the poet 
from yet another care. She taug ht him an 
invisible, intangible and inapprehensible 
beauty. No poet has be a ten so painfully 
again s t the c ag e-b a rs of the flesh, no 
poet has been so humbled before the inc a rn a t e 
Go d . n 10 

Monica came as a rescue to his uncompanioned day . 

Tho mp son becomes humbled at the thought of the soul within 

her , at the Re a lity and beauty of wh ich she wa s but a 

poetical expression. He li kens his state to one in a 

mirage . He says , 

10 

"As an Arab journeyeth 

Through a · sand of Ayaman, 

Lean Thirst, . lolling its cra cked tongue , 

L a ~g ing by his si de along, 

And a rust y - winged De at h 

Gra ting i ts lo w flight before, 

Casting rib b ed shadows o 1 er 

The blank desert, blank and tan ; 

He lifts by hap to wa rd where the morning's roots wed 

His weary stare 

Sees , al t hough th ey plushlea~ mutes are, 

Set in a silv e r air 

Fountains o f g elid shoots are 

Coc k , A. A., "Francis Thomp son", Dublin Review, Vol. 
149, p. 268, Oc t ober 1911. 
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Making the daylight fairest fair, 

Sees the palm and tamarind 

Tangle the tresses of a phantom wind; 

A sight like innocence when one has sinned! 

A green and mardin freshness smiling there 

While with unblinking glare 

The tawny-hided desert crouches watching her. 

Tis a vision 

Yet the greeneries Elysian 

He has known in tracts a far; 

Thus the enamoring fountains flow 

There the very palms grow 

By rare-gummed Sava or Herbalimar 

Such a watered dream has tarried 

Trembling on my · desert arid. -" 

The second pa rt of this poem is very complic a ted 

and obscure and is an exception to the sim plicity of most 

of Thompson's poems on children. The first part of "Sister 

Songs" is a charming medley of ideas wrapped about and 

entangled in fancy but throug h it all thompson is unnatural, 

the thought of th~ poem is too slim for the beauty of 

diction Tho pson employs and the result is disappointing, 

one gets the feeling th a t the poem is top-heavy. Lines of 

particular beauty are these which suggest the ministering . 

touch laid upon his heart by the little etreetrchild in the 

early days of misery in the London Streets. 

"I waited the inevitable last 
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Then there came past 

A child, like thee, a spring-flower, but a flower 

Fallen from the budded coronal of Spring 

And throug h the c-ity streets blown withering 

She passed - 0 brave , sad, lovingest., tender thing ! 

And of her own scant pittance did she g ive 

That I might eat and live 

Then fled., a swift and trackless fugitive 

Therefore I kissed in th e e 

The beauty of childhood, so divine for me . R 

He climaxes the poem with the though t that the 

child-girl before him is a child woman in which y~ung sex 

li.es brooding. Thia mystery of hidden sex is a kin g ly 

minor, a ruler taking rule of the ruled. 

is analogous only to the Incarnation. 

"The he avens d e cree 

This hidden sex 

All power fulfil itself as soul in thee 

For supreme spirit was to clay 

And Law f ro m its own servants learned a law 

And Light besought a lamp unto its way 

And Awe was ruined in awe 

At one s mall house of Na z areth 

And Gol ga tha 

Saw Bre a th to breathlessness r e si g n its breath 

And Life do ho age for its ctown to de a th -

So is all power, as so u l in thee, incre a sed! 

Of the imag er y and delicate imagination of 



"Sister Songs 11 Edmund Ga rdner write, 111 Sister Songa 1 is ·full 

of rich imagery, of delicate imagination and of a peculiarly 

subtle musical ch a rmj it is perhaps· the most ethereal and 

intang ible love poem written since the 'Vita Nirova 1 of 

Dante." 11 

Milt on Bronner, one of the enthusiastic admirers 

of "Sister Songs", says "Sister Songs" contains an intense 

worship of the soul of womanhood . The fir st part is not 

only one of the most beautiful things Thompson ever wrote, 

but one o f the most exquisite compo s itions of the later 

nineteenth century era." 

Of child-hood Thompson was a mast e r poe t. He 

never forgot that he was no longer a child, so although 

children were ve ry close to his heart, he sang of them·, 

but not a s one of them, s ince he could never forget that 

he was no loriger a child. Neith e r could he forget that 

in his religion the child of the world 1 s desire is insep­

arably associated with the Maid of Bethlehem. 

Many of his poems on childhood are charged with 

a fatal sel f conscious s adness and pessimism, which makes 

their beauty death-hued . 

Father Cuthbert, o f the freedo m with whic h 

Francis Thom p so n wrote on the su bj ect of childhood, and 

the relief they exe rted on his most serious moods wri t es 

11 The sim ple g aiety br e ~king ··easily through 
the subdued pain o f his life, like a 
chil d 's laugh ter t h rou g h its te a rs, t h e 
so mewhat wayward fun which would come 

11 Gardner, Edmu n d G., "Francis Thom pson", Th e ~onth, 
Vo1 91, p. 135, Jul;r 1898. 



as a sigh of relief into his most serious 
mo6ds, and the moan which would come in 
spite of himself at the end of an hour's 
quiet merriment All this is reflec t ed 
in his poefue when he wandered into "the 
nurseries of heaven » It was with a sense 
of native freedom that he came into the 
city of the · child and felt the cool bre a th 
qf childhood u pon his brow . 11 12 

His spirit was wreathed into smiles when he wrote 

" Th e .Making o f Vi o 1 a 11 
, an d " The D a i s y 11 , an d th i s . qua i n t 

relaxation accounts for the lilt in the verse of "Ex Ore 

Infautium" . Always at the end of each poem on childhood 

a note, a moan of sadn~ss is felt . Thom p son· r ea 1 i z e d 

that he could not play at the make - be!ieve of childhood, 

life was not after all a makebelieve, thus h e woke from 

his dream of childhood sorrowing . 

11 The charm of the child-poetry 11
, says Gl a dys w. 

B a r n e s , u 1 i e s chi e f 1 y i n the in s t ant a p pe a 1 i t ma k e a t o 

our love . and reverence . for childhood . His child poe ms are 

among his mo s t easily rea and most widely known poems." 13 

12 Fr. Cuthbert, "r,rancis Thom p son", Ca tholic 'lorld, Vol.86, 
p . 487, ,t ar - Oct 190 8 . 

13 Ba rnes, · Gladys W. , "An A~preciation o f Francis Tho mp son", 
Poet Lore 2 Vol . 26 1 ~ 241, March 1915~ 



Chapter IV. 

An Interpretation of "The Hound of Heaven" 

_C o v en t r y Pat mo re in e x t 6 11 i ng the v i rt u e s o f 

Thompson's great master iece says: 

" 'The Hound of He a ve n ', in which God 1 s 
1 ong pursuit and f i na 1 conque ·st of 
the resisting soul i s described, is 
a torrent of as humanly impressive 
verse as was ev e r inspired by a 
n at u r a 1 a f f e c ti on • Mr • Thom p s on 
places himself by this poem in the 
front rank of the pion e ers of the 
movement which, if it be not checked 
before, by premature formulation an d 
by popular and profane perversion, . 
must end in creaiing "a new he a ven 
and a new e a rth tt. Poetry of the 
very hi g hest and most a ustere order 
is almost t h e only form in whic h 
the caroll a ring o f the doctrine 
Incarnation, to which the deepest 
minds are now a wakening , can be 
safely ap p roached. " 1 

"The Hound of· Heaven" is the po e t 1 s ncredo 11 • 

It is a spiritual autobiogra phy. Through disappointment 

and denial he le a rns to acce pt his solitary lot. 

1 Patmore, 
Vo 1. 61, 

"I sough t no more, th a t, after which I strayed 

In face of ma n or maid 

But still within the little chil d ren 1 s eyes 

Seems something, so me thing th a t replies, 

They at le a st are for me, surely for me! 

I turne d me to them wistfully 

But just as their youn g eyes g rew sudden fair 

With dawning ans era there 

Their ang el plucked them from me by the hair." 

Coventry, "Francis Thompson" , Fortni gh tly Review, 
p. 22, far ch 1908. 



The allegory in "The Hound of Heaven• is likened 

to Tenny~on 1 e ttHoly Grail" by an anonymous writer in London 

Quarterly Review. Jhe quotation reads: 

"It is the same expe rience of defea t and 
disillusion which meets us as in one 
of the most subtle and suggestive 
religious alle g ories of our own or any _ 
age, Tenny son I s I Holy Grail 1 • There, 
too, one has heard the voice t~at no 
true heart once hearing can deny or 
mist a ke, shrinks from the a bsolute 
self~eurrender that Eternal love 
demands and builds himself refuge 
after refuge in wealth, in honour, in 
do me stic love, only to find there the 
b it t e r e x pe r i enc e renew e d • " 2 

It is Thompson's penitential psalm which o pened 

up in him the flood gates of song that had been lying 

mute within him, it is his utterance from out of the 

de pths which brought him salvation. Thompson went back 

to the seventeenth _century for the spirituality of the 

verse in "The Hound of Heaven." P. A Silliard write ·s: 

"Filled with high thought and conscious 
of his streng th he ~ark~d back to t he 
spirituality of the seventeenth century, 
for the full strong sail of enrapture d 
verse was necessary for one who would, 
like Milton, pierce t h e heavens and 
open to. the soul the celestial 
harmonies . n 3 

The title 11 The Hound of Heaven 11 is strange, it 

~t a rtles at first because it ie so bold and fe a rless. 

Ye t the ti t 1 e i s we 11 ch o s en sin c e i t em ph a a i z e a the 

truth the no malevolence can a pproach in pe rsis tence the 

Eternal Benevolence in its pursuit of the human soul. Of 

2 "Francis Thompson", Ano n ., London Quarterly Review, Vol. 
83, p. 35, Jan. 19 08. 

3 Si 11 i a r d , P. A. , 11 A Great Ca t ho 1 i c Poet n , e s t min et er 
Review, Vol. 171, .E · 425, April 1909. 



the two-fold human desire to escape from God and to find 

satisfaction elsewhere T. E • . Wright says in the following 

quotation: "The humari desire here depicted is two-fold. 

The unnatural a ttempt to escape ·£rom God in His own universe 

an d the com pleme nta ry and equally vain desire to find life's 

d e light and satisfa ction . elsewhere". 4 

"The Houn d of He a ven" points to the wa y of the 

Cr O S S 11 , Say S a Si 9 t e ~ 0 f NO t I' e Dame in- her· b O Ok On ft The 

Me s sage of . Francis Thompson. n 

11 1 The Hound o f Heaven' points to. the _ way of 
the cross, the path of co mple t e 
renunciation whereon walk the her oes 
of the s piritu a l life with face ste a d­
fastly to wBrde Jerusalem. It is the 
triumphant cry of a soul tried and 
purified in _the fire o f tri bul 3 tion . 
A cry which g oes strai g ht to the 
hearts of many who find in it the. 
expres oion o f ~ert a in moods of their 
o wn soul, certain phases of their 
own spirit u a 1 1 i fe. A cry which 
re e. ches all." 5 

In the first stanza of the poem is contained a 

summary of the whole story. It port.rays the soul lure d on 

by false premises, clim b ing u p deceptive hills of earthly 

glory, e ach time . t o be hurled into a canyon of disap point-

ment and sorrow . As the soul is g rovelin g in th e pit of 

g loo~ God, in the form of a Divine Comforter, come s to 

its a id. The keynote of the tragedy lies in the words "I 

fled Him 11
• An exami nation of these additional lines, "I 

fled Him down the ni g h i s and d own the 4ays" have a 

geographical significance, just as all directions leading 

4 Wright, T. E., "Francis Tho mp son", p. 43 
5 A Sister of Notre Dame 11 The Messag e of Francis Thomp son", 

p. 76-77. 



away from th e No rt h Po 1 e are south , e o a 11 di re ct i on s 

leading away from God are · dawn . The soul _by the cleansing 

waters of baptism . basks in the light of God 1 s s mile and 

pa y s homage to Him unconsciously, but the minute the soul 

turns its attention from God it goes down fro m the sunny 

peaceful heights, wanders into a strange land and immediately 

b e gins to waste its substance . The soul all unconscious, 

however, wanders on, there is no half-line, ho re g rets, 

no looking or turning backwards . The soul sees the years 

stretching out before it, enticing it. 

to say 

Thompson goes on 

"I fled Him down the labyrinthian ways 

Of my own mind," 

He finds himself hopelessly entangl ed in a 

1 ab y r int h o f · phi 1 o so ph y • He t r i e s to pe r au ad e him s e 1 f 

that he can hide form God. He expec ts to hid e himself 

under the g uise of 11 running laughte r", am.d the joys of 

1 i f e ; h e thought h e w o u 1 d not n e e d 'G o d I s h e 1 p . 

In interpret a ting the lines 11 Up Vistaed hopes 

I sped 11
, Sister Mary de Lourdes . Ma cklin says: 

"Ho pe is a strong beautiful barque which 
speeds li ght ly be.fore the wind, ·weathers 
the fiercest gale, and rides fiercely 
through the rocks and shoals when the 
anchor is to be cast, only i 'n the bright 
harbor o f Eternity . But when the : soul 
had the perishable things of earth f or 
the goal of h is hopes he found h imself--

, Precipitated ado wn t itanj.c gloo ms 
of ch a smid fe a rs. 1 " 6 

Courag e, spurred on by hope, howe v er, dies, 

6 Sister Ma ry de Lourdes Mackiin, "An Interpretaion o f the 
Hound of Heaven~_.E. _6_. __ _ 



darkness hides the gleaming star o·f hope from view and 

des pair and despondency take the place of hope . Even in 

spite of utter despair the soul in the depths of the chasm 

feels that he can escape "from those stron g feet that 

follo wed , followed afteri" but whi .le it is struggling in 

the abyss the dauntless Lover finally overtakes him . The 

Pursuer finds it - bruised and bleeding . Broken and helpless 

the soul has to listen to the unwelcome words 

"Ail thing s b etray thee who betrayest M~." 

In the following two -quotations T . E • . Wri g ht 

ex presses the hesitancy of t hB soul to give up life 1 s 

interest to follow the pursuing Lover . The refrain of 

the poem is the deep truth that . flight from the Holy 

C om pa s s i on i s a b et ray a 1 o f man I s pu r po s e i n 1 i f e • The 

quotation hinges on the lines 

"All things betr a y thee who betrayest Me." 

" We have here . the first instance of a 
series of so m~ wha t futile attem pt s to 
find self reali zation _and self completion 
away from com panionship with Divine 
Love. The soul understands here that 
it was love th at followed, but he wa s 
loath to g ive u p life's interest. 
He heard those •strong f e et t h8 t 
fol lo redt , feet of holy urgency, 
combined with cal m, patient, 
1 repose fu 1 dignity 1 • " 7 

"The ever-reccirring refrain 6 f the 
poem expresses the deep truth that 
fli g ht fro m the Holy Com passion is 
a betr ay a 1 of the pu r po s e which 
entrusted us with the choice o f our 
way and th a t eternally s e eks our 
good." 8 

7 Wright, T . E., 11 Francia Th o mp son", p. 44 
8 · Ibid . , P . 45 . 



Love in "The Houn d of He a ven" is inordina t e, it 

sways man 1 e soul, but it is not a sordid love . The soul 

al ways has lofty i dea ls but in s pite of its noble aspiration 

it misses in its blindness the hi g hest and best -- the love 

of God . Man-soul lavishes fellow-men a nd hppes f or love 

in return so .he knocks f.or a dmission at their h ea rts. He 

stands knocking at 

tlA hearted . c a sement, curtained red; 

T re 11 i s e d w i th int e rt w i n i ng ch a r i ti e s • 11 

He beg s "out-law wis e " for hu man sym pathy and hµ ma n 

affection, although it knows the "love of Him who followstt 

and why do~s he still flee? The ans wer is ·because 

"I was sore adre a d, 

Lest h a ving Him, I should h a ve naught beside 

But if one little casement parted wide 

The gust of His approac h would clash it to 

Fear wist not to evade, as Love wist to pursue." 

Of the lines "I was sore adread 

Lest having Hi m, I should have naught beside" 

T. E . Wright s a y s : 

"This a pparent h a rshnes s and- violence 
re presents the na t ural wo r king of life 
to a fu g itive from God. One who will 
not have Hi m , Who is the heart of a ll 
kinship and friendship, shuts that 
door of · 1 i f e in hi s own face . " 9 

"Little Casement" is v e ry ex~ ressive since it 

emphasiz e s the contras t . between human and divine love. 

Human love so narrow and little and Divine love which is 

9 Wright, T. E . , 11 Fran c is Thompson", p . 46. 



boundless in its limits. The unloving world rejects him; 

now he is at a loss where to turn. He lifts his eyes to 

heaven, but instead of thinking of the "Heaven of Heaven" 

he is fascinated and enthralled by the beaut y of the night 

sky. The brilliance of the night sky held the soul 

en t r an c e d , an d h e sough t . to fl e e the fur s u e r in the c on t em-

plation of its beauty. 

Lourdes M~cklin reads: 

A quotation fro m Sister Ma ry de 

"The sott beauty of the moon and the 
splendor of the thousands of st a rs 

· charm his heart, h old him ~ntranced •. 
A s the b r i 11 i ant o r h s ·s , i 1 e t end e r 1 y 
upon him a great lo~e of beauty takes 
possession of him •.. So with hopes 
revivified this eager so u l flies. n 10 

"Across the margent of the world 

He st-orms 

The gold gateways of the stare 

Smiting for shelter on their clang ed bars ." 

With some subtle persistence he f r ets his way into 

n Th e pa 1 e po rt s o I the mo on . 11 

He finds no shelter here either, one res ponds with t he 

jan g le o f c l oa ed bars , the other 

"ith dulcet jars and silvern chatter. a 

he calls to the morning and the evening to help 

him hide from the eyes of t he tremendous Lover, but to no 

avail. The fact that soul calls to the morning and the 
.. 

e v en i ng to h e 1 p hi m hi d e fro ,a th e eye s o f Lo v e r , T • E • 

Wright considers a daring conception, he says in the 

10 Si st er Mary de Lour de s • { a ck 1 in , "An I n t er pre tat i on of 
the Hound of Heaven 11

, ..E.!_2.8. 



following quotation: 

"The psychic element in this daring 
concept ion is the human attempt ·to 
esca pe from th~ thought of God and 
of the disappointing human sympathies 
in b_oundle ea imaginations, as far 
removed as possible from these bounded 
ways of human litigations. We can 
un de rstand that Thompson knew the 
impulse to forget his own failure in 
r e v e 1 s of pure fancy • 11 11 

Hungry for love the soul demands admittance into 

the heart of beauty, in fact, it tries to obtain it by 

force. Again it is outlawed, for the starry s pheres are 

always faithful to their Makerj foiev e r singing as they 

shine. ~t grows tired of pleading with the st a re, t hen 

it tries the wiles of Dawn, hoping that she will welcome 

it with open arms and will banquet it 

"In her wind-valled palace 

Undern e a th her azured dais." 

Aurora rejects him also for she is a f aithful subject of 

the King and pleases only those who serve her master. More 

and mo r e h e b e gin s to r ·e al i z e th at i t i a i m po s s i b 1 e to t ry 

to evade Him who is pursuing . The winds, like escaped 

wild horses . with whistling manes, take him 

"The long Savannahs of the blue 

They clanged his chariot 'thwart 

across. 

a heaven 

Plasly with flying lightenings round the 

spurn o 1 their feet" 

But to no avail, still with never-ending patience and 

passion 

11 WrightL T. E., ·"Francis Thom~son", . p. 47 ____ _ 
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ttcome on the followin g Feet 

And a Voice above their beat -

Nau ght shelters thee, who 'lilt not shelt e r Me . 11 

Then he turns his att e ntion to little chil 1 ren, 

but disi l lusionment a g ain awaits him 

"I soug ht no mo r e that aft e r which I strayed 

In face of man or maid 

But still wi t hin the li t tle chil dr en ' s eyes 

Se e ms something , something that replies 

They at least are for me, surely for me ! 

I turned me to them very wistfully 

But · just as their y oung eyes g rew sudden fair 

With dawnin g ans wers there 

Their ang el plucked them fro m me by the h a ir. tt 

The si g nificance of the plucking by the hair 

e x pre· s s e s e xt rem e pe r i 1 • The angel cannot trust his 

charges to one who turns his back on God . Thom p son I a g reat 

love for children is expressed also in "The Houn d of 

Heaven" . Of th i s particular incident in this poem as 

correlated with the oth e r po e ms on chil d ren T . E. Wri ght 

s a ys: 

"This litt le incident conc e rning the 
love of li t tle chil d ren is t he i d ea 
ex pressed in "Sister Songstt . Thom pson 
rel a tes of the debt he o wes to children 
at a crisis in his life . Hi s poems 
"D a i sy 11 , and n,rhe Po p py tt, both end on 
a wonderful note with a f eeling of 
inevitable d i f ference between himself 
an d them. Tho mp so n , being what he wa s , 
very l ovable of nature, yet wi t h an 
inward unnaturalness, woul d feel a 
check to the ou t_g oing of the• child -



instinct toward him, as if a mysterious 
han d were laid u po ~ it. Human ~hil dr en 
are cut off from his deeper life, and 
he turns to the children of nature ad 
seeks intimacy and com f ort there." 12 

The human ambition and the realization o f it are 

described in one of the most delic a te and searching express­

ions in literature, of what fellowship with nature can be. 

That is 1 hy the disappointment of the man-soul is so great 

when he finds out th c t intimacy with Mother nature arid her 

children is not for him either. 

~Let me greet you lip to lip 

Let me twine with your caresses 

Wantoning 

With our Lady - Mother's vagran t tresses 

Banqueting . 

With her in her wind - walled palace 

Underneath her azure d dais . 

\ Quaffing, as your tai n tlesa way is 

Fro m a chalice 

Lucent - Weeping out of the dayspring ." 

Thompson I s " Wantoning 

W i th Our L a dy - Mo the r I s V ag r ant t r e s s e s , 11 

is a su g gestion of hie longing for fellowshi p; the bond 

of fel l ow sh ip expressed to him the .moat reverent of 

intimate relations. 

"So it was done 

I, in their delicate fellowshi p was one 

Drew the bolt of Na ture's secrecies." 

L~ !.i~t, T . E . L "Francis Thompson".1.. p. 50. 



1 -

It i a interesting to note here the emphaei s upon 

I "I", he says, 0 I, the one, who fled frorn God was 

admitted to his wondrous privilege". He g lories here at 

the g ift of insi gh t with which he wa s endowed, even when 

he wa s least worthy. Of the soul finding satisfaction 

only in a personility ~athe~ th an an impersonal God 

T. E. Wri g ht says: "Nature, without God is impersonal, 

and he, a person can find s a tisfying fellowship onl y with 

personality. 11 13 

The fugitive finally comes to the end of his 

resources and he hears behind him the solemn, urg ent tread 

of the followin g feet and the Voice aurpas~ing them in 

swiftness 

"So! Naught content~ thee, who conten 1 st not Me !" 

The end of man is to g lorify his Ma ker, and the man who 

refuses to give his lifa back to God in thankfulness is an 

en~my of Na tu re. The fugitive fina~ly realizes that his 

hopes have been illusory and begins to ponder upon the 

desolation whi c h h a s come u p on him. The soul of th e poet 

cries out 

11 Naked I wait thy love• s uplifted Strokel 

My h a rness piece by piece Thou has hewn fro m me , 

And smitten me to my knee; 

I am defenceless utterly 

I a 1 e pt , me th i n k a , an d w o e , 

And, slowly gaz ing , find me stripped in sleep • 

• 

1..2 Wright , T • E . , 11 Fr a. n c i s Thom p son 1t , p. 5._5 ...... _________ _ 
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There is a real tragedy in the sense of emptiness 

of life in which he has put his trust. The note here is 

decidedly autobiographical. 

'
1 I , th e r a sh 1 u st i h e ad o f my young p·o we r s , 

I shook the pillaring hours 

And pulled my life upon me; grimed with em.e a rs, 

I stand amid the dust o 1 the mounded ye a rs -- ✓ 

My mangled youth lies d e a d beneath the heap ." 

These lines frankly show t h e poet 1 s mental desolation ov e r 

his own bro k en life. 

"M y freshness spent its wavering shower i 1 the dust 

And now my heart is as a broken fount 

Wherein te a r-dri p pings stagnate, s pi 1 t down ever 

From the dank thoughts that shiver 

U pen the sighful branches of my mind . n 

From retrospect then the poet turns to an t ici pa tion 

of what is to be ex pec t ed of the fu~ure . The lines a re an 

indication of Tho mps on's infinite faith in eternity. He 

says --

"I dimly guess what Ti me in mists confoun d s; 

Yet ev e r and a non a trumpet sounds 

F rom t h e hid battlements of Eternity: 

Those sh a ken mists a spa ce, unsettle, t h en 

Round the half-glimpse d turrets slowly an d a g ain; 

But not ere him who summoneth 

I first have seen, enwound 

ith gloomin g robes purpureal, cypress crovmed; 

His name I know, and what his trumpet saith. tt 
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Humbly and repentant then t he soul yields himself 

to his faithful lover 
»Th a t Voice is ro~nd me like a b u rsting sea." 

Hie soul lis t ens eagerly to the Voice which s a ys 

~And is th y e a r t h so marred 

Shatte~ed in s h ard on shard." 

T. E. Wright says of Thom p son 1 s renunci a tion of 

the things o f life for the sake of a greater joy in the 

things of Christ: 

"Th~m p son has been criticized as the advocate 
o f that s pirit which g ives up all life 1 e 
gladness for the sak e o f holier joys in 
Christ. But none o f these n a tural de lights 
of life, every satisfaction o f our natur e 
hum a n sympa thy, ' ar dent imag in a tion , ·th e 
love o f littl~ children, the choicest 
inti ma cy with Na ture -- · a11 are_ f oun n in 
Him who is the life and g round of our 
entire being , a nd in hose will is our 
tranquillity. 11 14 

The poem ends wi th the beau t iful but si mp le 

lines which hold the sec r et o f all reli gi on. 

• 
11 Rise, clas p My hand, and ' come!" 

The followin g -- qu ot a.t i on from T. E . Wri gh t ex presses 

t he i d ea of the necess a ry rel a tion betwee Go d and , an; 

this t h ought be ing d erived fro m the lines 11 Rise , clas p My 

hand and come! 11
• 

"God ~nd man are necessary· to e a ch 
other. God has mad e us for Himsel f , 
and we cannot rest, and He cannot 
rest, until we rest in - Him.tt 15 

In a further a n a ly~is of these line s ~ister 

Ma r y de Lourdes Ma cklin say s: 

"· clasp my hand and come l 11 
- - i a 

14 Wright, T,. E ., ''Francis Thompson", p . 60 
15 Ibid., p . 61 . --------- --
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only an invitation, there is no 
coercion. God does not ·1ift him 
up and lead him away. He leaves 
him free as He has always done. 
But can he refuse? Rise from the 
depths of misery into which you 
h ave been plunged; fro m the slou g h 
of despondency and despair, to the 
sun kissed heights with their life­
giving air, · where you walked with 
Me in your innocent childhoo d . 
Clasp My hand that you may walk 
securely, that you may not fall into 
t he an a: r e s and pi t fa 1 1 s on the way , 
or . be drawn aside by the siren 
voices th a t lead you to destruction. 
Come! Whither! Wherever My grace 
leads you. 11 16 

All the essence of Thompson's faith in the God he loved 

is cont ain ed in these lines. 

The poem is an interesting contrast between the 

soul of Francie and man's soul in general. F,ra.nci s and 

11 The Soul" in th-e poem delighted in the same things, but 

to Francis ma terial thing s were meaningless until he saw 

in them the work of the Divine Author. The soul in the 

poem l onged for affection fro m fellow-beings Francis 

never sought the friendship of his fellow-beings, rather 

they sought him. All human love was to him a symbol of 

divine love. The lines 

"To all swift things for swiftness did I sue 

Clung to th e whistling mane of every wind. a 

have been proved by so me authors to portray the soul 

making a mad rush after this world's pleasures. Ch a rles 

L. O'Donnell, in pa rticular, makes biographical inte r­

pretation of Thompson, saying that nnuring those few 

Ti Sister Mary de Lourdes Macklin, "An Interpretation of 
the Hou n d o f He ave n tt , ~_J.2..!.. 



terrible years he let himself go with the winds of fancy 

and threw himself on th e swelling waves of every passion, 

desiring only to live to the full." This interpretation, 

however, is very incorrect, for Alice Meynell, who knew 

him better than most men , says that he ttwas one of the 

most innocent of men". George Schuster says of him "of 

all the poets of later ye a rs he is the one who guarded be~t 

the citadel of his soul." 

Of the . truth that Franci s never fled God 

consciously in his life, Sister Ma ry de Lourdes Ma cklin says: 

"We have abundant proof that Francis 
never fled God in his love, . that is 
consciously, del ib~rately and con­
tinually. His whole life belies 
such an aqcusation. Hie innocent 
childhood and youth; his aspir a tion 
to the priesthood, the blamelessness 
of his conduct during the yea rs of 
want and misery in the London Streets, 
the love and admiration of the friend 
wno rescued him and found his character 
pu re gold , made all t he brighter by 
the fires of tribula~ion through 
which he had passed . Ab'ove all his 
intense love of God, his reverence 
for all things h oly is manifested in 
his work a. " 1 7 

"The Hound of Heaven" is the most synthetically 

re presentative of the movements of English an~ perhaps , 

European thought in the nineteenth century th a t we have. 

Synthetically representati v e and typical because a careful 

examination of the poem will show that in his own 

individual experiences there recorded Thom p son speculated, 

suffered and solved with his times. 

1 7 Si st e r i a r y de Lour de s -Mac k 1 i n , 11 An I n t er pre tat i o n of 
the Hound of Heave~~ , =p_._5_0_i ______ _ 



In "The Hound of Heaven" Thompson almost assumes 

th e a s pe ct o f a pro ph e t f o r th e age • 0 f th i s g r e a t O de , 

Gladys Barnes writes: 

11 1 The Hound of Heaven' is a great poem 
because it r e veals a splendid faith 
in a personal God, a rare thing in 
modern poetry, so rare yet here stated 
with such assurance that Thomp~on 
a 1 mo at a s sum e e the a s pe ct o f a pr o ph et 
for the age. · The poem may be -read as 
a profoundly significant reversal of 
the long attem pt to bring a transcendent 
God down into His creation, a re v ersal 
which, finding first God, finds hi e 
Creator in Him, or it may appear t o be 
no more ~r no less) than the oldn _ 18 

45. 

1 Seek Ye first the Kingdom of Heaven, of Christianity. 1 

Of the magnificent qualities of th e poem Hugh A. 

Allen says: 

11 It is a wonderful sermon in verse - this 
poem , a striking development of the 
stu pendous truth that the love of God 
surpae s eth all things and th a t His 
mercy and charity ruleth over all. 'rhe 
poem presents bewitching powers of 
p resentation - the glory ,of its art, 
like love, fe a r and majesty of night 
can only be felt and never forgotten. 
It has a cha~te and ele g ant beauty, 
pulsing with the deep surge of human 
emotions, a divine orchestration destined 
to endure and reve al in Francia Thompson 
a poet of unique and intimate charm, a 
resonant column in the House of Song." 19 

18 Ba rnes, G. W., 11 Francis Thompson", Poet· Lore, Vol. 26, 
p. 250, Ma rch 1915. 

19 Allen, Hugh A.,- 11 Poet of_ the Return to God 11
, Catholic 

World, Vol lQ.L_i~_.22.~ June 1918. 



Chapter V . 

Thompson, the Poet of Imagery and Mysticism 

Thompson ia especially noted for the beautiful 

imagery of his poetry. His imag ery, his description of 

n a ture has that sensuous quality which we find in most of the 

poetry of the poets of nature . But more than that Thompson 

s e e s in 3 n i mat e nature, ·th rough the v e i 1 o f o 1 d w o r 1 d my st i✓-

c ism and describes it i~ th ~ i ma g ery of religious ritual . 

In his poetry all the phenomena of the universe 

take on human or animal forms, his writing s are peopled 

with creatures of mythology . The winds have whistling 

manes and sweep like wild horses . The sun is bidden "to 

fling from (his) ear the burning curls" . He speaks of 

"the long savannahs of the blue". He cannot touch color 

without intensifying it till i t seems to quiver and burn. 

His silvers are clarified, his vermillions repured, his 

c r i m son i s II i 1 1 u at r i o u s sang uine , 1 ~ k e a g r a pe o f b 1 o o d • 

He is lik e his own Eastern izarq,round whom in hie 

baschish swoon 

"A l l the rained gems of the old Tartarian 1 s line 

(r Shower in lustrous throbbing s of tinged flame , " 1 

through the quoted lines of poetry, says Martin Armstrong 

in an analysis of .Thompson's use of imagery. 

Thom pson is a mystic a nd a symbolist because he 

sought and found union with the absolute symbolist, because 

all things become symbols of the thing s he saw in God; the 

1 Armstrong, Martin~ "Francis Thompson", The Forum, Vol 50, 
---~· 723, Novemb e r, 19_1_3_. __ _ 
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Creator; for instance he likens the sun to 

"A silver thurible 

Fuming clouds o f g olden fire for a cloud o f incense 

smoke. 11 

In praise o f Thompson's handling of mystic poetry 

R • F • Pa r s o n s say s 11 

11 He never forgot th a t mystic poetry was 
the chil d of theolo g y, the flower in 
art and creed, he always strove for his 
ideal, and never failed . He manages to 
throw around his poems an atmosphere 
which makes us feel as if we, too, were 
present at his lonely vi g ils before the 
Blessed Sacrament, so metimes by means of 
direct religious thou gh t, at other ti me s 
by his use of sacred si miles and metaphors , 
similes wh ich ca r ry with them a world of 
memories , metaphors of the mass of 
Benediction of the rites of his Church . 
On this account his poems will find a 
g re ate r appreciation among Catholics 
t h an among Pr o t e st ant a . I f Thom p son, 
h o we v e r , t o o k u p a pu r e 1 y re 1 i g i o u s 
t h ought or subject he did not breathe 
it in every day fashion, but bre at hed 
into it his o~n feelings of fear, of 
sadness, of love, o f Hate . 11 2 

The poems cal led 11 Sight and Insight II form a 

group of twelve poems i n which Th ompson writes particularly 

of his mysticism. These p oems are without a doubt the mos t 

or~ginal in thought of all his work and are inse parably a 

part of Thomp son's own pe rsonality. Their individuality, 

however, make s them very obscure since they are fart h e s t 

re moved from universal ex pe rience and sy m pathy . In an 

an a 1 y s i e o f th e point o f v i e w o f the po em s en t i t 1 e d t1 Sight 

and Insigh t" Gladys Barnes Writes: 

2 

"Their point of view is that o f an 

Pa rsons, 
Review, 

R. F., "Francis Thom p son", American Oath. Quart~Fly 
Vol . 85, E• 747, November 1913. 



intrbspective man, an ascetic aloof 
from the world, a seer of Visions, 
who pierces to the utmo st hei g hts o f 
mysticism; there he is someti mes 
overtaken by huma n weakness and 
doubting, and falls back to the 
depths of grimmest melancholy, but 
ri see a gain, the tr i umphant pro­
claimer of serene faith in t he 
ultimate truth, beauty, love which 
tr a nscends the re a lities of lesser ­
visioned man . " 3 

✓ 

Of ·this group 0 Si g ht and Insi g ht" 11 The Orient Ode 0 

sho ws the most b e autiful imag ery . Tho mp son li k ens, by means 

of ex quisite fi gures, the pass ag e of the sun across the s ky 

to the elevation o f the Host . In this poem is exe mp lified 

th e poet I s n a i v e a s sum pt i on o f me t a ph o r i c a 1 re 1 a t i o n a • 

0 The Ode to _th e Setting Sunu is another poem 

fill ed with mysticism. Of ~T h e Ode to the Setting Su n " 

T. E. Wri ght ex presses th e follo wi ng a nalysis · 

"T h e 1 Ode 1 o pens with th e · st~ong 
con t r a s t s o f li f e , its s pring ing 
mus ic a n d its wasting bre a th , its 
a l pha and ome g a, birt h a~d de a th . 
Both t h e mysteries wh ich · s ta nd a t 
the bound a ri e s o f our e x istence are 
be a utiful, b u t of th ese two the 
fairer t hing is "De a th 11

• Of t h_ese 
mystic twins o f Time, the youn g er, in 
adcord wi t h many -~nolo g ies in Na ture 

• h a s th e g r e ate r g 1 o r y and pow e r . tt 4 

"I t Ls t h e f al l ing star t h s t trails th e li g ht 

It is th e breaking wave t h a t hath t h e mi g h t 

The pa ssin g sho we r th a t r a in b ows mani ple 11 

In t h is poe m he al so pa y s h oma g e to th e ·· sun I s glowing 

achievements~ He says 

Ba rnes, G ladys W. , " F rancis Thompson~ 
p. 243, Ma rch 1915 . 
Wr ight, T. E., "Francis Th om_E son", p. 

Po e t Lo r e , V o 1 2 6 , 

78 . 

48. 



"The earth was suckled at · thy shining breast 

And in her veins is quick thy milky fire 

And all her births ~·re propertied by · thee 

Her teeming centuries 

Drew being from thine eyes 

Thou fatts 1 t the morrow of all quality 

The g lories of the garden he says are the handiwork of the 

sun. 

11 Thou S\-vays 1 t thy sceptred beam 

0 1 er all deli gh t · and dream 

Beauty is beautiful but in thy glance 

And like a jocund maid 

In g a rlan d-flowers ar r ayed 

Before thy ark Earth kee ps her s a cred dance . 

He ends the poem lamenting the sun 1 s departing glory and 

blends a ga in in the last line his own sadness. Deep g loom 

overtakes him as he realizes t ha t all that man desires has 

death written upon its face 

"Why have we longi ngs of immortal pain 

And all we long for mortal; Woe is me 

And all our chants but cha plet sonce decay 

As mine this vanishing - nay, vanished Day . tt 

Of the symbolism of the sun in "An Ode to the 

Setting Sun" T. E. Wri g ht says: 

11 The blessed sun, whether it treads 
with exaltation the Eastern sea, or 
stings 1 t he We st to an g ry red', 
is an image of Christ an d a follow er 
of Him who is the 1 King-Maker of 



Creation• and this affinity between Sun 
and Saviour assures him with that 
confidence with which the 16de 1 opens -
that death surpasses in wonder the g lory 
of birth. 11 5 

Although there is a great deal of sym bolism in 

"The Mistress of Vision" confusion does not result, rather 

there is a concentration -on _the light and colour in the 

garden. In the followin g quotation T. E. Wrigh~ says: 

" 1 The Mistres s of Vi~ion 1 is another 
example of Thompson' e marvellous 
concentration on i mag ery. In this 
poem there is no confusion as a 
result of the profu_sion of symbols, 
but rather the focussing of manifold 
li g ht and colour upon the garden 
which is more than any mundane per­
sonality. The sec r et of this dwelling ­
of the woman , the poet says, is beyond 
life and beyond death, thoug h it is 
not true tha~ as some would inter pr e t 
it, one must die before g aining entrance . 
The ga rden is a spiri t ual creation and 
tr a nscends both earthly life an d de a th. 
The concluding words leave no doubt 
that the mystic land is one to b e 
gazed u pon, not by mortal vision, but 
with ~he inward vision of spiritual 
imag ination. 11 6 

In the last lin e of the poem, as always, Thompson 

a g ain ex press e s that in li f e an d in poetry any power of 

discernment may be attained by means of the pain and 

sorrow of human ex pe rienc e 

"From the fall precipitant 

These d im snatch e s of her chant 

Only have re mained mine, -- .. 

'That from s pear and thorn alon e 

May be gro wn 

5 Wright, T. E., "Francis Thompson 0, p . 81 
6 Ibid., p. 89-90 . 



Autumn 11 • 

For the front o f saint or sing er any divinizing twine 

Her song said th a t no springing 

Paradise but evermore 

Hangeth on . a singing 

Th e. t has chords of weeping 

And that sings the after-slee ping 

To souls which wake too sore. 

Nothing can rival the imagery in 11 A Corymbus for 

I n th i s po em h i s mu s e r i d e s · f o rt h , ju st a s he de s -

cri bes the moon coming forth u pon the tre pidant air 

"As if she had trodden the stars in press 

Ti 1 1 the go 1 d wine s pu r t e d o v e r h er d re s s 

Till the gold wine g ushed out round her feet 

Spurted over her stain~d wear 

And bubbled in golden froth at h e r feet 

And hung like a whirlpool's mist round h e r. 11 

He likens in the poem great things ~o small things. The 

melancholy of Autumn's decay and the coming of Winter 

weighed he a vily u pon him. 

nThe Dread of Height 11 is one of Thompson's most 

characteristic poems illustrating his trend towards the mystic 

and soulful. The poem is the cry of a soul that has stood 

high on a mountain peak and felt in the glory of fire and 

cloud eternal banishment from the. small pleasur~ble thing s 

of mortality . 

"Tis to have drunk too well 

The drink th a t is divine 
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Maketh the kind earth waste 

And bre a th intolerable. 

He continues with the thought that no-one can know 

the depths of hell like him who has gazed down from heaven's 

view point. With the cry of spiritual isolation is mingled 

the pleading voi~e of human impotence. 

11 Some ho 1 d , some stay , 

0 di ffi cu 1 t joy, I pray 

Some arms of thine 

Not only, only a r m of mine 

Lest li k e a weary gi rl I fall 

From clas ping love so high, 

And lacking thus thine arm, then may 

Most hapless I 

Turn utterly to love of basest role 

For low they fall whose f all is from the sky. 

In the "Dread of .Reight" ~hom pson compares himself 

to the hag g ard (Wild Hawk) trained to keenest vision and 

pu r suit by d e :e_r i v at i on • He was afraid to sink low yet he 

sank , and a g ain he feared to sink. 

nFor low they f all whose fall is from ~ he sky". 

Mysticism and allegory are combined in "A Fallen 

Yew" . the life of a tree an d the life of a man, with their 

de pendence on the eart h and on heaven for their sustenance, 

is a compa rison on which Th om p son draws in reap~ct o f thei r 

loneliness and their essential mystery . Th e Yew he drew 

as his example stood on the playground o f Ushaw Colle g e 

an d is notable for . its longevity. To Thompson the Yew 
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seems an expression of immortal existence linking together 

the first of things an d the last. 

"It e e emed arrival of the Wo rld 1 s great prime 

Made to un-ed g e the scythe of Time 

And 1 o st w i th stat e l i e st rhyme • '' 

The immortal strength of the tree was raised into being 

and kept in continual challenge to the elements. 

11 U pheaved its stub born girth, and raised unriven 

Ag ainst the whirl-blast and the leven 

Defiant arms to Heaven. 

In the splendid vi g or a n d dauntlessness of the old Yew 

th ere i s th a t vi ta 1 e 1 em en t r~~"':,,. -~ i n d i cat iv e o f the sou 1 of 

Thompson - h e says 

"Stirred by the fall - predestined bar k of Dis 

Along my soul a bruit there is 

Of - echoing imag es 

Rev e rberations o f mortali~y 

Spelt bac k wards from its death to me 

Its life reads saddenedly. u 

Regarding the central idea of "A Fallen Yew" a nd 

the symbolism of th e old tree T . E . Wri ght says: 

"Thus we a r e led on to the central 
idea of the poem . This Yev, with its 
unsearching heart of mystery is 
symbolic of an even more unsea r ch ab le 
s e c r et th a t of the individual 
personality . 11 7 

In another quotation concerning "An Anthem of 

Earth n the same writer says: 

7 Wright, •r . E., "Francis Thom_Eeon", p. 65. ____ _ 



"There is self-analysis in t he poem 
uAn Anthem o f Earth 11 • The poem was 
written in 1892, four years after · his 
rescue from th e ~treete . The following 
v·er ee s show his hard fight with physic a l 
di sabiliti es and mental uncertainties. 
Life to him wa s a co quetr y with death, 
a rehearsal , for it was too mu ch 
rehe a rsal for such a poor affair. The 
g r ave w a s i n hi s b 1 o o d • · Wh i 1 e t he 
e a rth thrills with f air da f fodils and 
the unborn wheat, his heart can only 
anticipate the abhorred s prin g of the 
underworld. rt 8 

His only hope is that the s a ints in heaven will look with 

benediction u pon a soul in hell an d will p le a d with the 

an g els for his hapless fate . He says he lives a life 

det a che d from human praise, fro m gold an d f rom ple a sure, 

on l y asking for love, for whi ch he nev e r grudges the pr~ce 

a n d h is rewa r d is to be 

"Unowned by Love and Beauty~ . 

He wonders what hie destiny is to be, whe t he r he 

must meet with the same fate as those alien to heaven a nd 

akin to trre be a st s? Or whether he must finally 

"Tryst with t he Sensualist» . 

The o pening lin e s of the poe m ta k e u p his rela t ion-

shi p to the universe. "In Neacientneesn man puts on the 

-~ f l e shly lendings" o f Mothe r Earth, unconscious of the 

stern obli g ations wh ereb y he is invested 

"Indeed this flesh, 0 Mot h er 

A b e ggar's crown, a client's lod g ing 

te find, which fro m thy hands we simply took 

Naught dreaming of t he after penury 

In Nescientness. -

8 Wright, T. E., "Francis Tho!!E~~~~• 1 5 2. ----------
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There follows a period of joy in the boon of 

existence which has been granted him. 

11 I n a 1 i t t 1 e j o y , i.n a 1 i t t l e j o y 

We wear awhile, Thy sore insi g nia 

Nor know the heel o 1- th e neck." 

Finally as he attains the full statu r e of man -h ood 

he becomes conscious of the disabilities of mortality, its 

heritage of sin and woe - Nature no longer seems to him a 

kind of foster-mother, but a kind of beguiling incons t ant 

siren. "Ho p e not of N·ature; she nor gives nor teaches 

She suffers thee to take 

But what thy own hand reaches 

And can itself make sovereign for thine ache 

Man, the paragon of animals ecomes as nothing to him . 

''Ay, Mother, iother 

What is this man, thy darling kissed and cu f fed. 

Thou iusting ly eng~nderes~ 

To sweat and make hie brag _and rot 

Crowned with all honor and s~amefulnees? 

He passes fr.om one mood of disillusionment to 

another until he finally penetrates with deep insight and 

with reconciling enthusiasm the earth 1 s "Strange sanctities 

of pathosn . The poem ends with a reverie on death, ex posing 

the theory that death is not really the ~nd of _ life but t he 

o pening gate to immortality. De ath is magnific~ntly 

conjured in a series of fantastic seventeenth century im a ges 

ending with the magnificent concept . 
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Pontifical De ath, that doth the crevasse bridge 

To the steep arid tri fi d God . 

Thompson 1 s final outlook on life is truly super­

natural, whereas in the beginning it was frartkly Bacchic . 

The poem sings itself to a close. 

"Now, mortal - sonlike 

I thou hast suckled -, Mother, I at last 

Shall sustenant be to thee. Here I untrammed 

Here I pluck loose the ·body's cerementing 

And bre a k the tomb of -life; here I shake off 

The bur o 1 the world, man 1 s congregation shun, 

And to the antique order of the dead 

I take the tongueless vows: my cell is set 

Here in thy bosom; my trouble is ended 

In a little peace. 11 

I_magination in Thompson far surpassed his 

emotional and thinking faculties. H~ has used images une qualed 

by Shak e speare . G. K. Chesterton has said that Thompson 

could produce such vast images that a smaller mind could 

not grasp him . In a po em called II Sunset 11 ·Thompson particularly 

h as reached great width . The f.irst pic·ture he gives us is 

one a child could imagine. But soon he leads us through 

paths scarcely trod before by men . There is a sc e ne a 

llmist in reefs of fire" . From the·se 

11 A hundred sunbeams splinter in 

An azure atmosphere 

On cloudy archi~lagos ." 
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The second stanza opens with a vast sweeping 

ocean and as quickly changes 

field 11 • 

11 As if some giant of the air and vapors drew 

A sudden elemental sword. 

" A cu po 1 a o f go 1 d II ch an_ g e s int o a 11 b 1 o o d y b at t 1 e -

There is no doubt that Thompson felt these intense 

e m o ti on s h e e x pre s s e s , au r g i ng i n hi s sou 1 , but he d o e s not, 

continually a rouse these . same emotions in the rea der 's soul, 

because he cannot comprehend him. Thompson's imagination 

was always stretching out to the st a rs, for he was ev e r 

searching for the infinite . His imagination really makes its 

appearance in two distinct manners -- his love for the stars 

and planets and his affection for children. 

Thom pson's imag ination unbounded in its fecundity 

and controlled by reason has a b roa der and deeper insight 

into the totality of things and he is therefore better able 

to tune his song in harmony ~ith cosmic pe rfection. 

Thom p son in h i s po em s e s pe c i a 11 y r i ch in i mag e r y 

shows a kinship with the prophets . and mystics o f .all races. 

An anonymous writer in The Nation for December 1917 writes: 

nFor Thompson our towers and gorgeous 
palaces, our solemn temples an_d the _ 
great g 1 ob e its e 1 f'9' have be en the in-
sub st anti al pageant , while the re a lities 
have lain where foot of flesh shall never 
tread a.rid mortal eye shall n~ver pierce . 
In t his he shows a kinship with the 
pr O ph e t s and my 8 ti C a O f a 11 r a C e 8 , 0 f . 
all cli mes and above all with those 
Hebrew Seers, who beheld the holy city 
of Jerusalem coming dow n from above, 
the riv e r of water of life, clear as 
crystal and the Ancient ~ of Days, with 
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raiment white as snow and throne 
of fiery flames. Thompson in his 
ecstacy saw on Jacob 1 s Ladder 

To and fro 
In ascension and demission 
The st a r - flecked feet of Par adise." 9 

0 f th e et he r ea 1 qua 1 i t y o f hi s po e t r y A • F • Pa r son s 

s a ys: 

ttThere is so me thing ethereal about 
his poetry because he personifies 
the abstract and makes i t a ct as 
if it were the concrete. Yet in 
his personification h e is showing 
again how paradoxical is his 
imagination. Thom p son s e es no 
difficulty in joi~ing together b oth 
the a~stract and the concrete thereby 
obtaining something elusive , yet 
tan g ibl~. 11 10 

Thompson finds noth ing unusual in naming the 

Milky way a beaten yol k of stare. He takes the setting 

sun for a bee that sting s th~ West to angry re d . His use 

of i mage ry may be likened to the ritual architecture of 

t he Church . Christ in his parable lent magic to small 

unim portant thing s li ke a mu sta rd e e ~d . Thompson has 

some o f Christ's spirit sinc e he fashione d for himself a 

vision of heaven from the thing s about him . His most 

i mportant quality,however, was t he seer 1 s listening to 

the heart - beats of truth. Th e re is a flash of under-

standing b etween Francis Thompson 1 s own world and th a t 

oth e r world o f which he had a peculiar insight . 

Th e re i s no po e t who s e . f 1 i g ht . ma k-e s so s e c u r e 1 y 

for the sun and the stars as this poet. He is at home 

among the stars, his soul keeping the loftiest co mpany, 

however ill his body fared ofr earth . 

9 
10 

The Nation, 
. Parsons , R • 
Review~ Vo 1. 

ttFranci s Thompson 11 , Vol 85, p ~ 535 July-Dec 19 ) 7 
F ., 11 A Poetic a l Remnia 11

, Am. Oath Qu a r t erl y 
38, p . 747, October 1912~-- - _ ____________ _ 



Chapter VI . 

Conclusion 

The message of Francis Thompson's poetry is not 

the story of his mystical contemplation but his transl a tion 

of mere existence into spiritual rapture. 

Catholicity wa s the found a tion of Thompson's 

inspiration. Christ and His Blessed Mother were his most 

intimate frien d s. A Sister of Notre Dame ~rites: 

"Thompson was a seer-missionary who 
discovered the secrets of God and 
proclai med them to men. He was a 
religious poet and deliberately 
i m po s e d u po n him s e 1 f l i mi tat i on s in-
his art. His readers may not agree 
with his princi ples and teachings, they 
may not be ab le to g ive him full 
sympathy of approbation, but if they 
are to g ive .him strict justice as a 
poet, they must at least be able to 
extend to hima certain de g ree of 
sympathy o f co mprehension. Catholicity 
was the very foundation of his 
ins piration, Christ and His Blesse 
Moth e r were his intimate frien d s, his 
angel guardian wa s his de~r familiar . " 1 

Thompson was not a religious poet in the strict 

sense that he sang only the praise a of the saints. He 

seldom sang of Catholicism - he took a better way. 

Cuthbert says: 

"He carried the spirit of Catholicism 
with him into the highways and byways 
o f the world 1 s life and whatever he 
found true and noble in his life the 
Catholic spirit within ap pro priated 
t o it s e 1 f , pu r i f yin g · e a r th 1 y th i n g s 
of mer e earthl~ness and investing 
them with a Catholic immortality." 2 

Father 
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C o v entry Pat mo re say e o f him : 

11 Mr • Thom pa o n I s poet r y i e a pi r i tu.a 1 
almost to a fault. He is always, 
even in love, upon mountain hei g hts 
of perception, where it is difficult 
for even disciplined mortality to 
breathe for long together. Mr. 
Thompson is a Titan among recent 
poets, but he should not forget that 
a Titan may require and o btain 
renovation of his strength by occasional 
acquaintance with the earth, without 
which the heavens t emselves are weak 
and unstable. Since, however , Mr . 
Thompson's spirituality is a re a l 
ardour of life and not the mere 
negation of life, which passes, with 
most people, for spirituali t it seems 
somewhat ungracious to complain of 
its predominance. It is the greatest 
and noblest of defects and shines 
rather as an eminent virtue . rt 3 

Thompson's song is a virginal son g , pure and 

innocent of g uile. The abandon, the swift tumultuousness 

of his verse is checked by a constant purity. His i mage ry 

may be wa nton at times, but his thought is always chastened 

and controlled. His faith has done ,this thing for him and 

i t i s a s u p r em e b 1 e s a i n g • Ha p py sh o u 1 d b e the po et w h o 

leaves behind hi m only songs th a t man - kind may re ad without 

a blush. To have done otherwise would have been a supreme 

misfortune . 

Alice Meynell writes of Thom pson: 

"History will c e rtainly be busy with 
this remarkable man 1 e life, as well 
as with his work; and this recor d 
will serve in the future, being at 
any . rat e strictly true. As to the 
fate of his poetry in the judgment 

3 Pat mo re , C o vent r y , 11 A New Po et n , F o rt n i g h t , To 1 61 , p . 21 , 
Octobe! 190~7 __ _ 
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of his country, I have no mis g ivi n g s~ 
For no re a ctions of taste, no vicis­
situde of language, no change in the 
p revalent fashions of the arts, no 
altering sense of the music of verse 
can lessen the height or diminish 
the g re a tness of this poet's thou ght, 
or undo his experience, or unlive 
t he life of this elect soul, or 
efface its pa ssion . There is a call 
to our times from the noble seven- ·. 
teen th century, and this pu~e ly 
English po e t cried nAdsum! !1 to the 
resounding summons . ~ 4 

ttcome, and come strong 

To the cons piracy of our spacious song ! n 

He w i 11 n e v e r be c om e a II po pu 1 a r po et " b e c au s e of 

the abstractness of his verse, and no-one is more conscious 

of thi s fact than Thompson himself, th~ lines of "The 

Cloud 1 s Swan Song" allude to it with delicate pathos . 

"Like g rey clouds one by one my songs upsoar 

0 v er my sou 1 1 s co 1 d p e a i{S ; a nd 6 n e by one 

They loose their little rain, and a re no more; 

And whether well or ill, to tell me the r e is non e . 11 

11 For 1 tis a n alien tongue, of alien thin g s, 

From all men 1 scare, how miserably a part ! 

Ev en my friends s ay : 1 0 f what i s this he sing s? 1 

And bar r -e n i a my s on g , and b a r re n i s my h e a rt • 11 

Thompson's g ift to the world is not only in the 

beauty of his verses but in the seed it has so wn in the 

h e a rt a of o t h e r po et s • 

4 Meynell, Alice, "FRa.nc is Thompson", Vol 142, p . 172, 
Dublin Review, Jan . _- _ April_l908 . __ _ 
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In an appreciation o f the poetry of rrancis 

Tho mp son E. J. 0 1 Brien writes in Poet Lore for March 1908: 

ttTo have felt and to have loved F rancis 
Thom p son's poetrL is one of those 
spiritual ga ins in our lives, . which, 
come what may, c a never be lost 
entirely. He was rather a soul, a 
breath than a man . It is the mind 
of a woman in the heart of a child, 
so that we feel for him less of 
admiration than of tenderness and 
of gratitude and though his life 
was comparatively a dream, neverthe­
less it was, as Ha z litt has written, 
a dream of infinity and eternity, of 
death , the resurre(?tion·; and a 
judgment to come. Francis Thom p son 
has done the world an inestimab le 
good, if the world will but reco g nize 
it, for he . has succeeded in clo aking 
all things vividly with the Divine 
Presence . Truly a miracle wa s per-
f o rm e d by t h i s po e t in s pi red o f G o d . 
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