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Victoria's Lapse from Virtue: 
A Lost Leaf fro1n Swinburne's 

La Sceur de la Rei11e 
Francis Jacques Sypber, Jr. 

~.......-,v1xRURNE's French comic dr~nna of Hanoverian intrigue and 
Hugolian rhetoric., La Swur de_ la Reine; has so far been kno,vn 
n1n inly fro n1 tcs cj n1 oni a and f ron1 f ra gn 1 en ts con tui ncd i 11 ten 
manuscript leaves at the Library of Congress. These portions 

,vere first pnb]ished in 1964 by Cecjl Lang~ ,vho in his com111entary 
regrets the Joss of a f an1ous scene in ,vh i ch Queen \Tictoria conf esscs 
to her lover, Lord John R usscll, her lapse f ron1 virtue - ,v hen she 
yielded to the enticcn1enLs of the poet laureate., Hfvl. '''ords,vorth.n 
C. J(. Hyder, ,vriring a Icvie\v of research up to the end of 1966, calls 
this fragment ,C,Cas yet undisc.ovcrcd.'' l\icanlvhilc, the leaf has been 
Icsting quietly at the Houghton Lihrary 1 and is here published., to 
restore a pdze bell to one of S,vinburnc"s brjgh~est jester's caps .. 1 

[,....a Smur de ltt Reine ,vas born of the same impulse as S,vinburne~s 
French nove]., l~« Fi/le du Police1nau. In a letter of January [ 1 86 r], 
he 1nentions the novel and a vague plan for -another ,:'tale,.,, represent-
ing the adventures surro11nding a ~'t,vin sister of Quee11 Victoria," 
,vho, af tcr being rcn1oved f ron1 the cradle and Jef t to gro,v up as a 
prostitute., is discovered and diso,vncd by· the Queen; she expires after 
"nn ill-requited :=tttachn1cnt to Lord John Russell." The "t11le,, be-
ca1ne a play, and S\vinbnrne may have n1'd.de changes jn the plan of 
action; but since 1n u ch of the text is n1issi ng, th c final story can 11ot be 
reconstructed exactl) 7 • The testin1onia seem to confuse - as S\vin-

1 S-winburne's 1nannscript1 cata]ogued ~s fl\1S Eng 81 :5' .8, is he.re published by per-
n1issiot1 of the Harvnrd College Libr~ry._ and Ly permissjon of 1\'jJliam Hejnetnflnn 
Lhnitcd. For other pnrtions of lAt Smur de lri Reine._ sec New lfTritings by Swi11-
b;ffn e._ ed. C. ·y. g ( Sy ra cu.~c1 J\1, Y. 1 964), ·pp. 103-, i 8; commentary and notes: 
on pp. 2 :2 5-2 3 1. C.. I(. H ydcr's srn tern ent is in Tb£ Victorian I'oe t.r: A G ul d c to Re-
search. ed. F. E. Faverty~ ind ed. (Oa.mlnidge, Miss.t 196'8), p. 1.3 I+ 

z Tbe Swinburne Letters 5 ed. C. Y. Lang (Nc,v I-Iaven, 1959-1962 )., I, 42. 
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b urnc him self docs on occasion - the novel ( ,vh ich is also kno,vn 
only in fragn1cnts) and the pl-a)T, and there arc contradicrjons in their 
accounts.~ 

S,vinburnc apparently composed his -play in the early or middle 
sixties; but he ,vas occupied ,vith it Jong aftcr\vards. In· a letter of 12 

October [ 1880 l,, S\vinburnc ·reminded_ I_..jord Houghton of ccrt:ajn 
((historic', events, such as the appearance of (1Albert the Goodn 

at the dr:nving-roorn in a ,vorking n1an'"s blouse ,vith a hludgcon in his hand! 
on ,v hie h occasion he rcpro ached th c Queen lV j th the early \\'cukncss ,v hie h 
had Jed her into a crj nu aal connection ,vi th I\ 1 r r W o rd.~,vorth i ,v ho had scan-
dalously ·abused his privileged position as Laureate to seduce her by 1neans of 
.recitations Id C ccttc poesi C -.fie vreuse et p a]pi tante de scasu~ Ii te - C etce excu r-
si on i con1me il rappciait, a bride 1achee, a travers les charnps fievrcux de l'an1our 
ilJegitime - de la passion sans frein/ 

And this is the nw.n to l.Vhoin certain Englishmen _have handed thcn1sc]vcs 
together to do honourt c~cst v1·airnent trop shaking .. \Vhen Lord John RusscU1 

,vho had supplanted him in the royal favourt reminded her 1vlajesty of this first 
-liaison, she could only reply (sec historicr-11 n1S. penes 111e) 'Comhien de "fois~ 
mon Jack bj en-nim ci - toi qui inc I c repro ches - ne t' a i-j e pas en tend u ro u-
_cou ler a 1nes picds sa chanson erotique de Detty-Foy!, -1~hc.se things ,vill be 
kno,vn some day.' 

. . 

The p~ss~ges quoted by _S,vinburnc ;nay have been freshly composed; 
together ,vith a passage on the '~Laureate,"' they appear (,vith slight 
~ariations) in the fragment as inserts., ,vrittcn in an autograph different 
-from the rest) and 1nore rcscn1bling that of S,vinburne,s later manu~ 
:~Cl:lpts. _ . 

S,vinburne ,vas _capable of ,vriting loJr-a.l tributes to Queen ''ictoria~ 
-such as _"Euonyn10s,,, in celebration of her escape unham1ed from a 
· gunrnan in 1882~ or ,C(The Jubilee" ( 1887) .('.) But age did not diminish 

Lang describe~ tl~e fr2gn1ents he prints: fl.5 '<Act Two (probably complete) ~nd 
_Act Four (probably incon1p]ete).t:t A guide to the poss.ibie development of the p1ay 
is Hugo's .Atarje Tudor't which ,vas one of S\vinburnc 1s prjndpai mod~l~a 

4 The S-u.nnburne Letter.rt IV! 168 {fievr-eux, -euse siq S,vjnburnc accents the 
word co.rrecdy in the 11.-1.S. fragment) .. llc111~rks on The Excursion n1ay be found in 
Letterf, II, 8 3, 94---9 5,. 9R, See Sw j n burn e's csd mate of ,v ord~,v onh in "Words-
,vorth :tnd Byron/ 1 }..fircellanies {London, T886)9 cspecfaHr p. 144 on Tbe Excursion 
and pp. I l 5 t 141 on 1'The Idiot Boy. 11 

b 1 'Euonymost'" in S,,vinburne,.s I'oc'IJJS (London-1 1904), \r, 144. On the event, 
· see T be Tin Jet,. 3 l\1-a rch 1 881, p~ 9. I a a scene of 1-a Sceur de J 1'l Re i11e1 V jctori:1 
tells "Sir Peel": 'tCinq fois on a tire sur moi dans lcs places pub1iqucs,' ( N e,u, l-Vrit-
iugr, p. i I 7}. The Q occn ll ad in fact been fired -at, th rcAtc ncd ,vi th a pisto] 9 or ~s-
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his enjoyment of royal rid!culc. On the appearance of Her I\1ajcstyts 
A1ore Lea·ves fro111 tbe Jour11al of a f_,if e in tbe Higblands, f ro1N 1862 
to 1882 (London, 1884), S\vinburnc sent G·corgiana Burne~Jones a 
mock plan, ,vith a sample scene, for a tragic drama: "Sir Bro,vn: 
dratne en 7 actes ct 49 tab]caux.'' 0 

. Of the text of La Sceur de la Reine-., T. J. \\7isc ,vrote: ''no trace 
ren1ains.. \-' 7ntts-Dunton informed 1nc that it. \Vas <shockinglJT i1n-
propcr,' and had long since been dcstroyedtt, But Georges Lafourcade 
in I 9 2 8 publjshcd a f c-t.v lines ( inaccuratel )7 quoted) from the present 
,:"'fragrncnt. ,., 1--Ic docs not give its location, but n1ost of the ntaterial 
that he used ,vas in '" 7jsc's collection. And Randolph Hughes read the 
dialogue in ' 1a typescript copy· acquired by the o\vncr frotn '''ise."' 
The n1anuscript leaf ,vas acquired byr I--Iarvard on 2 3 July 1946 nt 
Christic1s~ ,v here it ca1ne up as part of lot 2 5 4 in the Hugh ,, 1 al pole 
.sale. Contained in the folder ivith the le~f is a typc,vrittcn translationt 
crudely literal, and reflecting inaccurate readings of the manuscript ,7 

The text of the fragment here published is ,vritten in the author's 
haudt jn ink, on both sides of a sheet of blue paper (npproxi1nately 
8 by I z ½ inches) of a sort co111monl)7 used by S,vinburne, ,vatcr-
ma.rked~ ET 01vGoon / 1861 The text fills both sides of the leaf, f ron1 
top to bottom, ,vith no indication of a heading, and no final stage 
direction or flourjsh to indicate a conclusion. But it is, fortunately~ 
possible to establish its place in the play. 

The other kno\vn fragments fron1 La Sreur de la Reine contain -a 
dialogue bct,veen Victoria and Lord John Rnsscll (Act JI,. scene III) .. 
The scene opens ,vith the Queen jealously den1anding oaths of fidelity 
f ro1n her lover: "'' 0 · ch er creu r ! tu n.c voudrais pas me tramp er, dis, 
n 1est-ce pas qne tu nurais piric de mon amour, quc tu te dirais me.me 
au milieu d1un spas1ne arnourcux - ,:Cettc pauvre fem1ne en rnour-
saul te d on fi \'e occa s.ions betv/e en l 840 and 18 5 o. The sixth was j n J 8 7 2 ; that of 
r 881 "\Vas the seventh and the lri.st of her reign. ~'The Jubilee)) ,va.s reprinted as i~The 
Comn1on,vea] 188f' (I'oe-111st llli 174-186). 

The Swinburne Lett1:rs:i-,r, ;4-5 5. 
'-Wisc:i-s comment is discreetly placed in a note on RosmntndJ Queen of tbe 

Lo1J1bards, in one of hi) bib1iographi~s: A Swinburne Lfhr~ry (London, 1925), p~ r65. 
Lafourcade., La Jeu11esse de Swinburne ( 1837-1867) (Paris, 1918) 1 II, 3 7 s. Randolph 
Hughe.st in -his edition of S\vinburne's Le1bja Brando-n (London! 195l ) 1 -pp. :x-xi. 
See the Cata! o gue of the Final Port Ion of The F a111ou1 Library of t !Je late Sir Hugh 
T-V al pole :i-C. B. E ., Co1npr Ising Afire ell aneous Books Au ta-graph T~ e tterr and Ma.nu-
sc.riptJ" .... sold at «uctio-n by Christie, Afrmun1-& 117 ood1; Ltd . ..... July :211 1946, 
p .. 17. 
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raie? ct que cela te refroidirair les sens1 et que cc]a me rappellcrait to11 
noble creur~ mon amour? n These Jines parody a speech in I~Iugo'.ts 
A1nrie Tudor, in ,vhich t:1La Reinc, 1 tells her lover., Fabiano Fabiani: 
'.'Oh! jc suis jalouse par jnstants! ... Je m'imagine sans cesse que tu 
vas voir les belles jeunes fe1nn1es quljl y a dans la ville~ Oh! it 11c 

faudrait pas me uomper, vois-ru! ,., (Dcuxicmc journcc, scene I) I 

Fabiani prof csses his 1 ov e and the Queen replies: 1:' 1'v1 crcj, 1n on Fabiano. 
Adieu." 8 

The Harvard fragn1cnt of S\vinburnc"s play be.gins v/ith L. J. R.'s 
passionate cxchuna tio n: "Ah! \ 1 .i c tori a·!"' ans\ v er ed by "Ah! tu m 'ain1es ! 
jc .savais bicn quc tu 111,ain1ais! I\1erci, John!,, In the ensuing exchange, 
John revea]s his O\VJ1 jealousies - of \ 7ictoria's lost treasure and of 
her chequered past~ She tcHs ho,v the poet laureate seduced her, and to 
John~s chagrined response C1Da111nation! ") she anS\vers: 11LL\.Uonst 
monsieur, taisez-vous. Get ho1n1nc scrait jnloux de n1es vicillcs pou-

' u pees. 
In the other fraginents, \rictorja's jealous dcrnand that her lover be 

faithful is f o]] o,vcd in11ncdiatelyr ( and son1c,:vhat inconscqucntl}r) h)7 

Lord John Russell's request: "Jurez-m.oi du mains, ''ictoria, que 
c'ctait Ja seule fois - quc· cc 111iscrablc n'a jamais osc rcnouvcler 
Oht j•cn scr::iis a renier Dieu! :, to ,vhich the Queen~ pettishly· starting 
a lovers~ quarre1, ans,vcrs: 1~En vcritc, monsieur!-vous etcs un homn1e 
sbocki11g, vous 111e ditcs la d cs choses '' Lord John threatens to 1111-

vcil the lTI)'"Steries of her past- ' 1Tout le n1ondc vicndra vous crachcr 
a la face la kyriel]c des non1s de vos amants! ,, But their disagrcc1nent 
ends ,vith a touching reconciliation, and, of course., a kiss. 

The logic~ so to speak - of the dialogue requires that the Harvard 
fragment f ollo\v \Tictoria"s expression of jealous)\ and precede these 
final exchanges. And this analysis js made certain by the · nlanuscript 
itself. The Queen's speech - ''dis, n'est~ce pas que .. 4 cehi 1ne 
rnppcllerait ton noble cccur,-n1on an1our? 1' ends at the bottorn of the 
verso of a leaf (no. 9 / 9a - numbers not ,vrittcn b) 7 S,vinburne.) and 
Lord John llussell 's speech - "Jurcz-moi du moins . . . ~, begins at 
the top of the recto of the next leaf ( 10 / 10a) 4 The Harvard leaf once 
- long ago~ lay benveen these t\vo. 0 

'9 Afm·ie Tudor in T/Jen.tre de TT i.ctor Hugo, dcux.i~n1c sl:ric (Pa.rjs! r 844 ), ppr 
r46--147r 

11 These le~ves are written in the san1c s.iy-le of h:1nd,vrhing and on paper of the 
sam c size and co 1 or :is the Harvard f r~grn en t~ I mu.st thank the staff of the ~1 -J nu-



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXI, Number 4
(October 1973)

Victoria'~s Lapse· from Viriue 353 
Perhaps there ,vas still another leaf fo1lo\ving the verso of 9 / 9a1 but 

preceding the leaf no\v 2t Harvard. It seen1s possible that Lord John 
expressed his love for the Queen ,vith more than an ardent sigh. But 
tl1e addition of the Harvard f ragn1cnt greatly in1proves the sense of 
the scene, and 1na)7 in fact complete it4 ,,ri th the exceptions. noted 
bclo,v, the text is here given as it stands. 

L~ J. R .. 
A11! \ 1ictoria! 

La •Reine. 
Ah! ru mtairnesl jc savais bien qt1e tu n1'ai1nais! iVl.erci, John! 

J"'. J. R. 
J-i~h bicn [ ct tnoi done, crois-tu q u c ta ru c1 le soi t p o\1r moi un lit de roses? 
que nullc jalousie ne me vicnne 1nordrc au creur en songca.nt a ces tetes 
qui SC sont autrefoi~ poses sur cc lllcmc oreiller? Crois-tul \ 7ictoria, que 
ccla nc f assc pas de mal a un cceur d'ho1nme,. que de songcr a.ux ainours 
passccs de sa n1aitresse? 0 ma belle rcinc! tous ces nonls sont pour moi [ 10 J 
comn1e les n1orsures d~un fer hrub.nt; jc rachcterais au pri-,:. de 1non sang 
tous ces souvenirs an1oureux. de ta j cunesse. 

l..a Reine. 
Ingrat! tu sriis bicn que si d1autrcs ont possede man corps, toi seul as 
possede mon a1nc, toi seul as rcgn6 sur mon creur. John 1 John! je te le 
di~, toi scul :is eu la virginit~ de 111011 an1our; c::ctte chrur flctrie par des 
baiscrs hasardeux:, toi seul as su l'echauffer 1 rtpurcr a.ux rayons d'une 
passion vcri table. J e sui s vcn UC a toi vi ergt; ma vi c-passcc n, etai t qu' u n 
reve 1nalsain ren1pli de f111nccs orageuses. 

L. J. R. [20] 
Encore si vous n'aviez jan1ais nimc que des gentilsho1nmes! cela se con~ 
ce v rait, eel :a s' exp liq uerait 1n c1ne; j c vou s au n11 s pass6 1 es Bright,. les D erby1 

les Disraclij ct puis on n 1cst j-aloux quc du pren1icr ainant; on n 1nperS:oit 
sur la robe de lin que la pr<:n1icre souillure. Et qncl amant., juste ciel! 
avoir Jivrc le tresor de votre jcuness.e embaun1cc~ le doux elan dtun c<:eur 
sans bl.Chet tous les 1nillc rcves pudiques ct <lclicieux d1une jeunc fillc, a 
1111 nliscrable rimaillcur1 a un infime barhouiUcur de papier! avoir chofai 
pour cudllir les prctniccs de 1Totre virginite flellrie un bourgeois, un 
poetc, llll l\-1. \Vords:\VOrth! 

IJa Reine, riant. [ 30] 
Ah! 1110n Dicu~ - Faut~il ctr-c fou pour avoir de tcHes jalousies! Ce 
pa u vre c her 1\i1. vVords1vorth ! cl etai t I e m ei lieu r des h ommes~ il v en a it 

scrjpt Dhds:iun of the Library of Congress for their courtesy jn -helping 1ne exatninc 
this J\-1 SI, ,v h tch is in the Halsted V ~nd er Pc.i el Collccti on .. 
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to1~s ] es s airs Pl' apprcndrc ] e _ c la vcci n; tu n 'iras _ pas 1ne dire q uc ccla 
nlcntrait point dans scs dcvoirs de poctc lnurcat? puis il n1c rccitait de ses 
vcrs; cctte pocsic .ficvrcuse <l'a111our, palpitante de scnsualisn1e, enivrait 
1110n sang de seize ans, sc glissa j usq ne dans Jcs 1·eplis de 111011 cceur. Cette 
CXC arsion a bri d C lac hec a tra vers les champs brf1 la n ts de 1' amour - ce 
debordement d'ivresse poecique et sensue1le- cette parole miel1euse-
aga.~ante-pleine de douc-eurs la~cives, a\'rtit une puiss-ancc de provo-
cation dont p]u.s dtune j eune fille a pleurc ]cs cffcts func~tes. Toutes les [40] 
!\1 uses couronnaient de lcurs p]us bcHcs fleurs cc libertinage noble et 
venerable; toutcs les Graces en1baumaient de leurs parfums des plus 
sub tils I es e bats sans fin de cette I u xu re in tar j ssab] e ct su h Um e. Eh Lien! 
JO hn I r eta is to ute p eti tet fa ~:i-ais pris l' hab l tu d cl C ill' asseoir sur ses gen OU X, 

d 'en tourer son co u d c n1cs bras, d lap p uycr n1 cs lcv res s ur sa bo u che h ar-
inonicusei sur son front chauve et rnagnifique.; et par un chaud soir d~ctc, 
il faisait de la n1usique, il chantait quelque strophe merveilleuse toute 
vibrantc d'amour:i-- ne t'ai-je pas bien des fois entcndu! toi qui 1ne le 
reproches, roucouler a mes pieds sa chanson crotique de BettJ·-Foy? 
il n1e regardait 1 ii m'attirait, il me chitT onnait la robci ii 111e provoquait [50] 
do u cement - eh hi en ! j e n1c su is Ia.isscc ~Iler da.ns s es bras. et j e rue su is 
cveiHee dans une dctni-hcurc toutc rougissantc-. route effrayee, toute 
so urfo.n tc - tcncz, COi n l l l C cc beau j Our d, ao-C1 t Ou no us avons va1sc cn-
.s C-Jl1 b ic po 1] r la prenncre· f ois. Le beau ma 1 heur ! Q oe C' est 111 al de vou loir 
retirer a un pa u ·vre grand homm c son td stc quart d' h eu re de j oj e et de 
fie1te, toi qui ne vo1s pas unc hcurc qne jc ne v·oudrais dorer de n1on 
amour l ,, i lain j a loux? n1a u va.is c ocur ! Jc te dis q e ct eta it comn1 e eel uJ 
j] n l a pro V oq u eel' cni vree, j e 1ne suis 1aisse e aUer -. 

L. J. R~ 
D an1n~ rion ! [ 60 J 

La Reine~ 
Allonst n1onsicur1 ra.jsez-vous. Cet homme semit jaloux de 1nes vieiHes 
poupees. 

· TEXTUAL NoT£S 

Sw1nhurnc 1s minor lapses f rorn :tcadcmic propriety ( e.g. ''1naitrcsse.t ~cfletrie/t 
'£poses') in line 8) are "·orth le~vjng uncorrected; they are charn.ctcristic of Swin-
burne ls F rcnc h ,vritjn g.s, 1\-I ost of the al tCril t • ons in the n1a n. uscri pt iU ustrate S,Jri n-
b urne's s~~rch for 'L]c cliche jnste"'' or his hcs-itatjon ov·cr spemng and the tcaccord du 
pardcipc passe .. " As for the oth~rst th-cy arc 11ot 1nany. and their indu.sfon here 
makes the ~ecord corn plete. Numb ccs in thc~c notes ref er to lines: of the text, as 
ind ica tcd i b ave ,vithin marginal sq uarQ ur:l c kcts; ,vords or 1 ette rs deleted by S"'"jn 
butnc :.:. re enc] osed in pointed brackets; "f ron1 it 111e ans 1 'changed from 1 ', 1 'added" 
mca n.s 'j nter lined vitith a ca re e 1, ~"'~ bovc t, rncans '1 interlined above the de] etion. i, 
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s J_r, J. R. A1S. reads LJR /Jere an-din line S9 1 cccur ligature not indfoated in 111S. 
here or els'eu·bere 8 pose.s fT01Jl 11osee 9 pas de fr01Jl pas du que added 
~ux amours above { q uc d 'au tr~~} 1 o d c . sa mai tres.se? O_ ma n b o -ve {aux sou-
vcni rs caress} {Ies~ tous r I comme{s} 17 as su above {l~as) rlpurcr added 
22 :s"e.xpHqucrait meme f ron-1 and above se p(ardonnerait} . 13 (mai:s) et pufa 
25 em~aumce above {fleurie) _ :z6 sans tache above. {virginal) 28 cueiHir ks 
(douces} prernjces ue votrc vjrginite flcurie nbove {effieurer les. chastes. fcuiUcs de '\.'Otrc 

corol lc d c v j erge) 3 I j-al ous..ies above (pen.sec..") 3 3-34 tu . . . lau re.at? nd d d 
in Swinburne's later liand 35 sensualis.me,. ~coula) cn.ivmit 36---38 Ccttc ... 
sensueUe added in Sw1nburnets l.ater btrnd; final dasf, deletes co1J11Jm 38 cette 
fro 111 Cette tniclfouse- d as b ab o-ve de I eted connna 3 9 a ga ~ante - d as b d el ct cs 
co11n11a 41 coutonnaicnt fro1n courronaient cc {noble) libcrtinagc 42 des 
f rlnu les 43 int;1rissable begun intarr tben cbanged and co'lnpleted 44 de (1} 
m'asseojr 46 front (olympien;} chauvo ct {supe} magnifiquc.; 47 chantait (d} 
queJque 48-49 nc .... Betty-Foy? added in SwiTJbzrrne's l«ter ha11d; A-fS. lnck.r 
the dasbes 54 vouloir above {j-alouser} 56 ne ,rois. above (n'~s) une above 
(d'} 58 provoquee, enhrrec, ... I lais.see final e in eacl) case ~·nrertcd 011 t!Je line 
62 yjciUes added 
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