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La Sceur de la Reine and Related
“Victorian Romances” by Swinburne

Grellian W orksnan

panT from its intrinsic valuc, the Houghton fragment is in-

teresting for the light it throws on Swinburne’s “Victorian

romances” 1n general. Cecil Y, Lang, in his New Writmgs

by Swinburne, refers to five separate accounts (by Swin-

burne himself, Georges Lafourcade, John Bailey, W, H. Mallock, and

J. O. Field) of what he assupics to be the one play — La Seewr de la

Reine. Three of these refer to the relavonship between Wordsworth

and Quecn Victoria which is finally elucidated by the discovery of

the Houghton fragment. The one which is verbally the most accurate
is that of Georges Lafourcade:

Swinburne nous peint . . . John Russell faisant une sctne de jalousie, au sujet
du putte Wordsworth, 3 Ja Reine, qui sc défend ainsi: Ah mon Dieu! Faut-il
&tre fou pour avoir de telles jalousics. Ce pauvre cher M. Waordsworth, c'¢tait
le meilleur des hommes; i1 venait tous les soirs m'apprendre Ie clavecin; tu n’iras

4)

pas me dire que ce n'était point dans ses devoirs de poéte Jauréat? &

* The following abbreviations have been used in footnotes:

Letters ~for The Swinburne Letters, cd. Cecil Y, Lang, New Haven, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1950-62, 6 vols. '

New Writings— for New TWritings by Swinburae, ed, Ceeil Y, Lang, Syracuse,
N.Y., Syracuse University Press, 196s.

17 orks— for The Coniplete 117 orks of Algernon Charles Swinburne, e¢d. Edmund
Gosse and T. J. Wise, London, Heinemann, 1925 (reissued by Russell 2nd Russell,
MNew York, 1968), 20 vols.

This article, originally incorporating a transeripi of the Houghton frapment, was
written hefore I knew of Professor Sypher’s article (note 3 below), His ardele has
kindly been made available to me; 1 find, however, that his comments on the frag-
ment do not materially alter my approach. His assumption that what he calls the
“testirnonta” relate to Lo Seewr de la Reine as now known— “fragments con-
tained in ten manuscripe leaves ar the Library of Congress” (published by Cecil Y.
Lang in New TWritings) and the Houghiton fragment {now ficst published in Pro-
fessor Sypher’s article) ~—is similar to the assumption, oceasionally madificd, of
Professor Lang; it is, therefore, coverced by my discussion of Prafessor Lang’s work.

*(Georges Lafourcade, La feunesse de Swinburne (Landon and Paris, Société
d’Edicion: les Belles Lettces, 1928), I1, 375. Scc also New Woritings, pp. 228-220.
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“Victorian Ronmnces” by Swwinburne 357

Swinburne’s own account, given in a lctter of 1880 to Lord Houghton,
and quoted by Professor Sypher,® is Jess accurate verbally, but is clearly
identical in spirit. A third allusion, although similar in spirit, differs as
to fact. Lang quotes the critic and reviewer John Bailey’s knowlcdge
—-acquired from an acquaintance of Swinburne’s in 1917 — of the
existence of a dialoguc between the Duchess of Kent and Queen
Victoria, in which Victoria confesses that she has taken a lover:

Ce n’€tait pas un prince; ce n'¢tait pas un milord, ni méme Sir R, Peel. Cétait un
misérable du peuple, en nomme {sic] Wordsworth, qui m'a récité des vers de
son Excursion d'une sensualité si chaleureuse qu'ils m’ont ébranléc — ¢t je suis
tombéc.?

Hecre, the burden of bath Lord John Russell’s and Victoria’s words in
the Houghton fragment is compressed and given to Vicroria to deliver.
‘The refercnce to The Excursion, which, in the fragment, is part of a

The Houghton fragment forces a modification of the impression of the scene, de-
scribed by Clyde K. Hyder as Queen Victoria’s confession of a “ ‘lapse from virmue’
after hearing Wordsworth read the more seductive passages of his Excursion,” —
The Victorian Pocts: A Guide to Research, ed. F. E, Faverty (Cambridge, Har-
vard University Press, 1¢68), p. 231.

Swinbume’s tongue is firmly in his cheek, e clearly felt The Excursion quite
unlikely to preduce such results. Had Wordsworth's finison with Annette Vallon
been known to Swinburne, part of the fun of his portrayal in the fragment would
have been last. Wordswarth scemed to Swinburne a most unlikely man to be jn-
volved in such an affair, It might ¢qually be said of Swinburne, as he says of
Blake, “There is . . . a certain half serious perversity and wilful personal humour
in the choice and use of these representative names, which must be taken into ac-
count by a startled rcader unless he wishes to run oft at a false tangent.” (Waerks,
XVI, 147)

There is an interesting parallel to this portrayal of Wordsworth in The Pertrait,
where Swinburoe describes the reaction of Peter, the porcraic-painter, to the lady's
device for killing her husband, thus:

“Then this Peter greatly commended her, for he was 2 man that rejotced in all
manner of shameful dealing, and was atsa nnclean of his life, s is the fashion of men
that paint and men that make songs and verses; for this Peter also made many amorous
poems, and played upon stringed iostruments marvellously well. And the Jives of
such men as are pamters, or such as are poets, are most often evil and foolish: there-
fore it may be well conccived of this Peter that he was a very lewd man.” (1 orks,
XVIII, 4)

In both, Swinburne is clearly Jaughing at the moralistic atritude toward are which
bad prompted attacks upon him as upon others.
~ *See Francis Jacques Sypher, Jr., “Victoria’s Lapse from Virtue: A Lost Leaf
from La Sceur de la Reine,” Harvarn Lisrary Borremiv, XXI:4 (October 1973), 350,

* New Writings, p. 229. There is a fuller description of the context of this quota-
tion in Letters, 1, 161—162, n. 2. .
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double-entendre, and, in Swinburnc’s letter, becomes more explicit,
here loses the surface meaning altegether.

Lang believes that Swinburne’s letrer “momentarily fused (or con-
fused) ‘La Fille du policeman’ and La Sceur de la reine.” ” ® The letter
claims that the occasion of Albert’s confrontation with the Queen on
the subject of her relationship with Wordsworth was that on which,
having instigated an insurrection, Albert appears, “at the drawing-
room in a working man’s Hlouse with a bludgeon in his hand.” ® Such
a confrontation takes place mn La Fille du peliceman in the chapres,
‘L’époux de la Reine.”’ |

In this case, it seems that there once existed at least three separate
accounts of the Queen’s seduction by Wordsworth: that given in the
dialogue berween Victoria and Lord John Rassell in the Houghton
fragment, and quoted in part by both Lafourcade and Swinburne; the
scenc between Victoria and the Duchess of Kent, described by John
Bailey; and the confrontation with Albert, described in Swinburne’s
letter. The first two scenes seem to belong o La Seenrr de la Reine, the
third, ro La Fille du policenian.

It is possible, however, to read Swinburnc’s letter in such a way as
to scc the statement of the fact of the relationship alone as Albert’s,
and all that follows as a parenthetical explanation, in Swinburne’s own
voice, of the citcumstances of the scduction. In this case, Swinburnc
is paraphrasing, in his letter, not some missing portion of La Fille du
policeman, but that fragment of La Seerr de la Reine held in the
Houghton Library.* |

Altermatively, it could be that this lettcr was the first occasion on
which Swinburne thought of including the Queen’s rclationship with
Wordswaorth, which seems to have been a major motif of La Scezr de la
Reine, as a grievance which might well be added to Albert’s list in La
Fille du policeman. The tone of the lerter as a whole would certainly

! New Writings, p. 229,

® Lerters, IV, 188, o

T New Writings, pp. 155-157-

® Professor Sypher’s suggestion (op. ¢it, note 3 above) that Swinburne was not
queting from the Houghton fragment, but that he improved on the fragment in his
letter of 1880, and then revised his original texe, could be supported by the exuber-
ance of the letter, The support Professor Sypher adduces— that “the passages . . .
appear (with slight variatons) in the fragment as inserts, written in an autograph
different from the rest, and morc resembling that of Swinburnc’s later manuscripts™
—— though interesting and possible, is not conclusive. Handwriting in a confined space’
cannot but be different from handwriting which is not cramped.
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“Victorian Romances” by Swinburne 359

support this: for, in it, Swinburnc Jeaps from subject to subject, estab-
lishing the most tenuous of connections between each.

This does not, of course, rule out the existence of earlier — or Jater
— amalgamations of the cwo plots which ignore this particular blend-
ng.

Onc is tempted to suggest that — in spite of the fact that the former
is prescnted as @ play, the latter as a novel —° La Seenrr de 1n Reine and
La Fille du policenan arc in fact part and parcel of the same work:
Mallock’s retelling of Swinburne’s account of the plot of what Lang
assumes to be La Seerrr de la Reine contains the Jove-triangle berween
Victoria, Lord John Russell and Peel, that occurs in the text of La
Sezttr de la Reine as Lang presents it; and it also contains an allusion ro
the fact that England is “on the verge of a revolution . . . due to the
frighteful ergics of the Queen.” ** There is no direct threat of revolu-
tion in La Sceztr de la Reine (although one could claim that the atmo-
sphere is sufficiently disturbed to potentiate cone), but there is in La
Fille du policentan. "There 1s evidence of the Queen’s immorality in
La Sceur de o Reine, but not in La Fifle du policennan. There is, how-
ever, a line in La Fille du policernan which obviously carrics a double-
meaning: Yictoria 1s introduced thus:

La douce et noble créature que Dieu fit asseoir sur un tronc chancelant sentit
déjd percer les épines de sa couronnme de martyre, Elle pliair déja sous ce
fardeau surhumain d'un éporme empire malade. Son bean teint blond

saltérait sous ce poids de wwit de silliers dhonnie gui pesaient sur elle,
[#iy emphasis] 11

This line scems to suggest either that Victoria has alrcady been de-
scribed as possessing lovers, or will be so described in the story.
~ It seems to me, however, that the simplest and most plausible cx-
planation of the occasional “fusion (or confusion)” of the twao storiés
is that the stories were not two, nor one, but many. In a letter of 1861,
Swinbirne claims to have “nearly completed my French novel” **
(which Lang notes as La Fille du policesnan), and then says: “Should
it come forth, and be read, I would follow it up by a tale which I have

*Randolph Hughes, apparently referring to the then unpublished lerter now
published in Letz‘er.r, I, 4142, claims that La Sweur de Ja Reine was “originally con-
ceived as a ‘tale,’ " rather than as a drama — Lesbia Brandon, ¢d. Randolph Hughes
(London, Falcon Press, 1952), p. X, 1.

W, H. Mallock, Mewzairs of Life and Literature {LLondan, Chapman arid Hall,
Ltd,, 1920}, p. 56. Sec also New Writings, p, 228, _
B New Writings, p. 132, '

= Letters, 1, 41.
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vagucly conceived already.” ** Then follows a description of the plot
of this projected rale —which Lang indicates to be La Sceurr de la
Reine,® and which does clearly resemble La Seewr de la Reine as he
publishes it (although with some additions and some omissions) —
and concludes: “There! At this rate I shall have a series of historical
romances of the Victorian peried rivalling Dumas.” ** "This does not
necessarily indicate that other “romances of the Victorian period” were
already in existence, prior to either La Fille or La Sceur; but it could be
scen in this light. At the least, it shows Swinburnc’s interest in estab-
lishing such a corpus, and thus the possibility that it did come into
cxistence,

The brief allusions in Swinburne’s letters to deligheful happenings,
such as Robert Browning’s running “stark naked at noonday through
the Marble Arch,” ** Tennyson and Browning’s suicide “by shutting
themselves up in a hermetically scaled room with a pan of ignited char-
coal between them,” ' and Carlyle’s triumphing over the downfall of
the last articulate poets of England, “rcgardless alikc of his ycars, of
the weather, and of the law of the land prohibiting indecent cxposure
. . . dancing a Highland fling, in a state of rotal nudity and partial
intoxication, down and up the whole length of Cheyne Row, Chelsea,
with 2 Scorch cutty-pipe in his mouth and the Scotch Fiddle on his
back™ — ** these, and others, may be references to other portions of
the satirical corpus; or, if these letrers conrain all of these incidents that
ever existed, they themselves belong to it. Similarly, “l.a Mort du
Mari” may be all thar cver existed of Sir Browsz: drame en 7 actes et 49
tableany; but, equally possibly, other scenes may have been created.™

*Ibid., 1, 42,
* See also ;{andolph Hughes’s “Toreward” to his cditon of Lesbia Brandon (loc.
cit., note ¢ above).

W. M. Rossetti, writing to Watts-Dunton a few months after the poet’s death,
asked if he had “found any trace of 2 very amusing performance by Swinburne,
carlier than the Cheyne Walk days; a drama in French called La Seerr de Iz Reine,
It is a rollicking skit, over some detached pages of which we used to laugh hugely,
purparting to deal with the early lifc of Queen Victoria, Lord john Russell, of all
men in the wotld, figures as her ardent and 1 fear avermuch favoured lover,” Cecil
Y. Lang indicates that Swinburne’s “Cheyne Walk days™ were 1862-1865 (Letrers, VI,
417).

¥ Letters, 1, g2,

*Ibid., 1, 293.

Y Ibid., IV, 79.

* Idew,

* Gee Letters, V, s4—55. Cecil Y. Lang is, I feel, mistaken in implying that this is
parct of La Seezer de In Reine (see New Writings, pp. 229-230).
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“Victorian Romances” by Swinburne 301

Certainly, we can mclude in the corpus the magnificent “Report of
the Proceedings on the Iirst Anniversary Session of the Newest Shalke-
speare Society,” with its “Additions and Corrections”; * “Tennyson or
Darwin?”; ** the two Jetters to the Iiditor of the St. James's Gazerte 2
and the one to the Editor of the Daily Telegraph,”® on Gladstone and
Home Rule. Lang also refers to “somc fragments of a burlesque verse
drama . . . in the Rutgers University Library,” *

Lang himself poines out the fact that, in one version of La Scezrr de I
Reine, “Kitty 1s the Queen’s daughter, not her sister.” ® He also, as we
have seen, detects a momentary fusion or confusion of La Fille du
policemn and La Seeur de lo Reine in Swinburne’s letter. He sug-
gests the same *° 1n relation to what he assumes to be Field’s version of
La Seeur de la Reine,®™ but which Field calls La Princesse Katy.”® IHe
speaks of the Wordsworth-Victoria relationship as a “theme, or a
variation” that has been lost.”” In talking of La Fille du policesan, he
suggests the possibility that hic has stumbled on two versions of one
chapter.®** The fact that Mallock docs not record that Swinburne
called the “historical drama” of which he sketched the account, by
cither of the two famiiliar titles, and that he claims that Ssvinburne as-
serted that this drama “cxisted in his memory only,” * would secm to
confirm this view. So does Field’s assertion that La Princesse Katy
was “unwritten.” %

Of course, insofar as we rely on reports of the stories’ contents,
rather than their acrual text, it can always be argued that discrepancies
are due to failurcs of memory. Thus John Bailey, after his report of
his friend’s quotation from Swinburne, says, “I quote from memory,
very likely not Swinburne’s words.” * And this could be made good

“1Works, XI, 198-222.

2 Ibid,, X1V, 342-345,

* Letters, V, 184187 and 2202123,

R 1bid., V1, 2912093,

“Ibid., V, 186, n. 4.

* New Writings, p. z30.

“1bid., p. 229.

= 1bid., p. 226,

# 1bid., pp. 226-227,

*Ibid., p. 228,

®1bid., p. 241.

*W. H. Mallock, op. cit. (note 50 ahove), p. 56.
® New Writings, p. 226,

* John Bailey, 18641931, Letters and Diaries, ed, Sarsh Bailey (London, John

Murray, 19353, p. 175,
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even in the case of Swinburne’s own account, given, it secems, some
twenty years after first compasition.

Of internal evidence to support my point I can offer only the
dotble-entendre of La Fille du policenan, with its suggestion of Vie-
toria’s immorality. This theme bas no part in La Fille du policeman as
it stands. It may, as has already bcen suggested, form part of lost por-
tions of the story. Or this solitary hint may exist as a cohesive allusion
to another “romance of the Vicrorian period,” either anticipated or
already in existence. It could, quite simply, have been included in La
Fille dn policenian to prepare for La Seur de la Reine, which, as we
have scen, Swinburne was already sketching in his mind prior to its
completion, It s true that the plot he outlines in his letter of 1861 con-
tains no allusion to Victoria’s immorality; buc this does not deny the
possibility that he added to this conception, and that, in La Fille du
policesnn, he prepared for his introduction of this as 2 major motif in
La Secur de lo Reine. Alternatively, it might have been the joyful
implications of words at first intended without any double-meaning
which suggested the motif. Whichever view is corrcet — whether the
planncd plot of La Seenr de In Reine cansed the insertion of a double-
entendre in La Fille du policeran or whether the verbal play of La
Fille du policeman suggested additions to the proposcd plot of La Seewr
de la Reine — cither supports the suggestion that neither story was a
totally discrete entity, but that cach fecundated the other.

It may be that Lang is being over skeptical when he speaks of “Mal-
lock’s . . . ill-remembered synopsis” > — after all, Mallock claims
that the synopsis was Swinburne’s, not his own * — and that we ought
to have morec faith in the variant accounts given by Mallock, Tield, and
Bailey

It is p0351ble to view the material that Lang discusses and presents as
containing three plots (not two) — those of La Scerr de la Reine, La
Fille du policewtan, and La Princesse Kary. In spite of the similarity
of the names “Katy” and “Kitty,” * the plot that Ficld describes is
mor¢ than a variation or a simple amalgamation (as Lang suggests) of
the plots of the other two.*" The difference between being the Queen’s

* New Writings, p. 230.

* See Ibid., p. 228.

*The fact that Field was an American (2bid., p. 226), suggesrs that the names
might have been identical; and that “Katy” was substituted, by him, for the Jess

familiar “Kiry.”.
£t
# Cf, Jean Overton Fuller’s account of Swinburne’s “fagellant manuscripts”. as
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sister and her danghter, although itself not massive, docs cause signifi-
cant dissimilarities in plot. And, cven apart from these, other major
differences cxist between La Scewr de la Reine and the outline of La
Princesse Katy given by Field.

To thesc thrce plots were added endless variations.®® (It is signi-
ficant that Field says that “There was no special plot.””) * It was part of
the fun that the plots of cach should be fused and confused, that words
said in one context, such as the Queen’s description of her relationship
with Wordsworth, should be repeated in another; that the name of the
Quecn’s sister in one version should so closely resemble that of her
daughter in another; that the fate of one young girl should resemble
that of another. (Both Katy of La Princesse Katy ** and Nelli of La
Fille du policesnan have unpleasant expericnces in a cab.® Swinburne
anticipates that the Queen’s sister in La Seerrr de ln Reine will be
“finally consumed by an ill-requited atachment to Lord John
Russcli”; ** Nelli is infatuated with Prince Albert.*® Nelli refers to
“ma pauvre cceur de seize ans”; ** Victoria to “mon sang de seize
ans.”)* Princess Kiity charcoals herself to dcath,* just as Browning
and Tennysen do.”

Quite without intending it, Lang himsclf joins this game, in his sug-

“a vast and tangled jungle, in which he rings the changes upon 2 limited number of
Christian and surnames in 2 manner suggesting connections between one piece and
another, sometimes falsely.” — Jean Overton Fuller, Swinburne: A Critical Biography
(London, Chatto and Windus, 1068), p. 68,

* Another major version of the fate of Kitty (the Queen’s sister) was created in
1875 as a resule of the context in which the Daily News had referred o this “unacted
French melodrama by a living English poet.™ (See Letters, IIT, 17-18, and %, note 2).
Cf. Jean Overron Fuller’s comment on the flagellant manuscripts: “Obviously, Swin-
burne worked many times over similar themes.” (Jcan Overton Fuller, op. cit,, p.
z58). Swinburne similarly varics his account of Browning’s indecent exposure, Com-
pare Letters, I, 293, and TV, 223,

* New Wiritings, p. 227,

“Ibid., p. 227,

G See I5id., p. 232,

“ Letters, 1, 42.

© Neww Writings, p. 166.

“lden.

* Sec Iloughton fragment. Cf, with Swinburne’s references to his own “émotions
de scize ans” (Letters, V, 8, n. 1) and his sensitiveness to Philip Marston at the age
of sixtcen, hecanse of his xemembrance of “my own enthusiasms at that age.”
(Letters, 1, 240-241),

* Letters, I, a2,

" See p. 360 above.
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gestion ** that Wordsivorth, and not Lord John Russell, is the father of
the Queen’s daughter, the Princess Kitty. Undoubtedly, Wards-
worth’s relationship with Victoria had been one that could have Pro-
duced a child; but there is no known version of the story which sng-
gests that it did.

In doing this, Lang is clearly acting in a way that would have pleased
Swinburne, who is known to have encouraged cven Tennyson to join
in the game. He is reported as saying to him, of his Idylls of the King,
“We understand, of course, that Arthur is Prince Albert and Guinevere
is Quecn Vicroria, But who is Launcelot?”

Other versions of Swinburne’s “Vicrorian romances” may exist
somewhere in Swinburne’s own hand. But, vndoubredly, the majority
of variarions never existed on paper: they were created in the joy of
Swinburne’s verbal performance. Their hold on permanent existence
was in their impression on Swinburne’s audicnce, The detail of the
accounts that were commutred to paper by his hearers — some cven at
second hand — shows how magnificently Swinburne must have de-
livered his delightful absurdities.®™
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