
HMS Press Publishing BookClub BookLits 2023
hmspress@outlook.com

Reprints & Originals

http://photoarchives.ca/HMSPressEbooks.html
 

THE BEAUTY THAT ENDURES
by James Deahl

and Terry Barker

The Inaugural Paper in the Public Lecture Series
of the LEAGUE OF CANADIAN POETS

Presented by
James Deahl

January 26, 1985
and Presented at

OXFORD UNIVERSITY
by Terry Barker

to the George Grant Society
July 11, 1986

THE BEAUTY THAT ENDURES
Archibald Lampman's Foundation for a Critical Canadian Poetics

On September 13, 1930 a memorial cairn was dedicated to Archibald Lampman at his birthplace
of Morpeth, Ontario. On this occasion the key address was given by Lampman's literary
executor, Duncan Campbell Scott, who noted that his close friend had "had no systematized
philosophy of life."1 Scott's further remarks made it clear, however, that he did not mean that
Lampman had had no coherent philosophy at all. Indeed, he recommended the following method
for discovering Lampman's philosophical thought:

. . . we see it by flashes and discover it by implications. It is none the less present, and, if
gathered up from these inferential sources and from rarer positive and direct
statements, it becomes forcible and clear.2

Lampman's twentieth century interpreters have, by and large, ignored this advice,
preferring to see him as a forerunner of the dominant perspectives of their own time. Thus, we
have met Red Lampman, Feminist Lampman, Lampman the Confused Existentialist, Nationalist
Lampman, Lampman the Agnostic Christian, etc. Now it is undoubtedly true that the socialist
movement, the question of equality for women, and the quest for a national culture were all of
great interest to Archibald Lampman, and it is clear that he was acutely aware of the tension
between these concerns. He was also aware of his own unresolved intellectual. aesthetic, and
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moral dilemmas. It is important, however, that we look at what he actually said about these
things; and to do so we must try to reconstruct the mental landscape with which he was familiar.

Lampman was the central figure of "the Group of '61" - that circle of writers who set out
to establish a distinctively Canadian literature in the years following Confederation. Hence, the
issue of our national identity was the general context for his writing. Lampman and his friends
Scott and William Wilfred Campbell, all based in the capital of the new Dominion, served as an
axis for the other more peripatetic members of the group such as Sir Charles G.D. Roberts and
Bliss Carman.

Of course, Lampman's views developed gradually, and his early death in 1899 at the age
of thirty-seven did not allow them to be brought to full articulation. However, as Margaret
Whitridge has pointed out, it is possible to determine his "final position"3, to draw out its
implications, and to offer an evaluation. Dr. Whitridge selects "Easter Eve" (written in
December, 1886), "The City of the End of Things" (June, 1892), and "A Vision of Twilight"
(September, 1895) as the poems that express Lampman's mature ideas best.4 The last two, taken
together, give us the metaphysical setting for the "national question" as posed by Lampman.

The immediate influences behind these poems have been identified: Coleridge, Poe, and
James Thomson. A broader background to Lampman's imagery is found in the mythopoetic
common stock of the human race: The City of Light (or Night) beyond the world of time and
space. This point of orientation for human strivings is the capital of the land of Eternity -
Shamballah, Jerusalem, Byzantium, etc. It is the uttermost cosmic North. Traditionally, this City
is associated with the Holy Mountain connecting heaven and earth (Hermon, Ararat, Olympus,
Meru, or the Elburz of the Aryans).5

As Whitridge notes6, Lampman found that his original image of the City split into two
images, and thus two different poems. As he worked with it, a brace of cosmic Ottawas emerged.
One of these served only to intensify a "lightless north", while the other illuminated "the paths
and seasons of the farthest suns that shine"7. In his meditations, Lampman had discovered two
spiritual capitals: a pair of contradictory governing principles at work in himself and in his
country. These forces take shape at the horizon of his imagination as competing configurations
of the towers of the City of Man - "The City of the End of Things"; and the "city tall and quiet"
of "A Vision of Twilight".

The first is described in stark, harsh terms:
Beside the pounding cataracts
Of midnight streams unknown to us
'Tis builded in the leafless tracts
And valleys huge of Tartarus.
Lurid and lofty and vast it seems;
It hath no rounded name that rings,
But I have heard it called in dreams
The City of the End of Things.8

The second city occupies a similar psychic location, 
but presents a quite different aspect:
By a void and soundless river
On the outer edge of space,



Where the body comes not ever,
But the absent dream hath place,
Stands a city tall and quiet,
And its air is sweet and dim;
Never sound of grief or riot
Makes it mad, or makes it grim.9

The two cities have many common elements, and might have been confused by a careless
poet. Lampman, however, was able to understand the difference between the two. Both, as we
have said, are Cities of Man in the sense that they are the product of human intellectual,
emotional, and aesthetic activity, but there the similarity ends.

The first proves to be a ziggurat (the prototype of the Biblical Tower of Babel) -- a
purely artificial Holy Mountain built to bring heaven down to earth. The second city has only
partly been constructed. Its architects have been guided in their ascent by paths that were already
there. These appear at first to be insubstantial clouds and dreams. Nevertheless, in the long run
the sharp clarity of the realm of Beauty is reached.

Lampman's Classical studies at Trinity College (Toronto) had made him generally aware
of how Western thought had shifted at the time of the Renaissance away from contemplation to
the freshly rediscovered self-will of man. A movement from Other-orientation to Self-orientation
in religious thought prepared the ground for both industrial civilization and the Romantic cast of
mind - that passionate reaction to the exclusion of Beauty by the machine. Lampman, in the
latter vein, describes the technological spirit, the hideous results of the attempt at human self-
salvation:

It was not always so, but once,
In days that no man thinks upon,
Fair voices echoed from its stones,
The light above it leaped and shone:
Once there were multitudes of men,
That built that city in their pride,
Until its might was made, and then
They withered age by age and died.
. . .
And over that tremendous town
The silence of eternal night
Shall gather close and settle down.
. . .
Alone of its accursed state,
One thing the hand of Time shall spare,
For the grim Idiot at the gate
Is deathless and eternal there.10



The Idiot in Classical Greek is the "private person" and, by extension, the solipsist. Here
Lampman shows a perceptive grasp of the transformation of the key liberal concept of the
"sanctity of the individual life" into the "sanctity of the individual will" in modern political
theory. His horrific vision foreshadowed the next step down the road: the replacement of the
social principle by the principle of social utility.

Thus, while scholars like Whitridge are right to see the argument of "The City of the End
of Things" as anti-capitalist and pro-socialist11, the poem can hardly be viewed as a defense of
the technocratic Utilitarianism that dominates modern democratic socialist parties; much less can
it be taken to support the pragmatic self-interest that most contemporary feminist and Marxist
thought boils down to. The following two passages from "A Vision of Twilight", which form a
counterpoint to the material just quoted, make this plain:

Men of a diviner making
Than the sons of pride and strife,
Quick with love and pity, breaking
From a knowledge old as life;
Women of a spiritual rareness,
Whom old passion and old woe
Moulded to a slenderer fairness
Than the dearest shapes we know.
. . .
In a tongue that once was spoken,
Ere the world was cooled by Time.
When the spirit flowed unbroken
Through the flesh, and the Sublime
Made the eyes of men far-seeing,
And their souls as pure as rain,
They declare the ends of being,
And the sacred need of pain.12

Here is a city, lit not by the destructive fires of its own pride and self-will, but by the
light of the Sublime. These passages show that Lampman's concept of socialism was closer to
the ideas of William Morris and Friedrich Albert Lange than to those of Bernard Shaw or V.I.
Lenin. It also points up Lampman's debt to a second major area of study: German literature and
thought. The mid-nineteenth century had witnessed in Germany the fullest philosophical
explication of the doctrines of the second stage of the Renaissance - the Enlightenment. Lange's
History of Materialism, published in 1866, attacked the Hegelian dialectic as being simply the
mind repeatedly grounding itself upon itself. This important work went on to declare the only
philosophically irreducible concept to be "the standpoint of the ideal."13 Friedrich Nietzsche
took this latter insight and combined it with Arthur Schopenhauer's teaching of "the determinate
inner will" to develop a philosophy of the transvaluation of values through the experience of
beauty, expressed in The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music (1872).

Lange's demonstration of the irreducibility of the aesthetic sense does not, in itself, argue
for Nietzsche's "beautiful will", and his socialism certainly cannot be seen to be an intellectual
precursor of National Socialism. A glance at Lampman's third chief field of study, Romanticism,



will perhaps indicate why. German, British, and American Romanticism were all animated by
two contradictory tendencies - the desire for endless self-expansion (hubris) and the sense of
estrangement (Ger. sehnsucht).14 Like Lange, Lampman separated these impulses, whereas
writers such as the American Transcendentalists were happy to keep them joined. Lange and
Lampman were able to distinguish between the two because both writers affirmed the centrality
of the social principle to all human experience. Hubris clearly contradicted normal human
interaction, whereas sehnsucht, while a very individual feeling, strengthened the metaphysical
basis for human society. This recognition represented one of the areas of common ground
between the Romantic and the Classical minds.

Lampman's poetry has been said to resemble the work of John Keats and of Eduard
Mörike, the last and greatest member of the Swabian School. Both offered the same criticism of
hubris and the same affirmation of sehnsucht. Lampman acknowledged his debt to Keats, and as
Zailig Pollock notes in The Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature, he was very likely
familiar with MÖrike.15

Keats and Mörike consciously attempted to combine the objectivism of Classical poetics
(the view that a poet draws his imagery from pre-existing sources) with the subjectivism
of the Romantics (the view that the individual's active imagination poetizes human
experience). The desired effect, enormously hard to achieve, is a balanced "natural light
of reason" that avoids the arrogant optimism of the devotees of their own "inner light"
(e.g. Walt Whitman, and, in our time, Allen Ginsberg), and its obverse, the dogmatic
pessimism of those who believe that the light must finally go.
The strong influence of German literature on Lampman, dating back to his university

days, has often been noted.16 His first published poems, "The Last Sortie" and "Derelict", were
written in the German mode. His works of fiction, "Hans Fingerhut's Frog Lesson" and "The
Fairy Fountain", were in the märchen tradition of mythopoeic tales.

More to the point, biographer Carl Y. Connor has stated17 that Lampman stuck to the
ideas concerning patriotism expressed in his essay "German Patriotic Poetry". This paper,
written while Lampman was still a student, was published in the Trinity College journal Rouge
et Noir.18 

In it the young poet exalts German patriotism of the early nineteenth century variety over
its French counterpart. Lampman found in the work of the poets Ernst Moritz Arndt, Theodor
Koerner, Ferdinand Freiligrath, and Ludwig Uhland (one of the early members of the Swabian
School) a free, honest spirit and "courage . . . grounded on duty and affection." This contrasts
with the verses of their Bonapartist enemies in which "all is victory, glory, ruin to the foe - the
sanguinary fervour of the Marseillaise . . . (and) courage . . . grounded on egotism."19

For Lampman the choice is between the natural love of the Good, made concrete in a
particular good - the love of one's own, or patriotism - and the artificially induced lust for self-
aggrandizement and empire-building expressed as hatred of the other, or nationalism. Siegbert
Prawer has observed that in the time of these German poets the old feeling of the people had not
yet been appropriated by the volkisch nationalism that would later far exceed French chauvinism
in virulence.20 Thus the spirit of the poetry so admired by Lampman was relatively pure,
although the outworkings of German Enlightenment doctrines that were to lead to such
disastrous results in the twentieth century were already becoming evident in the work of the
philosopher Fichte, the later Romantics, and others.

Behind Lampman's dual vision of the "City of Light" lies the perennial question of the
relationship of Being to Becoming, and the matter of their respective primacy. Lampman was



convinced that one should live as if the first had ultimate reality, but he was often overwhelmed
by evidence supporting the final truth of the second. He puts the problem succinctly at the end of
"A Vision of Twilight":

Dreamy crowds are moving yonder
In a faint and phantom blue;
Through the dusk I lean, and wonder
If their winsome shapes are true;
But in veiling indecision
Comes my question back again --
Which is real? The fleeting vision?
Or the fleeting world of men?21

Like many Victorians, Lampman was tempted to solve his dilemma quickly by the post-
Kantian trick of simply subsuming Being under Becoming, and adopting some version of the
belief in Progress. Such a species of divinized history would have led Lampman to assert that
"the City" could be realized by the human spirit, either through its own efforts or by some sort of
merely natural law of evolution.

As we have seen, he did not choose to do this. But such a notion was at the very heart of
the Transcendentalist movement which was making a major impact on American thought in the
nineteenth century. As George Hochfield says in his introduction to Selected Writings of the
American Transcendentalists22 "Once they had decided that men were capable of ascertaining
divine truth by an examination of their own minds, the Transcendentalists saw that this capacity
must be of the same nature as divinity itself."23 Building on this idea of God-in-Man, the
Transcendentalists "sometimes wrote of America as though its destiny was to be a messiah
among the nations . . ."24 It is not hard to see how a national sense of responsibility rooted in the
divinity of man changed to the concept of a Redeemer Nation, and how this in turn led to the
horror of Vietnam.

Much of the content of this American school of thought was derived from Kant and the
German Romantics, particulary the Schlegel brothers. The outstanding Unitarian and
Congregationalist theologian Theodore Parker "found most help in the works of Immanuel
Kant"25 . . . and found German literature in general to be "the most original, deep, bold,
comprehensive, and wealthy literature in the world . . ."26 

Like Lampman, Parker too had a vision of "the City" - he thought that the Garden of
Eden would be founded on earth by man. Yet Lampman, drawing from similar sources -
Romanticism, the Classics, and the British nature poets - did not jump to the conclusion that man
was, or could become, God. Most often, and especially in his poetry, Lampman clearly states
that there is a Way behind the world of natural sensory experience, reflected in the ways of the
realm of space and time, in which humans can and should participate by virtue of their humanity.
This constitutes his doctrine of progress. The Way is there if people choose to walk in it. It is the
Way that leads up to the capital of Beauty.

This "something behind Nature" was, for Lampman, the root of the human sense of
value. Far from being satisfied with meditation upon the Self, he thought that the proper forum
for spiritual exploration was contemplation of that which was irreducibly prior to the Self: the
Beautiful. In the poem "Beauty" he writes, ". . . only the things of Beauty shall endure", and goes



on to relate goodness, truth, and beauty thus: "Beauty is the perfect ring / That circles and
includes the other two."27

The poet does not simply slide over the surface of beautiful things in his reflections; his
contemplation of Nature leads to an appreciation of that which underlies its charm and grandeur.
This consciousness is reflected in the last six lines of "Voices of Earth":

These are the voices of earth's secret soul,
Uttering the mystery from which she came.
To him who hears them grief beyond control
Or joy inscrutable without a name,
Wakes in his heart thoughts bedded there, impearled,
Before the birth and making of the world.28

But let us look at a statement by the American Transcendentalist George Ripley, a principal
founder (in 1841) of Brook Farm:

The voice of God is heard in the rushings of the wind and
the whisperings of the breeze, in the roar of the thunder
and the fall of the rain; His hand is visible in the
glories of the midnight sky and the splendor of the
opening morn, in the fierce majesty and might of winter,
and in the greenness and beauty of the returning spring.29

Is this not the Lampman of the nature sonnets? Superficially, this appears to accord with
Lampman, for the "voices of earth" that hint at her "secret soul" are heard in the

. . . sounds
More deep than human joy and human tears,
That nature uses in her common rounds;
The fall of streams, the cry of winds that strain
The oak, the roaring of the sea's surge, might
Of thunder breaking afar off, or rain
That falls by minutes in the summer night.30

The similarity is deceptive. Although there are elements common to both writers,
Lampman's and Ripley's thoughts actually move in opposite directions. In broad outline,
Lampman's mind opens whereas Ripley's closes. There are corresponding emotional differences
too - Lampman's obvious sehnsucht (sense of estrangement) contrasts sharply with Ripley's self-
confident knowledge of God.
Lampman and Ripley in fact begin and end at different places in their visionary experiences,
although they seem to travel over some of the same ground. Lampman's meditation starts with
the evidence of the senses (the sounds of the natural world) which build up in his mind until they
cause it to penetrate into the noumenal (Kant's term). Lampman hears the "voices of earth's
secret soul" behind the merely natural sounds, and experiences the sehnsucht that awakens in



him a remembrance of his own soul's kinship with that of the earth. This is classical Middle
Platonism of the sort that is behind both Christian theology and the mediaeval Aristotelian
theory of the mind.

On the other hand, Ripley's cast of mind is clearly related to that of the Renaissance Neo-
Platonists who stood Platonism on its head. His is not a meditation, but a series of assertions.
Ripley begins with a direct knowledge, or intuition, of God and proceeds to derive explanations
of the observed phenomena of nature. Evidently, he claims that his mind does not need to be led
up into the noumenal but is there to begin with. Thus, natural phenomena are equated with God
and God is reduced to the Self. In this way everything can be seen as either Self or, alternatively,
Nature.

When Lampman looks at the natural world he discovers the order and beauty of Nature.
This opens out to an awareness of the Way behind the world. When Ripley looks at the natural
world he sees only the divine knowledge of his own expanding mind. For Lampman there is a
sense of humility, for Ripley there is spiritual pride. In Transcendentalist thought, the Platonic
intention of the opening of the soul to its participation in Being is stopped and reversed; although
even here there is often a remembrance of the right ordering of the soul, such as in Thomas Lake
Harris' doctrine of the arch-natural. In the end, however, the power of the mind circulates
around itself and closes down into a frozen fixation upon its own image (Hegel's "determinate
negation"). Through this process, Being is appropriated, and the "higher law" of the noumenal
realm is converted into the operational "positive laws of nature".

Let us return for a moment to the responses of theologians to the human will, which may
illustrate the development of Lampman's stance. Lampman's "City" is, as we've said, the City of
Man: a product of human efforts that partake of the noumenal. The City of Man is a concept
found in Augustine's civil theology. Augustine contrasts the earthly city (Rome) with the
heavenly city of God (New Jerusalem) and its temporal outpost, the Church. During the late
Middle Ages, new theological concepts were needed to deal with the strong secular cities
growing up in northern Italy and with the emerging nations of France and England.

The principle of duality was transferred from Christendom as a whole to the secularized
cities of Florence, Padua, etc. From then on the City of Man came to stand both for participation
in Being and for the appropriation of Being. New civic theologians from Savonarola in Florence
to Zwingli in Zurich, Bucer in Strasbourg, and, finally, Calvin in Geneva, came to see the City of
Man as both an aspiration to angelic life and a realization of it.

Working at the edge of Christianity, these theologians combined two very different ideas
of the human will. On the one hand, the will was to be applied humbly to the pursuit of sanctity;
while on the other hand, the will was thought to have been superseded by the light of the
uncorrupted spirit (at least among the Elect).

The descendent of these Cities - the Puritan "city on the hill" - is the received text from
which Lampman worked. Whether as the "divine right of kings" or as the "divine right of
rebellion", the "city on the hill", from its genesis in the France of François I to its possible
apocalypse in the Central America of Ronald Reagan, has been about the nature of human
sovereignty. Concepts of sovereignty, like most things, have more than one aspect. The temporal
element in them is obvious to all, while their metaphysical implications are often less visible
and, consequently, are more insidious. The early American "city on the hill" preserved the
tension between the visions of the City of Man as an aspiration towards sanctification, and as
self-identification with the divine. The framers of the United States' Declaration of



Independence (1776) still retained a belief in a "higher law" - prominent reference is made by
them to "the laws of nature and of nature's God."

But with revolution the issue of the ultimate source of sovereignty was forced upon
America. By the time the Constitution of the United States is completed (1787) it is "We the
people" who "ordain and establish" the philosophical grounds for the new nation. The two
versions of the City thus became distinct in the course of this crisis. Canadian philosopher
George Grant has pointed out that the Loyalists who founded the alternative America of English
Canada tended to be from those elements of all classes loyal to the "higher law" tradition.31

Archibald Lampman's ancestry was Loyalist on both sides. His education, temperament,
and highly developed mythopoeic imagination all combined to equip him to play the central role
in the "Group of '61". He was able to outline in clear detail the dual visions inherent in the "city
on the hill" tradition of Puritan theology to which Canada, as well as the United States, is heir.
Lampman had trouble deriving support, amid the flux and confusion of life, for his "city tall and
quiet." His philosophy remained too much in the head, too much on the plane of the Ideal, and
too removed from the common human world where we all live out our lives. He was therefore
never able to work out a practical philosophy based upon his essentially imaginative insights.
The city of pure will with its grim Idiot was all too possible. But its opposite was always
detached from life, was always a place "where the body comes not ever", a place where
Lampman could never live. Repelled by the first vision and unable to work out the practical
details of the second, Lampman failed to connect his thoughts with any of the great metaphysical
traditions of the past, to propose a workable socialist program, or to clarify his patriotic
consciousness.

The stress caused by these unresolved intellectual and emotional problems was great and
his personal life started to show symptoms of his internal disorder. He believed fervently in
obedience to moral law yet, in 1889, he fell in love with a co-worker and betrayed the affections
of his wife and family. During the last decade of his life, Lampman struggled to develop a
workable version of his "city tall and quiet."

Perceiving his own failings very clearly, he began to doubt the value of his work.
Nonetheless, this period of personal turmoil brought forth his greatest poetry. Both "The City of
the End of Things" and "A Vision of Twlight" were completed at the height of this affair of the
heart. The bulk of his better sonnets also date from the 1890s.

From the very beginning of his work as a writer the images of the twin cities can be seen,
hinted at in his early nature poetry and in his philosophical sonnets. Their finest articulation,
however, came at a time of crisis when the poet made what was to be his final attempt to achieve
order in his life and thought. Although Archibald Lampman died at the threshhold of middle-age
distressed by his own erratic conduct, his work stands out from that of his fellow Confederation
Poets. More importantly, for us living in the twentieth century, Lampman cleared the ground and
began to lay the foundations for a poetic and philosophical critique of the City of the End of
Things. At the conclusion of the memorial address at Morpeth, Duncan Campbell Scott recited a
sonnet that he considered to epitomize his colleague's views. It was the third and final poem of
"The Largest Life" sequence, written in February, 1893:



There is a beauty at the goal of life,
A beauty growing since the world began,
Through every age and race, through lapse and strife
Till the fair human soul complete her span.
Beneath the waves of storm that lash and burn,
The currents of blind passion that appal,
To listen and keep watch till we discern
The tide of sovereign truth that guides it all;
So to address our spirits to the height,
And so attune them to the valiant whole,
That the great light be clearer for our light,
And the great soul the stronger for our soul:
To have done this is to have lived, though fame
Remember us with no familiar name.32
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