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WILLIAM VAUGHN MOODY

T may seem that the issues
of to-morrow (election day,
November 5, 1912) spring
from the part whichmachin-

| trial order; and machinery
is ultimately due to the dis-

covery of fire. Butinspeak-
ing of the author of The Fire Bringer, one
is reminded of certain words of Mr. Watts~
Dunton: ‘‘Assuredly no philosophy of his-
tory can be adequate if it ignores the fact

.~ that poetry has had as much effect on

human destiny as that other great human
energy by the aid of which, from the discov-
ery of the use of fire to that of the electric
light, the useful arts have been developed.”’
Perhaps the issues of to-morrow, which
seem so0 prosaic, but which nevertheless rest
on passions and loyalties, are at bottom is-
sues of poetry.

ery is playing in the indus- -
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To-night I have no time to speak of
Moody’s prose plays, and time for only,a
word about his short poems. Moody wrote
a number of lyrics which, as Mr. Payne long
since remarked in The Dial, ¢‘ will hereafter
be found in every golden treasury of English
verse.”’” Placed there beside the tributes of
other poets to their mothers, ‘“The Daguer-
reotype’’ will seem the loveliest and the
profoundest of all. The poem called ‘“The
Brute’’ is thefirstadequate lyrical expression
of the glory and terror of machinery. That
called ‘“Gloucester Moors’’ is an impas-
sioned outlook upon the social destiny of the
race. And the *“Ode Written in a Time
of Hesitation’’ is a permanent warning to
republics. Stuart Mill used to say that
prose is meant to be heard, poetry to be
overheard. But these last three poems are
meant to be heard, precisely as the lyrical
prophecies of Amos were meant to be heard.

It is to the unfinished trilogy of poetic
dramas that I invite your attention. Next
week Moody’s publishers will issue a com-
plete edition of his works, in two volumes,
of which the first will include The Fire
Bringer, The Masque of Judgment, and a
part of The Death of Eve. These are all
on the Prometheantheme—if the phrase be
taken in the largest possible meaning. -

Moody had the lyrical gift, the historical
sense, the scientific information, the human

8



sympathy, and the cosmic vision which fitted
him to treat this theme, not in the grandiose
manner, but in the grand manner. Nothing
like this can be said of any other American
poet. We have had in this country no
great poets, in the sense that Dante is great.
Nor is Moody great in this sense. He is
too personal. He lacks the supreme object-
ivity which, a very few times in the world’s
history, has made an individual the voice of
a nation or a century. There are streaks of
a difficult mysticism in our poet, and there
is some preciosity. But what is true of
Moody is that he is the most important
American poet to study to-day.

For he deals with a theme which is mod-
ern. In its simplest form the Promethean
theme is the myth that fire was stolen from
the gods for the benefit of man. So thought
the Greeks, the Australians, the South Sea
Islanders, and the Maoris. They felt that
the gods might have given men fire, but
would not, and that some hero had to steal
it. They felt that the greatest instrument
of progress had to be wrested by man him-
self from a nature which he had mistak-
enly supposed to be benevolent. In every
Promethean myth there is the seed of an
indignant atheism.

Now the captured energy of fire has taken
visible form as machinery, and with ma-
chinery has come democracy. Fire, har-
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nessed, has always been associated with
revolt against the powers that be, for it has
furnished the instruments of revolt. The
Marxists do not hesitate to align the machine
and atheism against the triple alliance of
priest, king, and army. Is there then some-
thing in democracy which is irreconcilable
with religion? Is the phrase ‘‘ democratic
religion”’ self-contradictory? And will the
progress of the mechanistic mode of thinking
strip the round earth of all its temples? Such
is the Promethean problem to-day.

And it takes protean forms. On the eve
of a general election in a democracy, where
there is no formal alignment of machinery
against the church, it is nevertheless trace-
able everywhere. There are six parties in
the field, all demanding justice. But what
is justice? And is it found with Zeus or
with Prometheus? Three parties declare
that they wish to make not merely justice
but the will of God prevail; one of them
sang hymns at its convention. The other
three are silent about God, but it is an open
secret that one of them regards God as a
marplot—at least the leaders of it regard |
him as a hindrance to justice. But every one
of these parties sees some power as Zeus the
tyrant, and itself as Prometheus.

And back of the social problems lie their
counterparts in psychology and metaphys-
ics. Is man a mere moment in nature, or
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has he power so to control nature as to in-
crease his happiness? Practical men answer
that question jauntily enough, but the deter-
minist hesitates. Are human ideals forces,
or mere by-products? Does GGod make men,
or do men make God? Ismanstrong enough
to get along without ideals, and especially
without a God? Such are the confused but
real questions which arise in the serious be-
holder of the spectacle before him.

In approaching this general problem,
which was never acute till now, should a
poet strive to forge out a vision of the
future? We are confronted by Joubert’s
words: ‘“There can be no good time in
the future which is unlike the good times of
the past.’”” Shall he offer a new religion?
"Thedefeated Thiersanswers: ‘¢ Thereareno
altars which are not ridiculous save the old
altars.”” And we hear, too, another voice
from the dead, that of a man who was once
the guest of this club. ‘“What elements
of the spectacle before us,”’ says Matthew
Acrnold, ““will be most interesting to a highly
developed age like our own, an age making
a demand for an intellectual deliverance?
Evidently the other ages similarly developed
and making the same demand.”’

It is therefore the task of a poet to seek
his materials in the past, and to reinterpret
them. And this will mean, for the Prome-
thean theme, a new effort of the religious
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imagination in an age peculiary apathetic
tosuch efforts. But what ages should be
chosen as most resembling ours in its de-
mandforanintellectualdeliverance? Should
they not be the fifth century before Christ
and the first three centuries after his birth?
If so,in seeking materials the poet can-
not be content with the publicists of those
ages, men like Thucydides and Polybius.
He must know the Prometheus Bound of
Aschylus. He must know the Apocalypse
and the Fourth Gospel, and he should know
Plotinus. :

We may trace inthese writers three world-
stages of the Promethean theme: that of
Hellenic revolt against superstition, reached
in the concept of the néw divinity Apollo;
that of Apocalyptic Christianity, with its
despairing deliverance of a few from sin,
condemnation of the majority, and renuncia-
tion of the earth ; that finally of what we may
call Greek Christianity, whichrevoltsagainst
eternal punishment, finds eternal life here
and now, and asserts the inseparableness of
God and man. To this inward Christianity
Neoplatonism was first a rival, than an ally.

All these writers and the movements
they represent Moody seems to me to have
pondered thoroughly, though he was a di-
viner of history rather than a historian. He
chose to reinterpret the Greek myth of Pro-
metheus, the Apocalyptic drama of the last
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judgment, and the Johannine conception
of God and man. But by the very condi-
tions of the New Testament narrative he
was excluded from two New Testament
dramas, and by a deep instinct he reverted
to the story of Eve for his third theme. Eve
in the light of the Fourth Gospel—so a
theologian might name it.

Burning with indignation against the doc-
trine of eternal punishment, he wrote first
the second number of the trilogy. But we
may properly considerfirst The Fire Bringer.
Here he brushed aside the revolutionary
phantasies of Shelley’s Prometheus Un-
bound, and went to Apollodorus for his
material.

And when Zeus determined to destroy the men of
the brazen age, Deukalion, being forewarned by Pro-
metheus, built a bpat, and putting into it food and drink
embarked with Pyrrha. Zeus sent a great rain from
heaven, so that all men were overwhelmed, except a
few who fled to the high places. Deukalion was
driven upon the darkness of the waters until he came
to Parnassus; and there, when the rains had abated,
he landed and made sacrifice, praying for men to re-
people the earth. Then Deukalion and Pyrrha took
stones, and threw them over their heads ; those which
Deukalion threw became men, and those which Pyr-
rha threw became women. . . . Also Prometheus
gave to them fire, bringing it secretly in a fennel stalk.
When Zeus learned of this, he commanded He-
phzestos to bind the body of Prometheus upon Mount

Caucasus; and for the theft of fire Prometheus suf-
fered this punishment.

In handling this myth &schylus had used
the characters of Prometheus, Okeanos, He-
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pheestus, Hermes, Strength, Force, and a
chorus of Ocean Nymphs. Moody takes
none of these except the hero. But he
recreates Pandora, Deukalion, and Pyrrha,
He gives speech to the Stone Men and
Earth Women, born autochthonously of the
stones cast behind them by Deukalion and
Pyrrha. Andheinvents Aeolus, Lykophon,
Alcyone, Rhodope, and a Priest of Zeus.
To the Greeks, Pandora was a grim fig-
ure. Prometheus refused her as a gift from
Zeus, and to Epimetheus she brought only
sorrow. From her casket escaped all the
woes of earth. And it is this fierce satire
upon womanhood that Hawthorne unwise-
ly attempted to explain to children! But
Moody reverses all this. His Pandora is
hope incarnate. Her spiritual leadership
is more remarkable than that granted by
Goethe to Helena. She nerves the great
protagonist in his endeavor, rescues him
when he faints and fails, reaches him in his
darkest hour with her song. The youth
Aolus, son of Deukalion, is to be the pro-
genitor of the Greeks; and Alcyone, daugh-
ter of Lykophon, is to be their mother.
Moody’s scenario may be said to run as
follows: King Deukalion is left in deadly
darkness after the flood, and is in terror of
the gods, and gives Prometheus no encour-
agement to scale the walls of heaven for
forbidden fire. His friend Lykophon is in
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