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Poets as Patriots
By ROBERT LYND

"In my heart of hearts," Mr. W. B. Yeats tells us in "Ideas of Good or Evil," "I have never 
been quite certain that . . . even patriotism is more than an impure desire in an artist." It is a 
saying that on the surface appears arrogant and insulting to common men. It is like 
maintaining that religion or the love of children is an "impure desire" in an artist. It is an 
assertion of the artist's aloofness from the passions for which men die or work themselves to 
the bone or shout themselves hoarse in music-halls. It is the logic of the artistic egoism which 
in the nineteenth century led a number of poets or painters to announce to a world of 
churchgoing tradesmen the doctrine of art for art's sake. That doctrine, once so young and 
fair, is now but a poor patched beggar at the doors of the studios—a victim of the 
bludgeonings of its enemies and of the fickleness of the artists themselves, who must have a 
new formula as often as a woman a new hat. It was a silly doctrine and, perhaps, deserved no 
better fate. On the other hand, silly though it was, it was merely a lying way of stating a truth. 
It was on its reasonable side a protest against the subordination of art to theology or ethics or 
politics any more than to mathematics. There is no doubt that in ninety-nine cases out of a 
hundred theologians and moralists and politicians cannot help regarding art as something 
which never rises in seriousness above a game of dominoes except when it expresses some 
theological, moral or political conviction of their own. This is not the case today, perhaps, so 
much as it used to be. But I have no doubt there are still pious clergymen who regret that 
Keats did not write like Keble and who consider an afternoon much more nobly spent in 
looking at the pictures of Dore than of Turner. There has always been a tendency to 
disparage the imagination except when it was obviously in the service of some cause. It is as 
though an astronomer were to contend that poetry began and ended with:

The Ram, the Bull, the Heavenly Twins,
The Virgin and the Scales.

Now, poetry in its origin was probably quite as much a teacher's aid to the memory as 
an artist's appeal to the imagination. When modern preachers and teachers demand of it that 
it shall be first and foremost rhymed propaganda, they are at least no worse than the 
savages. I am, I admit, something of a savage myself in having a fondness for propaganda in 
verse, provided the verse is good. I think a very fine anthology of propagandist poetry might 
be made, beginning no further back than Shelley's "Song to the Men of England" and coming 
down to Mr. Henry Lawson's rhetorical hymns to young Australia. On the other hand, we must 
never substitute propagandist for poetic standards. There is no reason why anybody should 
not prefer the poetry of Whittier to the poetry of Baudelaire, so long as he does not deceive 
himself into thinking it is better poetry. That, however, is the kind of distinction no enthusiast 



likes to make. To admit that his favorite poet is an inferior poet would seem to him to be the 
last word in infidelity. Clearly, when Mr. Yeats published his declaration of independence as an 
artist, for the passage I have quoted is simply that, he was in revolt against an environment in 
which propagandist and poetic standards were commonly regarded as interchangeable. "The 
Spirit of the Nation" was considered to be not only good patriotism but good poetry. In the 
eyes of the politician, "Fontenoy" or "The Anti-Irish Irishman" must have seemed even as 
poetry worth a tornado of "The Wind among the Reeds."

Mr. Yeats's suspicions of patriotism are defensible, then. But they are defensible only in 
so far as they are a defence of art against the claims of propagandism. He has a right to insist 
that the poet is not primarily a teacher of patriotism. He has no right to ask the poet to cut 
himself off from those eager emotions which Aeschylus must have felt when he gave 
instructions that the words, "He fought at Marathon," should be inscribed on his tomb, and 
which Shakespeare must have felt when he praised his country as:

This other Eden, demi-paradise . . .
This happy breed of men, this little world,
This precious gem set in the silver sea.

At the same time, even if Mr. Yeats took up the extreme anti-patriotic position—and we 
know that he does not —he might make up an alarmingly strong case for it. He might point to 
the fact, for example, that, if you turn to any good anthology of verse, you will find hardly any 
patriotic poems in it. There is scarcely a hint of the lyric rapture of patriotism in all "The 
Golden Treasury." When Beaumont goes into Westminster Abbey, it is not to sing the praise of 
the greatness of England, but to meditate lugubriously on the tombs:

Think how may royal bones
Sleep within these heaps of stones;
Here they lie, had realms and lands,

Who now want strength to stir their hands.

Perhaps this is the essential mood of the poet. He is more likely to be struck by the 
littleness than by the greatness of man the conqueror. He is not concerned with the puffed-up 
patriotism that serves the purpose of leader-writers. He loves his country poetically rather 
than politically, and would feel as ashamed of addressing fatuous praises to it as he would of 
addressing fatuous praises to his mother. Some of the Victorian poets did, I admit, adopt the 
policy of fatuous remarks. But they were not the greatest of the Victorian poets. It was 



Tennyson and not Browning—Mr. Kipling and not Francis Thompson—who were the oracles 
of what might be called the platform and newspaper patriotism of their time. And, regarded as 
poetry, what does it all amount to? There is more of the immortal beauty of England 
compressed into a few brief non-political lines of Shakespeare, such as, "Hark, hark! the lark 
at Heaven's gate sings!" than in all the big-drum music of Tennyson and Kipling put together. 
There seems to us nowadays to be something almost comic about poetry like Tennyson's:

You ask me why, though ill at ease,
Within this region I subsist,

Whose spirits falter in the mist,
And languish for the purple seas.

It is a rheumatic sort of patriotism. But, even when the poet forgets his pains in his 
patriotism, his praise of his country does not express the ecstasy of the seer so much as the 
creed of a comfortable Whig after a good dinner. "It is." he replies to his imaginary questioner:

It is the land that freemen till.
That sober-suited Freedom chose,

The land, where girt with friends or foes,
A man may speak the thing he will.

A land of settled government,
A land of just and old renown,

Where Freedom broadens slowly down
From precedent to precedent:

Where faction seldom gathers head,
But by degrees to fullness wrought,

The strength of some diffusive thought
Hath time and space to work and spread.

That, surely, is not poetry, but merely the rhymed commonplaces of the platform. 
Patriotic poetry can only justify itself as poetry when it possesses an emotional appeal even 
for those who do not belong to the poet's country, just as religious poetry can only justify itself 
as poetry when it possesses an emotional appeal even for those who do not belong to the 
poet's creed. Can one imagine the inhabitant of any country in Europe outside England being 



infected with enthusiasm by "You ask me why?" As a matter of fact even the patriotism of the 
poem is dubious, for Tennyson ends with a threat that, if free speech is interfered with in 
England, he will abandon his country for "the palms and temples of the South." Perhaps, in 
the case of Mr. Kipling also, it is the kind of patriotism that disturbs us no less than the kind of 
poetry. He seems somehow or other to confuse patriotism with spitting over the ship's side 
and sago-swamps and all sorts of inappropriate and external things. Poetically, as Mr. 
Chesterton has often contended, he is something of an alien in England. He is a kind of 
aitchless prophet of the Colonial and India Offices.

There must surely be some reason for the infrequency of good patriotic poetry in 
England. Probably, in the last analysis, nearly all good poetry is patriotic just as nearly all 
good work of any kind is patriotic. One does not serve one's country best by talking about it 
but by going about one's business. Still, one would expect service to overflow from action into 
words now and then, and it is a notable fact that, so far as the service of one's country is 
concerned, it does so much less frequently in England than, say, in Ireland. Perhaps, it is that 
success does not affect us emotionally to the same extent as failure. Poetry, like Cato, loves 
the defeated cause. It is easier to write a good poem to a rebel than to a Cabinet Minister. 
Somehow we are never satisfied until we have pitted our heroes against the most enormous 
odds. In tragedy we pit them against destiny itself; in romance we like to make their enemies 
at least three to one against them. If we are too confident of their success or if their enemies 
do not seem to be particularly dangerous, we take things more or less for granted, and this is 
not the mood in which poetry is written. If King Lear had been as cautious and successful a 
monarch as Queen Victoria, Shakespeare could never have written a play about him. It may 
be that we demand an element of failure in our hero countries as well. If Ireland had owned 
half the world and had had the ambassadors of the nations flocking to her chief city, it is 
almost inconceivable that Mangan could have addressed to her a poem of such intense and 
religious passion as "Dark Rosaleen." Let any one who doubts this examine the opening 
verses of the poem.

O my dark Rosaleen,
Do not sigh, do not weep!
The priests are on the ocean green,
They march along the deep.
There's wine from the royal Pope
Upon the ocean green;
And Spanish ale shall give you hope,
My dark Rosaleen!
My own Rosaleen!
Shall glad your heart, shall give you hope,
My dark Rosaleen!



Over hills and through dales
Have I roamed for your sake;
All yesterday I sail'd with sails
On river and on lake.
The Erne, at its highest flood,
I dash'd across unseen,
For there was lightning in my blood,
My dark Rosaleen!
My own Rosaleen!
O there was lightning in my blood,
Red lightning lighten'd through my blood,
My dark Rosaleen!

All day long, in unrest,
To and fro do I move,
The very soul within my breast
Is wasted for you, love!
The heart in my bosom faints
To think of you, my queen,
My life of life, my saint of saints,
My dark Rosaleen!
My own Rosaleen!
To hear your sweet and sad complaints,
My life, my love, my saint of saints,
My dark Rosaleen!

Woe and pain, pain and woe,
Are my lot, night and noon,
To see your bright face clouded so,
Like to the mournful moon.
But yet will I rear your throne
Again in golden sheen;
'Tis you shall reign, shall reign alone,
My dark Rosaleen!
My own Rosaleen!
'Tis you shall have the golden throne,
'Tis you shall reign, and reign alone,
My dark Rosaleen!

I do not know any poem which makes of patriotism a rapturous music to the same 
degree as the poem of which these are the opening verses. Here is a mystical ecstasy more 
usual in saints than in patriots. This is not merely praise: it is worship. One can realize this 
aspect of it best by putting it by the side of a poem of what one may call common-sense 
patriotism like Browning's "Home Thoughts from Abroad," with its much-quoted ending:

"Here and here did England help me;
how can I help England?"—say,

Whoso turns as I, this evening, turn



to God to praise and pray,
While Jove's planet rises yonder, silent

over Africa.

It may be argued that the difference between these two poems is largely the difference 
between Catholic mysticism and Protestant rationalism. But I think it is more than that . It is 
the difference between a man's emotions about his country when it is the victim of calamity 
and a man's emotions about his country when it seems well enough already. It is the 
difference between the patriotism of redemption and the patriotism one feels for a country 
which is not in apparent need of redemption. There is no reason why the patriotism of 
redemption should be impossible to an English poet except that very few poets seem to 
trouble about the affairs of their country so long as it is not manifestly under the heel of a 
foreign foe. As a matter of fact, English poets have only to take a sufficiently dismal view of 
the condition of their country to write very good poetry about her indeed. Shelley's "Mask of 
Anarchy" is good poetry, and so is Wordsworth's gloomy summons to the spirit of Milton. 
Blake, again, as he brooded over the golden age of England, of which he could ask:

And was the holy Lamb of God
On England's pleasant pastures seen?

and as in misery over the Satanic possession of the country, he took an oath in words that 
one hopes will never lose their meaning through repetition, to help in the building of 
Jerusalem:

In England's green and pleasant land,

gave expression to a visionary patriotism as wonderful in its way as Mangan's. There are no 
songs of satisfied patriotism that are equal to these. If one were making a selection of the 
twenty best poems of Swinburne or Francis Thompson, one would include some of their 
patriotic verse. Thompson's real mystic vision of England is recorded not in his Ode on the 
Diamond Jubilee, but in the lines in which he announces

Christ walking on the water
Not of Gennesareth but Thames!

If we want, however, to discover the articulate religion of patriotism, we shall have to 
turn to Mickiewicz, the national poet of Poland, to whom his country was a country that died 
and that would rise again for the redemption of the world. As Miss Monica Gardner tells us in 
her biography of Mickiewiez, the Poles were in his imagination, as the Jews of old, "a chosen 
people, a race set apart and consecrated." Polish exiles were apostles. "The emigration," 



says Miss Gardner, "was in his eyes positively a sacred and a holy movement; its members 
were providentially scattered through the world to disseminate those spiritual tenets [of 
individual passion and self-sacrifice] and the love of sacrifice in a material age." Even in 
translation the passion of the faith burns through as in "The Prayer of the Pilgrim," which 
begins:

Lord God, Who canst do all things! The children of a warrior nation lift to Thee their 
disarmed hands from all the ends of the world. They cry to Thee from the depths of the mines 
of Siberia, and from the snows of Kamchatka, and from the deserts of Algeria, and from 
France, a foreign land. But in our own fatherland, in Poland, faithful to Thee, they may not cry 
to Thee; and our aged men, our women and our children pray to Thee in secret, with their 
thoughts and tears. God of the Jagiellos! God of Sobieski! God of Kosciuszko! have pity on 
our country and on us. Grant us to pray again to Thee as our fathers prayed, on the battlefield 
with weapons in our hands, before an altar made of drums and cannons, beneath a canopy of 
our eagles and our flags. And grant unto our families to pray in the churches of our towns and 
families, and to our children to pray upon our graves. But let not our will but Thine be done.

It is possible—even probable—that Mickiewicsz never achieved a miracle of literature 
as Mangan has done in "Dark Rosaleen." He has, however, set forth the liturgy of the 
adoration of one's country with something like genius. Perhaps the Japanese have, of all the 
prosperous nations, come nearest the religious sort of patriotism. Bushido is the chivalry of 
patriotism in the good, ancient sense. On the other hand, it is only fair to remember that 
America, too, is a prosperous country that has been able in its way to produce a literary 
patriotism. Whitman is certainly one of the greatest patriot poets the world has ever seen. In 
his relations to his country, however, he is often less like a knight offering service to his divine 
mistress than a son slapping his mother on the back. It is as though he were congratulating 
Mother America on having so magnificent a son as he. Comic though in one respect his 
patriotism is, however, it is rapturous and imaginative and original. It differs from the 
patriotism of Mangan not so much in passionate force as in the fact that it is the assertion of 
the grandeur of the citizen instead of the worship of the ideal personification of a country. 
Other poets have made of the citizen a jest. Whitman gives him a glory as of the stars. His 
hymn of service is a hymn of praise to the good citizen:

Fall behind me, States!
A man before all—myself, typical, before all.
Give me the pay I have served for,
Give me to sing the songs of the great Idea, take all the rest.
I have loved the earth, sun, animals. I have despised riches.
I have given alms to every one that asked, stood up for
the stupid and crazy, devoted my income and labor to others,
Hated tyrants, argued not concerning God, had patience
and indulgence toward the people, taken off my
hat to nothing known or unknown,
Given freely with powerful uneducated persons and with
the young, and with the mothers of families,
Read these leaves to myself in the open air, tried them
by trees, stars, rivers,



Dismiss'd whatever insulted my own soul or defiled my body,
Claim'd nothing to myself which I have not carefully
claim'd for others on the same terms,
Sped to the camps, and comrades found and accepted
from every State,
(Upon this breast has many a dying soldier lean'd to
breathe his last,
This arm, this hand, this voice, have now sigh'd, rais'd, restor'd,
To life recalling many a prostrate form);
I am willing to wait to be understood by the growth of
the taste of myself,
Rejecting none, permitting all.
(Say, O mother, have I not to your thought been faithful?
Have I not through life kept you and yours before me?)

It is characteristic of Whitman's patriotism that having fallen into what a Metzscheen 
might consider the servile emotionalism of the last two lines, he should immediately retrieve 
himself with the old blustering boasts of individualism. "I swear," he cries:—

I swear I begin to see the meaning of
these things,
It is not the earth, it is not America
who is so great,
It is I who am great, or to be great,
it is You up there, or any one.

One has only to compare the mood of these lines with the mood of Mangan's:—

I could scale the blue air,
I could plough the high hills.
O, I could kneel all night in prayer
To heal your many ills.

in order to realize that there is as great a difference between the one and the other as there is 
between Mr. John Burns and St. Francis of Assisi. It may be open to argument which of the 
two kinds of patriotism, the knightly or the arrogant, is the more robust and desirable. There 
can hardly be any question, however, as to which of the two is the more spiritual and poetical. 
As a matter of fact, wonderful and silencing as are the songs that Whitman made for 
triumphant America, even he had to turn to defeated causes for the material of the truest 
poetry in his public verse. It was only when he sang of the lost revolutionaries of mid-century 
Europe that his politics became as lyrical as that more private passion which is articulate in 
the beautiful "Out of the cradle endlessly rocking." Even those whose politics are poles apart 
from revolution feel the imaginative spell of those prophetic lines which bring "Europe" to an 
end:—

Meanwhile corpses lie in new-made graves,
bloody corpses of young men,
The rope of the gibbet hangs heavily,
the bullets of princes are flying,



the creatures of power laugh aloud,
And all these things bear fruit, and they are good.
Those corpses of young men,
Those martyrs that hang from the gibbets,
those hearts pierced by the gray lead,
Cold and motionless as they seem
live elsewhere in unslaughter'd vitality.
They live in other young men, O Kings!
They live in brothers again ready to defy you,
They were purified by death,
they were taught and exalted.
Not a grave of the murder'd for freedom
but grows seed for freedom,
in its turn to bear seed,
Which the winds carry afar and resow,
and the rains and the snows nourish.
Not a disembodied spirit
can the weapons of tyrants let loose,
But it stalks invisibly over the earth,
whispering, counselling, cautioning,
Liberty, let others despair of you—
I never despair of you.
Is the house shut? is the master away?
Nevertheless, be ready, be not weary of watching,
He will return soon, his messengers come anon.

This is infinitely nearer the mood of sacrificial patriotism that we find in Mickiewicsz and the 
national poets than any of Whitman's directly patriotic poetry. It is nearer the mood of the 
Hebrew poet who sang:—

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down,
yea, we wept: when weremembered Zion.
We hanged our harps upon the willows
in the midst thereof,

than are the native verses in which Whitman declares to the New World:—

I but thee name, thee prophesy, as
now, I merely thee ejaculate!

It expresses the mood of exile, of exile from the golden age, which is the true fatherland of all 
poets, and it is because amid all the robustiousness of his work the voice of the exile 
continually makes itself heard, that his songs are not simply blatantly comfortable but magical. 
Loudly as he accepted the present, he awaited the renewal of the world's great age as 
faithfully and as excitedly as Shelley himself. He was at heart disturbed about his country, 
and, provided one is disturbed about one's country, poetry is possible. It was not till Mr. 
Chesterton became thoroughly miserable about the condition of England that he wrote what is 
the finest patriotic poem that any living Englishman has written, "The Ballad of the White 
Horse." Henley's "What have I done for you, England, my England?" is a rare instance of a 



good patriotic poem written by a man who was perfectly satisfied with his country—a 
condition of soul almost as perilous as that of a man who is perfectly satisfied with himself. It 
has the right accent of romantic service. But I do not know any other patriotic poem of the 
contented kind in English literature—since the time of Drayton, at any rate—which is so good. 
Tennyson's most thrilling patriotic poems, like "The Charge of the Light Brigade" and "The 
Relief of Lucknow," are not songs of the praise of England, but songs of events in which a few 
Englishmen defied tremendous odds. If they are not songs of a lost cause, they are songs at 
least of a cause that was lost for the moment, or was very nearly lost.

What, then, is the inference we must make from all this? Is it that a country is to be 
congratulated more on the possession of a good patriotic literature or on the want of it? 
Clearly, the greatest literatures are not, in the popular sense, patriotic. Even if you take 
French poetry, which you would expect to find ever so much more expressively patriotic than 
English poetry, you will find the good anthologies strangely deficient in patriotic sentiment. It 
seems almost as if patriotism must be one of the more insignificant passions, like the passion 
of becoming an M. P., which one can put into a song only with the greatest difficulty. 
Apparently, not merely those nations that have no history are fortunate, but those nations that 
have no patriotic poetry. Poets only sing about their country when there is nothing else to sing 
about. Only poet-laureates write patriotic verses in countries where people can make love and 
cultivate their gardens in peace. I cannot make up my mind whether this ought to be so or not, 
but undoubtedly it is so. In countries where men are not unduly burdened with meditations on 
the sins of foreigners, patriotism as a literary theme dwindles. In countries so happy in their 
conditions men set about the task of producing not a patriotic but a national literature. Instead 
of continually praising their country by name and in terms of swords and battlefields, they are 
concerned with the very spirit of their country as it is normally revealed in men and children, in 
clouds and flowers, in the drama of common days and in the procession of the year. Burns is 
the national poet of Scotland, not because he wrote "Scots Wha Hae"—though that is good —
but because he wrote "The Jolly Beggars" and "Holy Willie's Prayer" and "Ae Fond Kiss" and 
the "Address to the Field-Mouse." In England Shakespeare is the national poet rather than 
the author of "Rule, Britannia," whose very name we can seldom remember—if indeed one 
even knew it. Herrick made a far greater contribution to national literature when he wrote:—

Fair daffodils, we weep to see
You haste away so soon,

than if he had attempted to re-write "God Save the King." So manifest is it, indeed, that great 
literature is concerned with simple and universal subjects that some writers have even 
contended that it has no business with nationality at all. In the first half of the nineteenth 
century, Edgar Allen Poe and a good many other Americans clamored for a national literature 
for America, instead of a mere loan-literature imported from England; but other American men 
of letters retorted that, in the words of Lowell, "literature survives, not because of its 
nationality, but in spite of it." As a matter of fact, Lowell wilfully misunderstood the position of 
the literary nationalists. "Measuring Burns by that which is best in him," he declared, for 
instance, "and which ensures to him a length of life coincident with that of the human heart, 
he is as little national as Shakespeare, and no more an alien in Iowa than in Ayrshire." That is, 
of course, beside the question. The important point which Lowell fails to stress about Burns is 
that his poems are racy of the soil of Ayrshire, while they are not racy of the soil of Iowa. What 
the literary nationalists contend is not that each country should possess a literature which has 
no meaning or interest outside its own borders, but that each country should possess a 
literature which is, in the Burns manner, racy of the soil. We should not all be reading Russian 



novels and plays in these days, if Russian literature were not a native and original growth 
instead of a mere pallid and second-hand affair borrowed from England or France or 
Germany. It excites us because it gives us the old universal passions and problems with a 
new individuality, a new character.

Probably there are some people who will admit all this, and who will yet contend that it 
is an utter waste of time to talk about nationality in literature, seeing that every country which 
produces good literature thereby produces national literature. But literary nationalism is a 
necessary gospel, not for those nations which are producing good literature already—in 
regard to them it is nothing more than an explanation—but for those nations which are not 
producing good literature. It was a necessary gospel, for instance, for America of the time 
before Whitman, and for Ireland of the time before William Yeats. Clearly, it was a bad thing 
for American literature that American poets should see the world about them not originally 
with their own eyes but derivatively with the eyes of Byron or Tennyson. It is possible, of 
course, for a poet to be derivative in any country or in any age, but, when an entire nation 
becomes derivative, it is a melancholy thing for imaginative literature. That is why a national 
language is such a blessing: it is in itself a considerable impulse to originality: it gives the 
national imagination a kind of home-life of its own. But what defence had the national 
imagination of Ireland or America in the nineteenth century against the splendid tide of 
English literature? Whitman instinctively raised the barrier of a new poetic form which was as 
separate and individual almost as a national language. Similarly, Mr. Yeats made something 
like a new literary language out of the names of dead Irish kings and queens, and symbolic 
trees and wells and streams. Had Whitman written "By Blue Ontario's Shore" in the metre of 
"Childe Harold," or had Mr. Yeats written in a language less alien to that of Blake and 
Swinburne, it is easy to see how the genius of either would have been stunted into a talent. It 
is comforting to think that genius always finds a way. But we have no proof of this. It may, for 
all we know, be dependent on some slight accident—perhaps of form or speech. Certainly, 
cosmopolitanism in literature, unbalanced by nationalism, is in danger of giving us mere 
sameness and echoes.

Personally, then, I am all for literary nationalism, if not for literary patriotism. But, even 
in regard to patriotism, I do not like to see it hustled into a corner as the special property and 
affliction of the weaker nations. The visionary sort of patriotism, it is clear—the only sort of 
patriotism which is tolerable in poetry—does not often survive success. But can it not survive? 
Ought it not to survive? Those are other questions into which it is impossible now to enter. But 
the fact that Blake wrote a fine visionary poem of the patriotic sort to so rich and respectable 
country as England shows, at least, that the cause of the patriots is not quite hopeless even in 
the literature of the conquering nations.
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