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THE LOVE SONNETS OF 4 HOODLUM

INTRODUCTION

€ Tell me, ye mused, what hath former ages
Wow beft puccesding times to play apen,
And what remaina unthought oo by theee gages
Where a new muse may try her pinjon 27

O COMPLAINED Phiness Fletcher in his Pumere Is-
S Lanp 23 long ago as 1633. Three centuries have
brought to the development of lyric passion no higher
form than that of the sonnet cycle. The sonnet has been lik-
ened to an exquisite crystal goblet that holds one sublimely
inspired thowght so perfectly that not another drop can be
added without overflow. Cast in the early Italisn Renaissance
by Dante, Pewarch and Camoens, it was chased and orna-
mented during the Elizabethan period by Shakespere, and filled
with its most sdmulating dranghts of song and love during the
Victorlan era by Roesett, Browning and Meredith. And now,
in this first year of the new century, the historic cop ls refilled
and tossed off in a radiane toast to Erato by Wallace Irwin,
The atribute of modernity ia not given (o every new age.
The cogs in the wheels of time glip back, at times. The classic
revival may be permeated with enthasiasm, but it Is s second
edition of an old work —mnot a virile essay at expression of
living thought. ‘The later Renalssance was but half modern
in its gpirit; the classic period of the eighteenth century in
England was bhalf ancient in ita mood. But the twenticth
century breaks with a new promise of emancipation to English
Literature, for & new infloence has Freshened the blood of
conventional style that in the decadence of the End of the
Cenrury had grown dilute. This adjuvant strain is found in
the enthosiasm of Slang.  Slowly its rhetorical power has won
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foothold in the language. It has won meny a verb and substan-
tive, it has conquered idiom and diction, and now it i swong
encugh to asault the very syntax of our Anglo-Saxen tongue,*

Slang, the illegitimate sister of Poetry, makes with her a
common cause against the utilitatian economy of Prose. They
both stand for lavish luxuriance in trope and imvolution, for
floriation and adornment of thought, It is their boast to make
two words bloom where one grew before. Both gerb them-
selves in Metaphor, and the only complaint of the captious
. can be that whereas Poetry follows the accepted style, Slang
dresses her thought to suit herself in fantastc and bizarre
caprices, that her whims are vustable and too often in bad taste.

But this odium given to Slang by superficial minds is on-
deserved, In other days, before the language was crystallized
into the idiom and verbiage of the doctrinaire, prose, too, was
untrammeled. Indeed, a cursory plance at the Elizabethan
poets discloses @ kinship with the rehellions faneies of our
modern collogquial talk, Mr, Irwin's sonnets may be taken as
an indicadon of this revolt, and how nearly they approach the
incisive phrases of the seventeenth century may easily be shown
in a few excmplars, For instance, in Sonnet XX,  You're
the real tan bark !°' we have a close perallel in Johnson's
Vorrong, or Thz Fox :

¢ Felivws of owtiide and mere bark !

And this Instance ls an equally good Ulwstration aleo of that
curious process which, in the English language, has in time
created for a single word (*cleave,’” for insance) twao
exactly opposite meanings. A line from John Webster's
Arrnos anp Vircimia pight be clted ar showing how near his
diction approached modern slang :

*Hote, for | y ke p Inl mood used Indicntively In the coment collogubal
“'\l’-nul:‘:?uhujn you | * ! '
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My mes? geat and cunning orator, where tonges i
guickiiloer ;'

and, for an analogy similar, though elaborzte, compare lineca
§—8in Sonnet XI. In Beaumont and Fletcher’s Puiiastex,

oo A permiclous petticoat priee™

is an closs to v Mame™s dress-suit belle™ of No. VII as
modern costume allows, and

¢ No, yo rearab!™

fram Ben Jonson's ArcmswisT gives a curious cloe to the
derivation of the popular term “scab” found in No. VL
Webster’s forcible picture in Tae Warrs Deve —

o Fate i @ spamicl; woe canme? beat it from wr "'

finds a rival in Mr. Irwin's strong simile — 7# O Fate, thou
art a lobster 1™ in No. [V. And, to conclude, since such
gimilarities might be quoted without end, note this exclamation
from Beaument snd Fletcher’s Woman's Prize, written befors
the neme of the insect had achieved the infamy now fastened
upon it by the British Matron =

¢ These are bug's swords I

Not only does this evidently point cut the origin of +¢ Jim-jam
bugs™* in No, IX, and the better known moedern synonym for
brain, << bog-house,*’ but it indicates the arbitrary tendency of
all language to create gradations of caste in parts of speech. It
is to this mysterious influence by which some words become
® glegant ** or ¢ poetic,’” and others ¢/ coarse’” or ¢f unre-
fined,'" that we owe the contempt in which slang is held by
the superficial Philistine,

- In Mr. Irwin's sonnet cycle, however, we have slang idealized,
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or as perbaps one might berer say, sublimated. Evoluton in
the arged of the streens warks by a process o:f substiration.
A phrase of two terms goes through 2 & uktion
before it is discarded or adopted into I::-‘];ﬁzedpe::tuphw.
4 To take the cake,” for instance, a figure from the cake-walk
of the nepraes, becomes to “fcapture® or f*corral’ the
ssbun’ or #¢biscuit.”” Mor is this all, for in the higher forms
of slang the idea is paraphrased in the most claborate verbiage,
an involution so intricate that, without a knowledge of the inter-
vening steps, the meaning s often almost wholly lost.  Speci-
mens of this cryprology are found in many of Mr. Irwin's
sonnets, notably in No, ¥

=« My syncepated con-talk me avail”’

We trace these synonyms through ¢f rag-ume,’’ ete., to an
almost mblimmul thought — an adjective resembling ¢ verlsimili-
tudinarious,'” perhaps, qualifying the **cpn” or confidential
ullthatpmvedme]mwbnnglﬂlmehﬂ:imbudzm

In the masterly couplet clasing the sester of Mo, XVIII, Mr.
Irwin’s verbal enthusissm reaches jo» highest mark in an ulm-
Meredithian rendition of ©v f am an easy mark,™ an e
by the way, which would itself have to be claborately mmlltad
in any English edition.

Enough of the glamors of Mr. Irwin's dulcet vagaries, He
will stand, perhaps as the chief apostle of the hyperconcrete.
With Mr. Ade as the head of the schoel, and insistent upon
the didactic value of slang, Mr. Irwin presents in this cycle no
mezn claims to eminence in the tuly lyric vein. Lot us turn
to & contemplation of his more modest hera,

I have attempted in vam to identify him, the ¢« Willie"' of
these ponnets. ‘The pohn:cumm:dauf&nanm
sbound in characters from which Mr. Irwin's conception of
this pyrotechnicelly garrnlous Hoodlum might have been drawn,
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and even his death from cigarette-smoking, prognosticated in
No. XXII, does not sufficiencly identify him. Whoever he
wat, he was a type of the later-day lover, instinet with that
selfanalysis and conscioumess of the dramatic valoe of his
emotion that has reached even the lower classes. The sequence
of the sonnets clearly indicates the progress of his love affair
with Mary, a hercine who has, m common with the heroines
of previeus sonnet cycles, Laura, Stella and Beatricia, only this,
that she inspired her lover to an eloquence that might have
been better spent orully upon the object of his affections.
Even the author's scorn does not prevent the reader from in-
dulging in & sarreptitions sympathy with the lamboyant coquetry
of his ¢ peacherino,”* his ¢r Paris Pansy.”* For she, too, was
af the caste of the articulate ; did she not *

“ Cough up loops of bindergarten chin 2™

and could we hear Mame's side of the quarrel, ne doubt our
Hoodlum wenld be convicted by every reader, But Kid
Murphy, the pusillanimous rivel, was even less worthy of the
superb Amazon who bore him to the altar. +¢Sec how that
Murphy coke-walks i his pride ! Iz the sri-dw-caar the
gentlest reader must inevitably render.

Bat #¢ the Peach Crops come and go,’” as Mr. George Ade
to eloquently observes. We must not take oor hero's gloomy
threats too seriously. There are other babies om the bunch,
and no doubt he is, lomg ere this, comsoled with a ¢ neater,
sweeter maiden '* to whom his Muse will sing again a happier
refrain. In this hope we close his dainty introspections and
await his next burst of song !

GeLert Burcess,

Saw Frarmeirce, Nov. 1, 1901,




