REVERIES BY THE FIREPLACE
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Abstract: This article analyses the symbolism of the fire in literature from a
psychoanalytical perspective. Among the authors taken into consideration for this
purpose range romantics like Samuel Taylor Coleridge, George Byron, Alfred
Tennyson, William Butler Yeats, T. S. Eliot. Fire is mainly referred to express passion,
longing, love and death at the same time, purification and redemption. Matthew Amold’s
Empedocles, the character of his dramatic poem Empedocles on Etna, is explained by
his living and dying instincts. With W. B. Yeats, fire has a complex and wide range of
meanings. Like Tennyson, Yeats reaches the sublimation of fire symbolism with repre-
sentations of rose. T. S. Eliot brings up the idea that fire can unify two opposites of a
paradox and facilitate our passing through by the power of imagination, of reveries.
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Fire has always been considered a fascinating element, both soothing and
destroying. As Gaston Bachelard suggests, in his book La psychanalyse du feu,
opposing values of good and evil can be attributed to it, depending on the onlooker’s
point of view. It can be seen as a bright light shining in Heaven, but also as torturing
sinners in Hell. It can be the comfort of a warm home, inviting to dreaming and
story-telling, the flame of love, possibly growing into the devastating torment of
passion, but also the fire of war, of the Apocalypse.'

The Romantics often evoked the tranquillity of a room, with children looking
at the playing flames and imagining the things heard in the fairy tales read or told
by their grandparents by the fireplace. For example, Samuel Taylor Coleridge
describes such an atmosphere in Frost at Midnight” The speaker sits by the fire
meditating on his life and watching his child sleep. But in his famous ballad (7he
Rime of the Ancient Mariner)’ it comes to describe the passion in the Mariner’s
soul, reflected in his bright eyes. Telling his story, the Mariner remembers the
seven days and seven nights of torment, when he could not even close his eyes,
having to bear the devastating sight of his dead companions. When the moon
finally rose, it cast the shadow of the ship on the waters, which “burned red”. It
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might suggest the purifying fire meant to redeem the protagonist’s soul. In the end,
the image of fire is brought to life again, this time in an abstract form. Whenever
the Mariner remembers his sad experience, he has to tell it to someone in order to
regain his peace of mind: “And till my ghastly tale is told/ This soul within me
burns”.* The same image of burning feelings that torment the hero’s soul recurs in
George Gordon Byron’s Hebrew Melodies: “If in these eyes there lurk a tear/ "Twill
flow and cease to burn my brain”.’

But, with Byron, fire has also a positive significance. It is a symbol of life,
ardour, and triumph over hostile elements, pride. It is the case of Childe Harold
(“But I have lived, and not have lived in vain./ My mind may lose its force, my
blood its fire,/, And my frame perish even in conquering pain,/ But there is that
within me which shall tire/ Torture and Time, and breathe when | expire”),6 as well
as of Manfred (“The mind, the spirit, the Promethean spark,/ The lightning of my
being, is as bright”...).”

Christina Rossetti also sees fire as a symbol of life, of youth, but in this case
there is no idea of triumph; on the contrary, she feels only resignation when she
laments her withering with the passing of time. In 7Ti// Tomorrow she bids farewell
to her youth and joy of life (“Long have I longed, till I am tired/ Of longing and
desire;/ Farewell my points in vain desired,/ My dying fire;/ Farewell all things that
die and fail and tire”).®

With Dante Gabriel Rossetti fire is an element of environment, pleasantly
accompanying the lovers’ sleep (The Return of Tibullus to Delia: “What joy to hear
the raging winds as | lie there/ holding my girl to my tender breast,/ or when a
wintry Southerly pours its icy showers,/ sleep soundly helped by an accompanying
fire!”),” but also symbol of blooming passion (see Love-Lily: “Between the hands,
between the brows,/ Between the lips of Love-Lily,/ A spirit is born whose birth
endows/ My blood with fire to burn through me™),'* of shared passion (The Kiss: “I
was a child beneath her touch, — a man/ When breast to breast we clung, even I and
she,—/ A spirit when her spirit looked through me,—/ A god when all our life-breath
met to fan/ Our life-blood, till love’s emulous ardours ran,/ Fire within fire, desire
in deity™)."

The same love and passion symbolism is quite recurrent in Alfred Tennyson’s
early poems. In The Lady of Shalott the brightness, glow and burning light are fire
elements used to describe Lancelot: “The helmet and the helmet feather/ Burn’d

* Ibidem, p. 188.

* See G. G. Byron’s Hebrew Melodies in The Poems and Dramas of Lord Byron, New York, p. 156.
® Idem, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto IV, CXXVII, p. 342.

7 Idem, Manfred, Act 111, sc. 11, p. 521.

8 The Complete Poems of Christina Rossetti, /s.1./, Digireads.com Book, 2010, p. 270.

® The Poems of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, edited by William M. Rossetti, London, 1912, p. 214.
'O Ibidem, p. 443.

" Ibidem, p. 316.
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like one burning flame together”,'” then she sees him like “Some bearded meteor”"

| glowing in sunlight. Reflected in the crystal mirror, his image is blinding (“he
 flash’d into the crystal mirror”)'* breaking the inner balance of the fragile heroine.

Unlike The Lady of Shalott and the other fragile heroines in Tennyson’s

1 poetry (Mariana, etc.), Fatima is a passionate woman, whose fiery desire makes her

: eager to possess her lover or die. Her desire arises at the simple sound of his name
(“Last night, when someone spoke his name,/ From my swift blood that went and
came/ A thousand little shafts of flame/ Were shiver’d in my narrow frame./ O
love, O fire! Once he drew/ With one long kiss my whole soul thro’/ My lips, as
sunlight drinketh dew™)."

In the denouement of Maud, Tennyson unites the purging fire with the rose, a
motif to be later developed by T. S. Eliot with different connotations. Here the rose
symbolizes passion, though unnamed, along with the changes of the main
character. When Maud goes mad, the rose suggests blood and death. Related to
Maud, it is a symbol of love. After Maud’s death, the hero’s madness comes to a
standstill and he decides to participate in the War in Crimea, in an attempt to purge
himself of passion. The rose becomes a symbol of violence. It becomes the blood-
red blossom of war with a heart of fire.'®

In his dramatic poem Empedocles on Etna, Matthew Arnold presents the
ancient philosopher on the verge of his decisive act of throwing himself into the
crater of the volcano. Empedocles expresses his doubts on all the values of
philosophy, religion and human life. Unable to enjoy life any more, he deplores his
own fate and triumphantly resolves to end it.

His ego’s instinct of self-preservation is simply annihilated by the meaning-
lessness of his isolated life as a “banish’d citizen” who “must henceforth speak no
more with man”. He feels weary, lacking energy and courage, not knowing what to
do with himself. |

His inner conflicts and dissensions feed his incompatibility with the world.
He feels he has “come too late” and the world is supposed to break him. Alienated
from his fellow beings, he finds communication impossible: *“...With men thou

canst not live,/ Their thoughts, their ways, their wishes are not thine”."”

12 See Tennyson’s The Lady of Shalott in Poems of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, selected, with an
Introduction by Sir Herbert Warren, London, 1933, p. 40.
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17 See Matthew Amold, Empedocles on Etna. A Dramatic Poem, Act 11, in Antologia poetilor
victorieni [ Anthology of Victorian Poets], vol. II, Universitatea Bucuresti (Facultatea de Limbi Germanice,
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But he finds no comfort in loneliness either, his spirit’s strength having been
affected by the split in his conscious. As Sigmund Freud explained, his individual
instincts turned out to be “incompatible with their aims and demands™."® His “self-
sufficing fount of joy” has dried and the hero finds himself at as loss: “Thou canst
not live with men nor with thyself”."

He turns to “the elements”, yearning for that initial state from which he has
departed. As Freud mentioned, man’s first instinct is “to return to the inanimate
state”.?” The last “spark of man’s consciousness” was overlaid with words and he
has lost his divine quality. Empedocles yearns for “eternal night”, asking the
“elements”: “Receive me, hide me, quench me, take me home”.”!

The hero’s fragmented mind can no longer find its “parent element”. He
chooses death by fire, seen as a unifying element, longing to go “home”, to the
initial state of peace and quietude.

Gaston Bachelard, in his essay entitled “The Empedocles Complex”,** mentions
the serious trauma that can be perceived by psychic life at the sight of fire. Isolated
beings try to transmit the contagion of their dreams, like bearers of sinister torches.
Fire simmers in a soul more than under ashes. But unlike dreams, reverie by the .
fire is focused on an object, acting in a star-like manner. It comes back to its centre
to send out new rays. Fire is both soothing and destructive, but always fascinating.

In the fireplace, fire was for man the first subject of reverie, the symbol of
rest, an invitation of idleness.

Fire warms and comforts. But we realize this only by long contemplation. We
can only perceive it with our elbows on our knees and with our head between our
hands. This attitude comes from the remote past. Near the fire, we must sit down
and rest without falling asleep.

Arnold’s hero tries to find comfort near the volcano, but he is overwhelmed
by his feelings of alienation. He is a prisoner of his consciousness, unable to sense
the whole. The outer “forms, and mode and stifling veils” hide the ultimate truth.”

But reverie by the fire also has philosophical axes. The fire is for the
contemplating man an example of prompt becoming and of circumstantial
transformation. Fire suggests the wish to change, to force time, to bring life to its
end, outside its limits. Then reverie is really fascinating and dramatic, it amplifies
human destiny, binding the small with the big, the fireplace with the volcano, a
log’s life with the world’s life. The fascinated being understands the call of the

18 Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Chapter I (in Romanian translation Dincolo
de principiul pldcerii, Bucharest, 1996, p. 16). See also Jean Laplanche, J. B. Pontalis, Dictionarul
psihanalizei, Bucharest, 1994, p. 431.

' Matthew Arnold, (as in note 17), p. 359.

» Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Chapter V (in Romanian translation
Dincolo de principiul placerii, Bucharest, 1996, p. 46).

21 Matthew Arold, (as in note 17), p. 359.

*? Gaston Bachelard, (as in note 1), p. 13-20.

3 Matthew Arnold, (as in note 17), p. 367.
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pyre. For him, destruction is much more than a change, it is a renewal. This very
special and still very general reverie generates a true complex, uniting love and
respect for the fire, the living and the dying instincts (the Empedocles complex).

G. Bachelard mentions Jean Paul’s vision of the Sun, seen as the son of the
Earth, projected into the sky through the crater of a mountain in full explosion.

D’Annunzio’s Contemplation de la Mort is also quoted. Here love, death and
fire are united in the same moment. By its sacrifice in the heart of the fire, the
ephemeral teaches a lesson of eternity. Total death, leaving no trace, is a guarantee
that we are going to another world, losing everything to gain everything. The
lesson of the fire is clear: “After having gained all through skill, through love or
through violence, you must give up all, you must annihilate yourself”.**

Thus, a reverie by the fireplace is enough to evoke the volcano and the pyre.
A straw disappearing in smoke is enough to push us towards our destiny. The fire
contemplation act leads us to the beginning of philosophic thought. The fire, an
essentially exceptional phenomenon, was considered a constitutive element of the
Universe, as it is an element of thought and reverie.

Speaking of Holderlin’s Empedocles, Bachelard emphasizes that while Hyperion
chooses a life intimately mingling with Nature, Empedocles chooses a death that
unites him with the Volcano’s pure element.”> Quoting Pierre Bertaux, he states
that Empedocles is a Hyperion who eliminated the Wertherian elements and who,
by sacrifice, consecrates his force, not confessing his weakness. He is “the man of
ripe experience, the mythical hero of antiquity, wise and sure of himself, for whom
voluntary death is an act of faith proving the force of his wisdom”.*®

Death in fire is the least lonely one. It is really a cosmic death, by which a
whole universe disappears with the thinker. The pyre is a companion of evolution.
In Arnold’s dramatic poem, Empedocles speaks of the “agony of thirst” he is going
to feel, the “ineffable longing for the life of life”.”’

His melancholy derives from the split between his “id” and his conscience.
His thought and mind hurry him “on their homeless march”. Still, he wants to be
true to his own true “deep-buried” self. Unable to reconcile the terms of the opposition
he sees self-destruction as the ultimate solution. Burning in fire, he hopes to be
united with the whole, dissipating his very being into “the elements”, forgetting the
tortures of his mind in a strange and meaningless world.

He perceives time as degrading along the ages, becoming more and more
hostile to man: “And each succeeding age in which we are born/ Will have more
peril for us than the last”.*®

It is what Lucian Blaga calls, in the 7rilogy of Culture, speaking about
unconscious time horizons, “Time-Fall”.* Each passing moment is a departure

** D’ Annunzio, Contemplation de la Mort, apud Gaston Bachelard, (as in note 1), p. 17,
%% Gaston Bachelard, (as in note 1), p. 19.

% Apud, Gaston Bachelard, (as in note 1), p. 19.

" Matthew Arnold, (as in note 17), p. 367.

% Ibidem, p. 368.

** Lucian Blaga, Opere — 9. Trilogia culturii, Bucharest, 1985, p. 120-121.
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from the initial “Golden Age”, from Paradise (as opposed to “Time-Spring” and
“Time-Flow”). In order to counter-balance its effects, the Christians use rituals of
redemption. Empedocles resorts to fire as a purifying element. Dying, he also thinks of
a return to the past (“And we shall fly for refuge to past times”), or to the initial
inanimate condition mentioned by Sigmund Freud.

As Gaston Bachelard states, “from Victor Hugo to Henry de Régnier, the
funeral pyre of Hercule continues, like a natural symbol, to portray to us the
destiny of mankind. That which is purely artificial insofar as objective knowledge
is concerned remains then profoundly real and active for unconscious reveries. The
dream is stronger than experience.”

With William Butler Yeats, fire has a wide range of meanings. It stands for
the power of life and knowledge itself. He is attributed the saying: “Education is
not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire”.

The poet becomes himself a flame, following the fairies in another world
(“Come faeries, take me out of this dull house!/ Let me have all the freedom I have
lost;/ Work when I will and idle when I will!/ Faeries, come take me out of this dull
world,/ For I would ride with you upon the wind/.../ Yet I could make you ride
upon the winds,/ (Run on the top of the disheveled tide,)/ And dance upon the
mountains like a flame!”).”’

Yeats also uses fire as an environment element, suggesting peace and
relaxation, suitable for pleasant recollection. In his poem When you are old, so
close to Ronsard’s famous sonnet, he pictures his lover “old and grey”, “nodding by
the fire”,* reading his books and remembering their passionate youth.

In The Rose Upon the Rood of Time, the fireplace is again an environmental
element stimulating his imagination. By the fireplace he used to talk about “dark
men” symbolizing warlike deeds of passionate people (“Red Rose, proud Rose, sad
Rose of all my days!/ Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways™).”

The pleasant fire is the fireplace at the club that offers the poet a nice
environmc;,?t, stimulating his inspiration, “To please a companion/ Around a fire at
the club”.

The same quiet atmosphere of home, where the poet longs to withdraw by the
fireplace, by candle light, with his books is evoked in Meditations in Time of Civil
War (I1I. My House): “A winding stair, a chamber arched with stone,/ A grey stone
fireplace with an open hearth,/ A candle and written page.””

Fire becomes a symbol of imagination of young people, recurring in old age
as a pleasant memory of past passionate deeds (“For life moves out of a red flare of

3% Gaston Bachelard, (as in note 1), p. 20.

31 See The Land of Heart’s Desire, in The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats, vol. 11, The Plays,
edited by David R. Clark and Rosalind E. Clark, London, New York, 2001, p.71, 77.

>'W. B. Yeats, The Poems, edited by Daniel Albright, London, 1990, p. 62.

33 Ibidem, p. 52.

3* See Easter, 1916, in W. B. Yeats, (as in note 32), p. 228.

3 Ibidem, p. 247.















