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The latest acquisition in my Andrew Lang collection is a 1979 New York
reissue of The Princess Nobody: a Tale of Fairy Land, first published in 1884
with illustrations by Richard 'Dicky’ Doyle. There have also been modem
reprints of scveral of Lang’s multicoloured fairy books, and of the novel he
wrote in collaboration with H. Rider Haggard, The World's Desire, which
again moves in the realm of fantasy, telling as it does the story of the further
wanderings of Odysscus to Egypt in scarch of the immortal Helen of Troy.
First published in 1890, the reprint dates from 1972, and in a short Preface, the
editor of the series in which it appears laments that Lang ‘wrote all too few
novelshimself’.! Indeed it wasapity. Asitis, in the world of books, Lang tends
to be remembered as a teller or reteller of fairy tales, and therefore as an
entertainer of the young.

But he reccived an unexpected mention (coincidentally, also in 1972) in
Thomas Kencally’s novel The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith. Jimmic has ahalf-
brother, Mort, who is made very angry by being told by McCreadie that a
certain Andrew Lang has been writing down Aboriginal totem secrets. Jimmic
too is drawn into the discussion, is made angry in his tum, but then writes
Andrew Lang off as *just a prying bastard’.? Although the cpisode strctches
credibility, the fact remains that particularly in the last dozen or so years of his
life, Lang did writc a good dcal about totems and totemism.? It is not his best
writing, though. Normally Lang is an informative, lucid (if not always
accurate) and cntertaining writer. But on the entry of totemism, his muse
descried him. Perhaps out of sheer exhaustion.

One is tempted 10 imagine sometimes that Andrew Lang, who was born in
Selkirk, Scotland, on March 31, 1844 and died at Banchory, near Aberdeen,
just before midnight on July 20, 1912, at the age of 68, was a syndicate rather
than a mortal.* His output was vast. From his home in South Kensington (to
which I once paid a dutiful pilgrimage, only 1o find it a depressing block of
flats) he was able in his crabbed handwriting to produce what must have been
thousands of words daily on a vast array of subjects - indeed, on whatever
interested him, while ignoring stcadfastly whatever did not. Lang is (or was)
cclebrated in many of the interconnectcd mansions of letters: literary criticism,
history, anthropology, classical studies, biography. He wrote a great deal of
verse, and though no one would want to claim him as a major poet, it must be
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acknowledged that his verse output was ncat, tidy, professional and often
entertaining.’ Alsohe wasan enthusiastic cricketer and fisherman. Butamong
his specializations were Homer, Joan of Arc, Bonnie Prince Charlie - and Sir
Walter Scott. It is to Sir Walter that we must return in just a moment. But first
a brief word about that much-abused term, ‘myth’.®

It is an additional irony, alongside Lang’s demotion from the academy to
the nurscry, that in popular parlance, the subject he dealt with best, mythology,
should similarly have been demotcd from the realm of meaning to that of
mischicf. In our day and our ncwspapers, a myth is simply a falschood, born
of misunderstanding and sustained by ignorance, though with this modifica-
tion - that first onc myth and then another has had its day and has been found
out, unmasked, exploded, discredited, debunked or otherwise shown up for the
fraud we in our infinitc wisdom have discovered it to bc. Again in popular
usage, ‘mythology’ serves more or less as a collective noun, based on ‘myth’,
but without the necessary elemcent of critical examination.

A ‘myth’ isnotanisolated error, orindecd anerror atall. A mythis necessarily
a narrative, a story, a scquence of cpisodes with a scenario and dramatis
personae - though whether human, non-human or a combination of the two
does not matter. Myth will as a matter of course take the place of history where
the actual historical circumstances are inaccessible, unknown, or (not infre-
quently) forgotten. Myth cxplains. Myth interprets and organizcs. And why
should we not also add that myth entertains, bearing in mind that narratives
were actually narrated.

One kind of narrative of course shades into another, less claborate, less
solemn. Often this lower order of narrative had to do with persons and
supernaturals at the lower, rather than the upper end of their respective
hicrarchies. Myth shadesintolegend, legend into Mdrchen, folktale and ballad
and folksong and fairytale; and no one who is scriously intcrested in the one,
it seems to me, can (or should) fail to have an interest in the humbler forms of
the genre.

Andrew Lang's birthplace is a barc half-dozen miles from that ‘incongruous
pile’, Abbotsford, built (or at any rate, rcbuilt) by Sir Walter Scott as a visible
expression of his lifclong dream of being the perfect Border Laird, and not
much farther from Mclrose Abbey, where Scott was buried in 1831, In the
regional history of litcrature in Britain, we have Wordsworth’s Lakeland,
Hardy’s Wessex - and then, in a class of its own, we have Scott’s Border
country.

The study of Lang begins with Scott. Lang’s allegiance to Scott never
wavered. ‘Scott is not an author like another,” he wrote late in his career, ‘but
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our earliest known friend in letters...”.” Lang’s admiration for Scott knew no
bounds, though that was unremarkable enough in a Scotsman of his gencration.
What is more interesting is the way in which Scott provided Lang at various
points with a philosophy of life, though not really a religion. I shall return to
the question of the nature of Lang’s religious allegiance, but in the meantime,
what Lang wrote of Scott in his 1906 biography might have applied to either
of them: ‘Neither his friends nor he himself knew the precise frontiers of his
belief and disbelicf”.* Another statement which might just as well be autobio-
graphical as biographical was that: *Of love as of human life he [Scott] knew
too much to speak. He did not “make copy” of his deepest thoughts or of his
decpest affections’.’ One one occasion Lang claimed that Scott had provided
him, at the agc of about ten (1) with a personal philosophy, in the shape of Lucy
Ashion’s song from The Bride of Lammermoor:

Look not thou on beauty's charming, -
Sit thou still when kings are arming, -
Taste not when the wine-cup glistens, -
Speak not when the people listens, -
Stop thine ear against the singer, -
From the red gold keep thy finger, -
Vacant heart, and hand, and eye, -
Easy live and quiet die."

Another arca of intriguing resemblance has to do with what most would no
doubt still want to call ‘superstition’, that is the practematural part of folklore,
where there are omens and familiar spirits and hauntings, witches and war-
locks. Scott’s fascination with the occult is well known, though his late Ictters
1o his son-in-law J. G. Lockhart on Demonology and Witchcraft (1830) are a
dull performance. Like others belonging to the late 18th and early 19th
centuries, Kant being another example, Scott lived most of his life under the
constraints of the Age of Reason, and in his writings has his characters
spcaking the dullest English imaginable. But then the curtain lifts, his
dialogues revert to the Doric and his characters come to life, superstitions and
all. There were two sides to his mind: the sturdily rational suited to the law-
courts; and the flexibly instinctive, found even then among the outdoor people
more oflen than in the drawing rooms.

Scott dicd before the term “folklore’ was coined. Nevertheless he was a
folklorist of distinction: ballad collector (and alas ‘improver’), chronicler and
much else.!! This was important enough in itself as an influcnce on Lang. But
there was one very specific statement, thrown off by Scott almost casually in
his 1830 notes to The Lady of the Lake, which pointed towards precisely that
investigation which Lang was 1o make his own. Its key sentence reads:
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The mythology of onc period would then appear to pass into the
romance of the next century, and that into the nursery-tale of the
subsequent ages.?

The result of this would be a ‘wide diffusion of popular fiction’, and this,
thought Scott, would be a matter well worth investigation.

Lang's knowledge of Scott’s writings was meticulous. My own cdition of
the Waverley Novecls is the ‘Border Edition’ of 1892, 48 volumes, with each
novel supplicd with a sometimes quitc long critical introduction by Andrew
Lang. Therc was perhaps only one area in which Lang thought the master
lacking: it was a matter of regret that Scott, ‘the most Homeric of later pocts’,
knew little or nothing of Homer."?

After Scott in Lang’s apprenticeship 1o the craft of mythology came his
introduction to Homer during his student days. For the record, his schooling
began at the Edinburgh Academy in 1854. In 1861 he moved on to the
Universily of St Andrews, and farther on to Balliol College, Oxford in 1864.
AtOxford he took afirst in Classical Modcrations in 1866, and a first in Greats
two ycars later, in 1868. It is also worth a mention that he and the six-ycars-
younger Robert Louis Stevenson were rclated by marriage, and that both
attendced the Edinburgh Academy, though at different imes. They did not in
fact meet until 1874 - on the Riviera, where both had been packed off in scarch
of beticr health - and scem not to have got on too well together at first. Onc is
tempted to spcak of Languid Lang mecting Scruffy Stevenson, and ncither
much liking what he saw.'* Soon though they found common ground bchind
their respective fagades. Lang recorded in later years that where Stevenson
was concemned, he soon became ‘an admirer, a devotee, a fanatic™’, though in
comparison with Stevenson the ‘wild singing bird’, Lang counted himsclf no
morc than a ‘domesticated barn-door fowl’.'¢ All the same they shared the
mischicvous characteristic later described by Lang as ‘a dctermined love of
saying things as thc newspapers do not say them’."?

In Lang's ycars from 1861 to 1864 at St Andrews, he was still only a
teenager, albeit with strong romantic lcanings which carricd him into the mists
of the past rather than the migraines of the present. He was reading Dasent’s
Tales from the Norse and Njal's Saga, and thc Mabinogion; and it is recorded
that the first work of his to appcar in print, in an undcrgraduate magazine, was
entitled, ‘Myths and the Diffusion of Tales’ - precisely the question raised by
Scott thirty years carlier.'®

Romance, however, has very limited staying power on its own, and at St
Andrews and Oxford, Lang was laying some very firm scholarly foundations
for what might in other conditions have been a highly successful academic
career as a classicist. Chicfly he was acquiring a profound and very
precise knowlcdge of Greek. He always disclaimed being an exact scholar -
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and very irritating it is, in such a celcbrated translator and interpreter as he was
10 become. Onc has met a certain kind of philologist, who seems to have no
interest whatever in what the text under examination is actually saying.
(Professor Enoch Powell of the University of Sydney is reputed to have been
such aone.) Lang could never have been of that persuasion. It was the mythos
that fascinatcd him - the myth, the story, the drama, the narrative. At school,
he once said, he had found Greek ‘a mere vacuous terror’.'® But then he found
Homer.

Lang’s translation of the Odyssey (with S. H. Butcher) appcared in 1879,
his translation of the /liad (with Walter Leaf and Emcst Myers) in 1883. 1do
not know what their standing might be in the present-day world of Homeric
scholarship. But they were clcarly highly regarded in their day. Added to
which, Lang had strong views on the so-called ‘Homeric question’ - that is, the
qucstion of whether Homer was a solitary genius or a syndicate, and whether
the Trojan wars actually took place. The Andrew Lang Lecture for 1928, by
Alexander Shewan, was on ‘Andrew Lang’s Work for Homer’, in the course
of which Shewan remarked on the effect of a ‘monstrous regiment of phan-
toms’ creating out of a few legitimate concerns a solemn parody of (mainly
Teutonic) scholarship.?® Lang always had a dclightin controversy, in exposing
what he saw as absurditics, and (perversely perhaps) in championing the cause
of thc underdog. Soin thiscasc. Lang’s three Homeric books, flomer and the
Epic (1893), Homer and his Age (1908) and The World of Homer (1910), spoke
out strongly in favour of Homeric unity - which, I think, is not quite the same
thing as saying that the same hand wrote, or the same voice spoke it all.
Whcther he proved his case, I am too hittle of a classicist to know. Butas I said
justnow, in Homer as in Scott, it was the mythos that fascinated him, the action,
the narrative. ‘The cpics were 1o him the reflection of a world that was a world
of fact,” writes Shewan.? Not a world of solemn inventions.

Andrcw Lang took up residence at Balliol College, Oxford in 1864, and
remained in Oxford until 1875, when he marricd and resigned his Merton
fcllowship, which he had held for a mere six years. Thercafter he lived in
London.

Onc may perhaps be forgiven for supposing that in these years in Oxford,
the chicf intellectual issucs were those which had blown up in the wake of
Darwin’s Origin of Species. And so thcy were, in a sensc. But for Oxford’s
part, a much greatcer stir was causcd in 1860 by the publication of a volume
cntitled simply Essays and Reviews, written by seven Oxford men, six of them
clergymen of the Church of England. This book, it has been said, ‘marks a
turning-point in the history of English theological opinion’, not for the novelty
of its contents, but because its authors *helped 1o win for the Church the right
of frce enquiry’®. They did not however win that right at a stroke. And in the
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same ycar, 1860, another Oxford skirmish over the Boden Professorship of
Sanskrit resulied in the victory of the evangclical Monier Monier-Williams
over the liberal theist Friedrich Max Miiller, so soon to become Andrew Lang’s
chief opponent in the battle of the mythologists.? In 1860, however, Lang was
still a schoolboy in Edinburgh. The mighty Max for his part (almost twenty
years his scnior) had alrcady published his seminal essay on Comparative
Mythology (1856), and was labouring away at his pionecring cdition of the Rig
Veda, complcted in 1873. Incidentally, he also enjoycd cxcellent relations
with the scholarly and rcfined Broad Church party in the Church of England,
the Icader of which was A, P, Stanley (Dean of Westminster from 1864 to
1881), but the most persuasive voice of which belonged to Matthew Amold
(1822-1888).

After Scott, the second great personal influence on Andrew Lang’s
devclopment was excrciscd by Amold, who was Professor of Poctry at Oxford
from 1857 10 1867. For the last three of these years Lang was at Balliol (which
was also Arnold’s college), and he could have attended Amold’s lcctures,
though how many of thcm he in fact hcard must remain a moot point. He did
however scem to have heard some of the lectures afterward published as The
Study of Celtic Literature (1867), which were very much in line with Lang’s
interests at the time. Over and above this, though, Lang was captivated by
Amold’s poctry. ‘Mr Amold’s poctry is to me... [he once wrote] what
Wordsworth’s was to his generation’.

It ought perhaps to have been said before now that if Lang did not become
apoctof the first rank, it was not for want of trying. His ideal, lcarned certainly
from Scott, was the large-scale narrative poem, if nothing quite as massive as
the cpic. But his gifts were much more thosc of the miniaturist, and when he
tricd a work on the large scalc, Helen of Troy (1882), it fcll sadly flat. Edmund
Gosse thought that it was Lang’s bitter disappointment at the sad fate of what
ought o have been his masterpicee, which made him less serious a poet,®
though that is by the way.

Lang docs not appcar ever 1o have known Amold particularly well, though
he so admired ‘the one Oxford poct of Oxford’ that it has been suggested that
he adopted somc of the older man’s manncrisms. Beyond that, though, I would
suggcst that we might perhaps get aclearer picture of Lang’s personal religion
if we relate it to Amold’s Broad Church Anglicanism. This would perhaps not
be an important issuc at all, were it not for the fact that after his ‘Darwinian’
phasc, which lasted throughout the 1870s and 1880s and involved viewing
mythology largely as a matter of primitive survivals, in the last twenty ycars
of hislifc he more or less uncoupled religion from mythology, and declared that
the evidence went to show that ethical monotheism of a kind had been present
with the humanrace from the very first. J. G. Frazer’srecent biographer Robert
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Ackerman isonc of those scandalized (it would secm) by the thought of Lang’s
‘defection’ from Darwinian orthodoxy a century ago.?

This is too complex an issue to introduce so late in the picce. But so much
may at least be said: that in his youth Lang had simply refused to learn the
Christianity of the Shorter Catcchism, and therefore had never needed to
unlearn it.?” He had little enough of conventional Christian faith - but then, no
morc did many other worthy Victorians. He was in addition an intenscly
private man - his only rcally angry picce of writing of which [ am aware was
a letter to a ‘young journalist’, lambasting the gutter press in gencral, and
gossip columnists in particular: *Never write for publication onec line of
personal tattle. Let all men’s persons and private lives be as sacred to you as
your father’s... Once begin to print private conversation, and you arc lost.” 2

Therc are in fact hints enough in Lang’s output that lifc was to him a serious
business indccd. It was the romance of it that fascinated him, the action, the
drama, the endlcss cpisodes, the oddities as well as the sublimities, the
grotesques and gargoyles as well as the gods and goddesses. Late inlife, inone
of the few fragments of autobiography he gave us, hc wrote:

1 am not likely to regret the accident which brought me up on fairy tales
and the inquisitiveness which led me to examine the other fragments of
antiquity. But the poetry and the significance of them are apt to be
hidden by the enormous crowd of details. Only late we find the true
meaning of what scems like a mass of fantastic, savage eccentricities.?®

The true meaning? To be mythologically corrcct when Lang was an under-
graduate mcant to subscribe to the doctrine stated with Teutonic pondus, and
apparcntly for all time, by Friedrich Max Miillcr: that mythology is a diseased
remnant of rcligion. The discase originated with language. Put crudely, nouns
labelling things become persons: masculine nouns malcs, feminine nouns
fcmales. Then the storics begin to be told, most of them, according to Miiller,
circling around the sun. ‘Mythology is only a dialect, an ancient form of
language... Butmythology is ncither philosophy, nor history, nor religion, nor
cthics. It is... somcthing formal, not somcthing substantial...” *

This was writtcn in 1858. Then came Darwin and Spencer and the
cvolutionists. After rcading E. B. Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871), Lang
joincd them. All the tales, all the adventures, all the romances - all had begun
in the childhood of the human race. Afier a preliminary run-through in an
article for the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Lang explained fully in what has
always been his major work in the ficld, Myth, Ritual and Religion (1887). His
major objcction to Max Miiller was that the mighty Max had failed to explain
the most troublcsomce aspect of myths, namely, their irrationality; but also that
in limiting his inquirics to the ficld of Aryan (Indo-Europcan) languages, and
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accounting for the nature of myth solely with reference to those languages, he
had left wide open all the world’s other language arcas, of which there were a
fair number! Lang found the task of demolishing the Miillcr theory rather casy,
‘proving’, using the mcthods of the solar mythologists, that Gladstone and
Bismarck werc no more than solar myths, and that the existence of Max Miiller
himsclf was at Icast doubtful.

And Lang’s own vicw? First, that once there was a historical condition of
the human inteliect in which what scems to us irrational, could be regarded as
rational enough. Access to that layer of the human psyche could be gained
through the twin approaches of anthropology and folklore. And secondly, that
the whole of humanity has passcd through that mental stage, which goes a good
way toward explaining the universal diffusion of the storics.

Darc one say that while Max Miiller knew language - chiefly of the Indo-
Europcan varicty - Lang knew myth, in its essential aspect of drama and
narrative? Romantic or not, Max Miiller’s oullook was aristocratically
rationalist: hc could not bear there to be any loose ends in his theory of
knowledge, with its stages of language, mythology, religion and thought itself
(on cach of which he wrotc a ‘science of’ book). Lang’s universe has cracks
init. Once, almost by accident, he hinted that religion might have begun among
the shamans and shapc-changers rather than in some primal scnior common
room: almost certainly he was right.' Because he knew the stories people have
told, hc kncw what manner of animal homo sapiens can be. I do not fancy that
any of his anthropological or folklorist or litcrary contcmporarics could have
written this sentence, from Myth, Ritual and Religion. Does this not describe
remarkably well the rcgion of the as yet unlabelled subconscious? He is

characterizing myth:

The dead and the living, men, beasts, and gods, trees and stars, and rivers,
and sun, and moon, dance through the region of myths in a burlesque ballet
of Priapus, where everything may be anything, where nature has no laws
and imagination no limits.”?

As a footnotc, mention of the balict of Priapus reminds me that had it not been
for Andrew Lang, Sigmund Frcud would never have hitupon the bizarre theory
on which his Totem and Taboo is based - a book cast adrift on an unsuspecting
world in the ycar Lang dicd, 1912. For had it not been for Lang, the *primal
horde’ theory put forward by his kinsman James Jasper Atkinson in their joint
book Primal Law (1903) would ncver have scen the light of day, not Icast since
Atkinson had dicd in 1899.»

Lang’s sccret, where the making of myth was concerned, was that in the
best sense he was himsclf a maker of myth, and not merely-a critic of the myths
madec by others. That the trail of myth should have led from the walls of Troy
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to the late Viclorian nursery is remarkable enough in itself. That the sequence
should have found asingle devoted intcrpreter is still more remarkable, bearing
also in mind the constraints of the time in which he wrote. How do we
characterize him? Roger Lancelyn Green tries ‘the divine amatcur’, ‘the
disinhcrited dreamer’, ‘the great interpreter’ and ‘the litcrary man at play’. But
Edmund Gosse was surely right, that ‘If we consider him too gravely, we lose
him aliogcther’ - the way we lose more and more of a drcam, the harder we
try to recall it.
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