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Jai toujours aimé les correspondances, les conversa-
tions, les pensées, tous les détails du caractére, des meurs,
de la biographie en un mot, des grands écrivains . . .

SAINTE-BEUVE

La premiére condition d’un roman est d’intéresser. Or,
pour cela, il faut illusionner le lecteur a tel point qu’il
puisse croire que ce qu’on lui raconte est réellement

arrivé,
Barzac



CHAPTER ONE

The Art of Fiction

(1)
I sHouLD like to tell the reader of this book how the essays in
it first came to be written. One day, while I was in the United
States, the Editor of Redbook asked me to make a list of what in
my opinion were the ten best novels in the world. I did so, and
thought no more about it. Of course my list was arbitrary.
I could have made one of ten other novels, just as good in their
different ways as those I chose, and give just as sound reasons
for selecting them. If a hundred persons, well read and of
adequate culture, were asked to produce such a list, in all
probability at least two or three hundred novels would be
mentioned, but I think that in all the lists most of those I have
chosen would find a place. That there should be a diversity of
opinion in this matter is understandable. There are various
reasons that make a particular novel so much appeal to a
person, even of sound judgment, that he is led to ascribe
outstanding merit to it. It may be that he has read it at a time
of life when, or in circumstances in which, he was peculiarly
liable to be moved by it; or it may be that its theme, or its
setting, has a more than ordinary significance for him owing to
his own predilections or personal associations. I can imagine
that a passionate lover of music might place Henry Handel
Richardson’s Maurice Guest among the ten best novels, and a
native of the Five Towns, delighted with the fidelity with which
Arnold Bennett described their character and their inhabitants,
might in his list place The Old Wives’ Tale. Both are good
novels, but I do not think an unbiassed judgment would put
cither of them among the best ten. The nationality of a reader
lends to certain works an interest that inclines him to attribute
a greater excellence to them than would generally be admitted.
During the eighteenth century, English literature was widely
I
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read in France, but since then, till fairly recently, the French
have not taken much interest in anything that was written
beyond their own frontiers, and I don’t suppose it would occur
to a Frenchman to mention Moby Dick in such a list as I myself
made, and Pride and Prejudice only if he were of quite unusual
culture; he would certainly, however, include Madame de
Lafayette’s La Princesse de Cléves; and rightly, for it has out-
standing merits. It is a novel of sentiment, a psychological
novel, perhaps the first that was ever written: the story is
touching; the characters are soundly drawn; it is written with
distinction, and it is commendably brief. It deals with a state
of society which is well known to every schoolboy in France;
its moral atmosphere is familiar to him from his reading of
Corneille and Racine; it has the glamour of association with
the most splendid period of French history, and it is a worthy
contribution to the golden age of French literature. But the
English reader may think the magnanimity of the protagonists
inhuman, their discourse with one another stilted, and their
behaviour incredible. I do not say he is right to think this; but,
thinking it, he will never class this admirable novel among the
ten best in the world.

In a brief commentary to accompany the list of books I made
for Redbook, 1 wrote: “The wise reader will get the greatest
enjoyment out of reading them if he learns the useful art of
skipping.” A sensible person does not read a novel as a task.
He reads it as a diversion. He is prepared to interest himself
in the characters and is concerned to see how they act in given
circumstances, and what happens to them; he sympathizes with
their troubles and is gladdened by their joys; he puts himself
in their place and, to an extent, lives their lives. Their view of
life, their attitude to the great subjects of human speculation,
whether stated in words or shown in action, call forth in him a
reaction of surprise, of pleasure or of indignation. But he knows
instinctively where his interest lies and he follows it as surely
as a hound follows the scent of a fox. Sometimes, through the
author’s failure, he loses the scent. Then he flounders about
till he finds it again. He skips.

Everybody skips, but to skip without loss is not easy. It may
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be, for all I know, a gift of nature, or it may be something that
has to be acquired by experience. Dr. Johnson skipped
ferociously, and Boswell tells us that “he had a peculiar facility
in seizing at once what was valuable in any book without
submitting to the labour of perusing it from beginning to end”’.
Boswell was doubtless referring to books of information or of
edification; if it is a labour to read a novel it is better not
to read it at all. Unfortunately, for reasons I shall go into
presently, there are few novels which it is possible to read from
beginning to end with unfailing interest. Though skipping
may be a bad habit, it is one that is forced upon the reader.
But when the reader once begins to skip, he finds it hard to
stop, and so may miss much that it would have been to his
advantage to read.

Now it so happened that some time after the list I had made
for Redbook appeared, an American publisher put before me the
suggestion of reissuing the ten novels I had mentioned in an
abridged form, with a preface to each one written by me. His
idea was to omit everything but what told the story the author
had to tell, expose his relevant ideas and display the characters
he had created so that readers might read these fine novels,
which they would not have done unless what might not
unfairly be described as a lot of dead wood had been cut away
from them; and thus, since nothing but what was valuable was
left in them, enjoy to the full a great intellectual pleasure. I
was at first taken aback; but then I reflected that though some
of us have acquired the knack of skipping to our profit, most
people have not, and it would surely be a good thing if they
could have their skipping done for them by a person of tact and
discrimination. I welcomed the notion of writing the prefaces
to the novels in question, and presently set to work. Some
students of literature, some professors and critics, will exclaim
that it is a shocking thing to mutilate a masterpiece, and that it
should be read as the author wrote it. That depends on the
masterpiece. I cannot think that a single page could be omitted
from so enchanting a novel as Pride and Prejudice, or from one so
tightly constructed as Madame Bovary; but that very sensible
critic George Saintsbury wrote that ““there is very little fiction

A¥*
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that will stand concentration and condensation as well as that
of Dickens”. There is nothing reprehensible in cutting. Few
plays have ever been produced that were not to their advantage
more or less drastically cut in rehearsal. One day, many years
ago, when we were lunching together, Bernard Shaw told me
that his plays were much more successful in Germany than
they were in England. He ascribed this to the stupidity of the
British public and to the greater intelligence of the German.
He was wrong. In England he insisted that every word he had
written should be spoken. I had seen his plays in Germany;
there the directors had ruthlessly pruned them of verbiage
unnecessary to the dramatic action, and so provided the public
with an entertainment that was thoroughly enjoyable. I did
not, however, think it well to tell him this. I know no reason
why a novel should not be subjected to a similar process.

Coleridge said of Dor Quixote that it is a book to read through
once and then only to dip into, by which he may well have
meant that parts of it are so tedious, and even absurd, that it is
time ill-spent, when you have once discovered this, to read them
again. It is a great and important book, and a professed
student of literature should certainly read it once through
(I have myself read it from cover to cover twice in English and
three times in Spanish), yet I cannot but think that the
ordinary reader, the reader who reads for delight, would lose
nothing if he did not read the dull parts at all. He would
surely enjoy all the more the passages in which the narrative
is directly concerned with the adventures and conversations,
so amusing and so touching, of the gentle knight and his earthy
squire. A Spanish publisher has, in point of fact, collected these
in a single volume. It makes very good reading. There is
another novel, certainly important, but to be called great only
with hesitation, Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, which is of a
length to defeat all but the most obstinate of novel readers. I
do not believe I could ever have brought myself to read it if
I had not come across a copy in an abridged form. The abridg-
ment had been so well done that I had no feeling that anything
was lost.

I suppose most people would admit that Marcel Proust’s
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A la Recherche du Temps Perdu is the greatest novel that has been
produced in this century. Proust’s fanatical admirers, of whom
I am one, can read every word of it with interest; in a moment
of extravagance, I stated once that I would sooner be bored by
Proust than amused by any other writer; but I am prepared
now, after a third reading, to admit that the various parts of
his book are of unequal merit. I suspect that the future will
cease to be interested in those long sections of desultory
reflection which Proust wrote under the influence of ideas
current in his day, but now in part discarded and in part
commonplace. I think then it will be more evident than it is
now that he was a great humorist and that his power to create
characters, original, various and lifelike, places him on an
equality with Balzac, Dickens and Tolstoy. It may be that some
day an abridged version of his immense work will be issued
from which will be omitted those passages that time has
stripped of their value and only those retained which, because
they are of the essence of a novel, remain of enduring interest.
A la Recherche du Temps Perdu will still be a very long novel, but
it will be a superb one. So far as I can make out from the some-
what complicated account in André Maurois’ admirable book,
A la Recherche de Marcel Proust, the author’s intention was to
publish his novel in three volumes of about four hundred pages
each. The second and third volumes were in print when the
First World War broke out, and publication was postponed.
Proust’s health was too poor to allow him to serve in the war
and he used the ample leisure thus at his disposal to add to the
ithird volume an immense amount of material ‘“Many of the
additions,” says Maurois, ‘“‘are psychological and philosophical
dissertations, in which the intelligence” (by which I take him
to mean the author in person) ‘“comments on the actions of the
characters.” And he adds: “One could compile from them a
series of essays after the manner of Montaigne: on the role of
music, novelty in the arts, beauty of'style, on the small number
of human types, on flair in medicine, etc.” That is true, but
whether they add to the value of the novel as a novel depends,
I suppose, on what opinions you hold on the essential function
of the form.
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On this, different people have different opinions. H. G. Wells
wrote an interesting essay which he called The Contemporary
Novel: “So far as I can see,” he says, ‘it is the only medium
through which we can discuss the great majority of the prob-
lems which are being raised in such a bristling multitude by
our contemporary social development.” The novel of the
future ““is to be the social mediator, the vehicle of under-
standing, the instrument of self-examination, the parade of
morals and the exchange of manners, the factory of customs,
the criticism of laws and institutions and of social dogmas and
ideas.” “We are going to deal with political questions and
religious questions and social questions.” Wells had little
patience with the idea that it was merely a means of relaxation,
and he stated categorically that he could not bring himself to
look upon it as an art-form. Strangely enough, he resented
having his own novels described as propaganda, “because it
seems to me that the word propaganda should be confined to
the definite service of some organised party, churchordoctrine.”
The word, at all events now, has a larger meaning than that; it
indicates the method through which by word of mouth,
through the written word, by advertisement, by constant
repetition, you seek to persuade others that your views of what is
right and proper, good and bad, just and unjust, are the correct
views, and should be accepted and acted upon by all and
sundry. Wells’s principal novels were designed to diffuse
certain doctrines and principles; and that is propaganda.

What it all comes down to is the question whether the novel
is a form of art or not. Is its aim to instruct or to please? Ifits
aim is to instruct, then it is not a form of art. For the aim of art
is to please. On this poets, painters and philosophers are
agreed. But it is a truth that shocks a good many people, since
Christianity has taught them to look upon pleasure with
misgiving as a snare to entangle the immortal soul. It seems
more reasonable to look upon pleasure as a good, but to
remember that certain pleasures have mischievous consequence
and so may more wisely be eschewed. There is a general
disposition to look upon pleasure as merely sensual, and that is
natural since the sensual pleasures are more vivid than the
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intellectual; but that is surely an error, for there are pleasures
of the mind as well as of the body, and if they are not so keen,
they are more enduring. The Oxford Dictionary gives as one
of the meanings of art: “The application of skill to subjects of
taste, as poetry, music, dancing, the drama, oratory, literary
composition, and the like.”” That is very well, but then it adds:
“Especially in modern use skill displaying itself in perfection of
workmanship, perfection of execution as an object in itself.” I
suppose that is what every novelist aims at, but, as we know, he
never achieves it. I think we may claim that the novel is a
form of art, perhaps not a very exalted one, but a form of art
nevertheless. It is, however, an essentially imperfect form.
Since I have dealt with this subject in lectures which I have
delivered here and there, and can put what I have to say now
no better than I did in them, I am going to permit myself
briefly to quote from them.

I think it an abuse to use the novel as a pulpit or a platform,
and I believe readers are misguided when they suppose they
can thus easily acquire knowledge. It is a great nuisance that
knowledge can only be acquired by hard work. It would be
fine if we could swallow the powder of profitable information
made palatable by the jam of fiction. But the truth is that, so
made palatable, we can’t be sure that the powder will be
profitable, for the knowledge the novelist imparts is biassed
and thus unreliable; and it is better not to know a thing at all
than to know it in a distorted fashion. There is no reason why
a novelist should be anything but a novelist. It is enough if
he is a good novelist. He should know a little about a great
many things, but it is unnecessary, and sometimes even
harmful, for him to be a specialist in any particular subject.
He need not eat a whole sheep to know what mutton tastes
like; it is enough if he eats a chop. Then, by applying his
imagination and his creative faculty to the chop he has eaten,
he can give you a pretty good idea of an Irish stew; but when
he goes on from this to broach his views on sheep-raising, the
wool industry and the political situation in Australia, it is wise
to accept them with reserve.

. The novelist is at the mercy of his bias. The subjects he

)}
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chooses, the characters he invents and his attitude towards
them are conditioned by it. Whatever he writes is the
expression of his personality and it is the manifestation of his
innate instincts, his feelings and his experience. However hard
he tries to be objective, he remains the slave of his idiosyncrasies.
However hard he tries to be impartial, he cannot help taking
sides. He loads his dice. By the mere fact of introducing a
characterto your notice early in his novel, he enlists your interest
and your sympathy in that character. Henry James insisted
again and again that the novelist must dramatize. That is a
telling, though perhaps not very lucid, way of saying that he
must arrange his facts in such a manner as to capture and hold
your attention. So, if need be, he will sacrifice verisimilitude
and credibility to the effect he wants to get. That, as we know,
is not the way a work of scientific or informative value is written.
The aim of the writer of fiction is not to instruct, but to please.

(2)

There are two main ways in which a novel may be written.
Each has its advantages, and each its disadvantages. One way is
to write it in the first person, and the other is to write it from
the standpoint of omniscience. In the latter, the author can tell
you all that he thinks is needful to enable you to follow his
story and understand his characters. He can describe their
emotions and motives from the inside. If one of them crosses
the street, he can tell you why he does so and what will come of
it. He can concern himself with one set of persons and series
of events, and then, putting them aside for a period, can
concern himself with another set of events and another set of
persons, so reviving a flagging interest and, by complicating his
story, give an impression of the multifariousness, complexity
and diversity of life. The danger of this is that one set of
characters may be so much more interesting than the other, as,
to take a famous example, happens in Middlemarch, that the
reader may find it irksome when he is asked to occupy himself
with the fortunes of persons he doesn’t in the least care about.
The novel written from the standpoint of omniscience runs the
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risk of being unwieldy, verbose and diffuse. No one has
written it better than Tolstoy, but even he is not free from these
imperfections. The method makes demands on the author
which he cannot always meet. He has to get into the skin of
every one of his characters, feel his feelings, think his thoughts;
but he has his limitations and he can only do this when there is
in himself something of the character he has created. When
there isn’t, he can only see him from the outside, and then the
character lacks the persuasiveness which causes the reader to
believe in him.

I suppose it was because Henry James, with his solicitude
for form in the novel, became conscious of these disadvantages
that he devised what may be described as a sub-variety of the
method of omniscience. In this the author is still omniscient,
but his omniscience is concentrated on a single character, and
since the character is fallible the omniscience is not complete.
The author wraps himself in omniscience when he writes:
“He saw her smile”’; but not when he writes: ‘“He saw the
irony of her smile”’; for irony is something he ascribes to her
smile, and, it may be, without justification. The usefulness of
the device, as Henry James without doubt very well saw, is
that since this particular character, in The Ambassadors,
Strether, is all-important, and it is through what he sees, hears,
feels, thinks, surmises that the story is told and the characters
of the other persons concerned in it are unfolded, the author
finds it easy to resist the irrelevant. The construction of his
novel is necessarily compact. The device, besides, gives an air
of verisimilitude to what he writes. Because you are asked to
concern yourself primarily with one person, you are insensibly
led to believe what he tells you. The facts that the reader
should know are imparted to him as the person through whom
the story is told gradually learns them; and so the reader enjoys
the pleasure of the elucidation, step by step, of what was
puzzling, obscure and uncertain. The method thus gives the
novel something of the mystery of a detective story, and so that
dramatic quality which Henry James was always eager to
obtain. The danger, however, of divulging little by little a
string of facts is that the reader may be more quick-witted than
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the character through whom the revelations are made and so
guess the answers long before the author wishes him to. I don’t
suppose anyone can read The Ambassadors without growing
impatient with Strether’s obtuseness. He does not see what is
staring him in the face, and what everyone he comes in contact
with is fully aware of. It was a secret de Polichinelle and that
Strether should not have guessed it points to some defect in the
method. It is unsafe to take your reader for more of a fool
than he is.

Since novels have for the most part been written from the
standpoint of omniscience, it must be supposed that novelists
have found it on the whole the most satisfactory way of dealing
with their difficulties; but to tell a story in the first person has
also certain advantages. Like the method adopted by Henry
James, it lends verisimilitude to the narrative and obliges the
author to stick to his point; for he can tell you only what he has
himself seen, heard or done. To use this method more often
would have served the great English novelists of the nine-
teenth century well, since, partly owing to methods of publica-
tion, partly owing to a national idiosyncrasy, their novels have
tended to be shapeless and discursive. Another advantage of
using the first person is that it enlists your sympathy with the
narrator. You may disapprove of him, but he concentrates
your attention on himself and so compels your sympathy. A
disadvantage of the method, however, is that the narrator,
when, as in David Copperfield, he is also the hero, cannot without
impropriety tell you that he is handsome and attractive; he is
apt to seem vainglorious when he relates his doughty deeds and
stupid when he fails to see, what is obvious to the reader, that
the heroine loves him. But a greater disadvantage still, and one
that no authors of this kind of novel have managed entirely to
surmount, is that the hero-narrator, the central character, is
likely to appear pallid in comparison with the persons he is
concerned with. I have asked myself why this should be, and
the only explanation I can suggest is that the author, since he
sees himself in the hero, sees him from the inside, subjectively,
and, telling what he sees, gives him the confusions, the weak-
nesses, the indecisions he feels in himself; whereas he sees the
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other characters from the outside, objectively, through his
imagination and his intuition; and if he is an author with, say,
Dickens’s brilliant gifts, he sees them with a dramatic intensity,
with a boisterous sense of fun, with a keen delight in their
oddity, and so makes them stand out with a vividness that
overshadows his portrait of himself.

There is a variety of the novel written on these lines which
for a time had an immense vogue. This is the novel written in
letters; each letter, of course, is written in the first person, but
the letters are by different hands. The method had the
advantage of extreme verisimilitude. The reader might easily
believe that they were real letters, written by the persons they
purported to have been written by, and come into his hands by
a betrayal of confidence. Now, verisimilitude is what the
novelist strives to achieve above all else; he wants you to
believe that what he tells you actually happened, even if it is as
improbable as the tales of Baron Miinchausen or as horrifying
as Kafka’s The Castle. But the genre had grave defects. It was
a roundabout, complicated way of telling a story, and it teld
it with intolerable deliberation. The letters were too often
verbose and contained irrelevant matter. Readers grew bored
with the method and it died out. It produced three books
which may be accounted among the masterpieces of figtion:
Clarissa, La Nouvelle Héloise and Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

There is, however, a variety of the novel written in the first
person which, to my mind, avoids the defects of the method and
yet makes handsome use of its merits. It is, perhaps, the most
convenient and effective way in which a novel can be written.
To what good use it can be put may be seen in Herman
Melville’s Moby Dick. In this variety, the author tells the story
himself, but he is not the hero and it is not his story that he
tells. He is a character in it, and is more or less closely con-
nected with the persons who take part in it. His role is not to
determine the action, but to be the confidant, the mediator,
the observer of those who do take part in it. Like the chorus
in a Greek tragedy, he reflects on the circumstances which he
witnesses; he may lament, he may advise, he has no power to
influence the course of events. He takes the reader into his
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confidence, tells him what he knows, hopes or fears, and when
he is non-plussed frankly tells him so. There is no need to
make him stupid, so that he should not divulge to the reader
what the author wishes to hold back, as happens when the
story is told through such a character as Henry James’s
Strether. On the contrary, he can be as keen-witted and clear-
sighted as the author can make him. The narrator and the
reader are united in their common interest in the persons of the
story, their characters, motives and conduct; and the narrator
begets in the reader the same sort of familiarity with the
creatures of his invention as he has himself. He gets an effect
of verisimilitude as persuasive as that which the author obtains
who is himself the hero of his novel. He can so build up his
protagonist as to arouse your sympathy and show him in an
heroic light, which the hero-narrator cannot do without
somewhat exciting your antagonism. A method of writing a
novel which conduces to the reader’s intimacy with the
characters, and adds to its verisimilitude, has obviously much to
recommend it.

I will venture now to state what in my opinion are the
qualities that a good novel should have. It should have a
widely interesting theme, by which I mean a theme interesting
not only to a clique, whether of critics, professors, highbrows,
bus-conductors or bar-tenders, but so broadly human that its
appeal is to men and women in general; and the theme should
be of enduring interest: the novelist is rash who elects to write
on subjects whose interest is merely topical. When they cease
to be so, his novel will be as unreadable as last week’s news-
paper. The story the author has to tell should be coherent and
persuasive; it should have a beginning, a middle and an end,
and the end should be the natural consequence of the beginning.
The episodes should have probability and should not only
develop the theme, but grow out of the story. The creatures of
the novelist’s invention should be observed with individuality,
and their actions should proceed from their characters; the
reader must never be allowed to say: “So and so would never
‘behave like that”; on the contrary, he should be obliged to say:
“That’s exactly how I should have expected so and so to
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behave.” I think it is all the better if the characters are in
themselves interesting. In Flaubert’s L’Education Sentimentale
he wrote a novel which has a great reputation among many
excellent critics, but he chose for his hero a man so null, so
featureless, so vapid that it is impossible to care whathe,
does or what happens to him; and in consequence, for all its'
merits, the book is hard to read. I think I should explain why
I say that characters should be observed with individuality: it
is too much to expect the novelist to create characters that are
quite new; his material is human nature, and although there
are all sorts and conditions of men, the sorts are not infinite,
and novels, stories, plays, epics have been written for so many
hundreds of years that the chance is small that an author will
create an entirely new character. Casting my mind’s eye over
the whole of fiction, the only absolutely original creation I can
think of is Don Quixote, and I should not be surprised to learn
that some learned critic had found a remote ancestry for him
also. The author is fortunate if he can see his characters
through his own individuality, and if his individuality is
sufficiently out of the common to give them an illusive air of
originality. -

And just as behaviour should proceed from character, so
should speech. A woman of fashion should talk like a woman of
fashion, a street-walker like a street-walker, a racing tout like
a racing tout and an attorney like an attorney. (It is surely a
fault in Meredith and Henry James that their characters
invariably talk like Henry James and Meredith respectively.)
The dialogue should be neither desultory nor should it be an
occasion for the author to air his views; it should serve to
characterize the speakers and advance the story. The narrative
passages should be vivid, to the point, and no longer than is
necessary to make the motives of the persons concerned, and the
situations in which they are placed, clear and convincing. The
writing should be simple enough for anyone of fair education
to read with ease, and the manner should fit the matter as a
well-cut shoe fits a shapely foot. Finally, a novel should be
entertaining. I have put this last, but it is the essential quality,
without which no other quality avails. And the more intel-
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ligent the entertainment a novel offers, the better itis. Enter-
tainment is a word that has a good many meanings. One item
is that which affords interest or amusement. It is a common
error to suppose that in this sense amusement is the only one
of importance. There is as much entertainment to be obtained
from Wuthering Heights or The Brothers Karamazov as from
Tristram Shandy or Candide. The appeal is different, but equally
legitimate. Of course, the novelist has the right to deal with
those great topics which are of concern to every human being,
the existence of God, the immortality of the soul, the meaning
and value of life; though he is prudent to remember that wise
+saying of Dr. Johnson’s that of these topics one can no longer
say anything new about them that is true, or anything true
about them that is new. The novelist can only hope to interest
his reader in what he has to say about them if they are an
integral element of the story he has to tell, are essential to the
characterization of the persons of his novel and affect their
conduct—that is, if they result in action which otherwise would
not have taken place.

But even if the novel has all the qualities that I have men-
tioned, and that is asking a lot, there is, like a flaw in a precious
stone, a faultiness in the form that renders perfection impossible
to attain. That is why no novel is perfect. A short story is a
piece of fiction that can be read, according to its length, in
anything between ten minutes and an hour, and it deals with
a single, well-defined subject, an incident or a closely related
series of incidents, spiritual or material, which is complete. It
should be impossible to add to it or to take away from it. Here,
I believe, perfection can be reached, and I do not think it would
be difficult to collect a number of short stories in which this
has in fact been done. But a novel is a narrative of indefinite
length; it may be as long as War and Peace, in which a succession
of events is related and a vast number of characters are dis-
played through a period of time, or as short as Carmen. Now, in
order to give probability to his story, the author has to narrate
a series of facts that are relevant to it, but that are not in them-
selves interesting. Events often require to be separated by a
lapse of time, and the author for the balance of his work has
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to insert, as best he can, matter that will fill up thislapse. These
-passages are known as bridges. Most writers resign themselves
to crossing them, and they cross them with more or less skill, but
it is only too likely that in the process they will be tedious.
The novelist is human and it is inevitable that he should be
susceptible to the fashions of his day, since after all he has an
unusual affectivity, and so is often led to write what, as the
fashion passes, loses its attractiveness. Let me give an instance:
until the nineteenth century novelists paid little attention to
scenery, a word or two sufficed to enable them to say all they
wanted to about it; but when the romantic school, and the
example of Chateaubriand, captivated the public fancy, it grew
modish to write descriptions for their own sake. A man could
not go down a street to buy a tooth-brush at the chemist’s
without the author telling you what the houses he passed looked
like and what articles were for sale in the shops. Dawn and
the setting sun, the starry night, the cloudless sky, the snow-
capped mountains, the dark forests—all gave occasion to inter-
minable descriptions. Many were in themselves beautiful; but
they were irrelevant: it took writers a long time to discover that
a description of scenery, however poetically observed and
admirably expressed, was futile unless it was necessary—that is,
unless it helped the author to get on with his story or told the
reader something it behoved him to know about the persons
who take part in it. This is an adventitious imperfection in the
novel, but there is yet another that seems inherent. Since itisa
work of considerable length, it must take some time to write,
weeks at least, generally months and occasionally even years.
It is only too likely that the author’s inventiveness will some-
times fail him. Then he can only fall back on dogged industry
and his general competence. It will be a marvel if by these
mecans he can hold his readers’ attention.

In the past, readers, preferring quantity to quality, to get
their money’s worth wanted their novels long, and the author
was often hard put to it to provide more matter for the printer
than the story he had to tell required. He hit upon an easy
way to do this. He inserted into his novel stories, sometimes
long enough to be called novelettes, which had nothing to do
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with his theme or, at best, were tacked on to it with little
plausibility. No writer did this with greater nonchalance than
Cervantes in Don Quixote. These interpolations have always
been regarded as a blot on an immortal work, and can only be
read now with impatience. Contemporary criticism attacked
him on this account, and in the second part of the book we
know he eschewed the bad practice, so producing what is
generally thought to be impossible, a sequel that was better
than its forerunner; but this did not prevent succeeding writers
(who doubtless had not read the criticisms) from using so
convenient a device to enable them to deliver to the booksellers
a quantity of copy sufficient to make a saleable volume. In the
nineteenth century new methods of publication exposed
novelists to new temptations. Monthly magazines that devoted
much of their space to what is somewhat depreciatingly known
as light literature achieved great success, and so provided
authors with the opportunity to bring their work before the
public in serial form with profit to themselves. At about the
same time, the publishers found it to their advantage to issue
the novels of popular authors in monthly numbers. The authors
contracted to provide a certain amount of material to fill a
certain number of pages. The system encouraged them to be
leisurely and long-winded. We know from their own admissions
how from time to time the authors of these serials, even the
best of them, Dickens, Thackeray, Trollope, found it a hateful
burden to be obliged to deliver an instalment by a given date.
No wonder they padded! No wonder they burdened their
stories with irrelevant episodes! When I consider how many
obstacles the novelist has to contend with, how many pitfalls to
avoid, I am not surprised that even the greatest novels are
imperfect; I am only surprised that they are not more imperfect
than they are.

(3)

I have in my time, hoping to improve myself, read several
books on the novel. Their writers are, on the whole, as dis-
inclined as was H. G. Wells to look upon it as a means of
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relaxation. One point they are pretty unanimous on is that
the story is of little consequence. Indeed, they are inclined to
regard it as a hindrance to the reader’s capacity to occupy
himself with what in their opinion are the novel’s significant
elements. It does not seem to have occurred to them that the
story, the plot, is as it were a lifeline which the author throws
to the reader in order to hold his interest. They consider the
telling of a story for its own sake as a debased form of fiction.
That seems strange to me, since the desire to listen to stories
appears to be as deeply rooted in the human animal as the
sense of property. From the beginning of history men have
gathered round the camp-fire, or in a group in the market place,
to listen to the telling of a story. That the desire is as strong as
ever is shown by the amazing popularity of detective stories in
our own day. The fact remains that to describe a novelist as a
mere storyteller is to dismiss him with contumely. I venture to
suggest that there is no such creature. By the incidents he"
chooses to relate, the characters he selects and his attitude
towards them, the author offers you a criticism of life. It may
not be a very original one, or very profound, but it is there;
and consequently, though he may not know it, he is in his own
modest way a moralist. But morals, unlike mathematics, are
not a precise science. Morals cannot be inflexible for they deal
with the behaviour of human beings, and human beings, as we
know, are vain, changeable and vacillating.

We live in a troubled world, and it is doubtless the novelist’s
business to deal with it. The future is uncertain. Our freedom
is menaced. We are in the grip of anxieties, fears and frustra-
tions. Values that were long unquestioned now seem dubious.
But these are serious matters, and it has not escaped the writers
of fiction that the reader may find a novel that is concerned with
them somewhat heavy going. Now, owing to the invention of
contraceptives, the high value that was once placed on chastity
no longer obtains. Novelists have not been slow to notice the
difference this has made in the relations of the sexes and so,
whenever they feel that something must be done to sustain
the reader’s flagging interest, they cause their characters to
indulge in copulation. I am not sure they are well-advised. Of
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sexual intercourse Lord Chesterfield said that the pleasure was
momentary, the position ridiculous and the expense damnable:
if he had lived to read modern fiction he might have added that
there is a monotony about the act which renders the reiterated
narration of it excessively tedious.
. At present there is a tendency to dwell on characterization
rather than on incident and, of course, characterization is
important; for unless you come to know intimately the persons
of a novel, and so can sympathize with them, you are unlikely
to care what happens to them. But to concentrate on your
characters, rather than on what happens to them, is merely one
way of writing a novel like another. The tale of pure incident,
in which the characterization is perfunctory or commonplace,
has just as much right to exist as the other. Indeed, some very
good novels of this kind have been written, Gi/ Blas, for instance,
and Monte Cristo. Scheherazade would have lost her head very
soon if she had dwelt on the characters of the persons she was
dealing with, rather than on the adventures that befell them.
In the chapters that follow I have given in each case some
account of the life and character of the author I am writing
about. This I have done partly to please myself, but also for
the reader’s sake, since I think that to know what sort of a
person the author was adds to one’s understanding and apprecia-
tion of his work. To know something about Flaubert explains
a good deal that would otherwise be disturbing in Madame
Bovary, and to know the little there is to know about Emily
Bronté gives a greater poignancy to her strange and wonderful
book. A novelist, I have written these essays from my own
standpoint. The danger of this is that the novelist is very apt
to like best the sort of thing he does himself, and he will judge
the work of others by how nearly they approach his own
practice. In order to do full justice to works with which he has
no natural sympathy, he needs a dispassionate integrity, a
liberality of spirit, of which the members of an irritable race
are seldom possessed. On the other hand, the critic who is not
himself a creator is likely to know little about the technique of
the novel, and so in his criticism he gives you either his personal
impressions, which may well be of no great value, unless like
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Desmond MacCarthy he is not only a man of letters but also a
man of the world; or else he proffers a judgment founded on
hard and fast rules which must be followed to gain his appro-
bation. It is as though a shoemaker made shoes only in two
sizes and if neither of them fitted your foot, you could for all he
cared go shoeless.

The essays which are contained in this volume were written
in the first place to induce readers to read the novels with which
they are concerned, but in order not to spoil their pleasure it
seemed to me that I had to take care not to reveal more of the
story than I could help. That made it difficult to discuss the
book adequately. In re-writing these pieces I have taken it
for granted that the reader already knows the novels I treat of]
and so it cannot matter to him if I divulge facts which the
author has for obvious reasons delayed to the end to tell him.
I have not hesitated to point out the defects as well as the merits
that I see in these various novels, for nothing is of greater
disservice to the general reader than the indiscriminate praise
that is sometimes bestowed on certain works that are rightly
accepted as classics. He reads and finds that such and such a
motive is unconvincing, a certain character unreal, such and
such an episode irrelevant and a certain description tedious.
If he is of an impatient temper, he will cry that the critics who
tell him that the novel he is reading is a masterpiece are a set
of fools, and if he is of a modest one, he will blame himself and
think that it is above his head and not for the likes of him; if, on
the other hand, he is by nature dogged and persistent he will
read on conscientiously, though without enjoyment. But a
novel is to be read with enjoyment. Ifit doesn’t give the reader
that, it is, so far as he is concerned, valueless. In this respect
every reader is his own best critic, for he alone knows what he
enjoys and what he doesn’t. I think, however, that the novelist
may claim that you do not do him justice unless you admit that
he has the right to demand something of his readers. He has the
right to demand that they should possess the small amount of
application that is needed to read a book of three or four
hundred pages. He has the right to demand that they should
have sufficient imagination to be able to interest themselves in
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the lives, joys and sorrows, tribulations, dangers and adven-
tures of the characters of his invention. Unless a reader is able
to give something of himself, he cannot get from a novel the best
it hasto give. And if he isn’t able to do that, he had better not
read it at all. There is no obligation to read a work of fiction.



CHAPTER TWO

Henry Fielding and Tom Fones

(1)

Tue difficulty of writing about Henry Fielding, the man, is
that very little is known about him. Arthur Murphy, who wrote
a short life of him in 1762, only eight years after his death, as an
introduction to an edition of his works, seems to have known
him, if he knew him at all, only in his later years, and had so
little material to work with that, presumably to fill the eighty
pages of his essay, he indulged in long and tedious digressions.
The facts he tells are few, and subsequent research has shown
that they are not always accurate. The last author to deal at
length with Fielding is Dr. Homes Dudden, Master of Pembroke.
The two stout volumes of his work are a monument of pains-
taking industry. By giving a lively picture of the political
circumstances of the times, and a vivid account of the Young
Pretender’s disastrous adventure in 1745, he has added colour,
depth and substance to the narrative of his hero’s checkered
career. I don’t believe that there is anything to be said about
Henry Fielding that the eminent Master of Pembroke has left
unsaid.

Fielding was a gentleman born. His father was the third son
of John Ficlding, a Canon of Salisbury, and he in turn was the
fifth son of an Earl of Desmond. The Desmonds were a younger
branch of the family of Denbigh, who flattered themselves that
they were descended from the Habsburgs. Gibbon, the Gibbon
of The Decline and Fall, wrote in his autobiography: “The
successors of Charles the Fifth may disclaim their brethren of
England; but the romance of Tom Fones, that exquisite picture of
human manners, will outlive the palace of the Escorial, and the
imperial eagle of the House of Austria.” The phrase has a fine
resonance, and it is a pity that the claim of these noble lords
has been shown to have no foundation. They spelt their

21
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name Feilding, and there is a well-known story that on one occa-
sion the then Earl asked Henry Fielding how this came about;
whereupon he answered: “I can only suppose it is because my
branch of the family learnt to spell before your lordship’s.”

Fielding’s father entered the army and served in the wars
under Marlborough “with much bravery and reputation”. He
married Sarah, the daughter of Sir Henry Gould, a Judge of the
King’s Bench; and at his country seat, Sharpham Park, near
Glastonbury, our author was born in 1707. Two or three years
later the Fieldings, who by this time had had two more children,
daughters, moved to East Stour in Dorsetshire, a property
which the judge had settled on his daughter, and there three
more girls and a boy were born. Mrs. Fielding died in 1718,
and in the following year Henry went to Eton. Here he made
some valuable friends andy if he did not leave, as Arthur
Murphy states, “‘uncommonly well versed in the Greek authors
and an early master of the Latin classics,” he certainly acquired
a real love for classical learning. Later in life, when he was ill
and poverty-stricken, he found comfort in reading Cicero’s
De Consolatione; and when, dying, he set out in the ship that
took him to Lisbon, he carried with him a volume of Plato.

On leaving Eton, instead of going up to a university, he
lived for a while at Salisbury with his grandmother, Lady Gould,
the judge being dead; and there, according to Dr. Dudden,
read some law and a good deal of miscellaneous literature. He
was then a handsome youth, over six feet tall, strong and active,
with deep-set eyes, a Roman nose, a short upper lip with an
ironical curl to it, and a stubborn, prominent chin. His hair
was brown and curly, his teeth white and even. By the time he
was cighteen, he gave promise of the sort of man he was going
to be. He happened to be staying at Lyme Regis with a trusty
servant, ready to ‘‘bcat, maim or kill” for his master, and there
fell in love with a Miss Sarah Andrews, whose considerable
fortune added to the charm of her beauty, and he concocted a
scheme to carry her off, by main force if necessary, and marry
her. It was discovered, and the young woman was hurried
away and safely married to a more eligible suitor. For all one
knows to the contrary, Fielding spent the next two or three
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years in London, with an allowance from his grandmother,
engaging in the gaieties of the town as agreeably as a well-
connected young man can do when he has good looks and
charm of manner. In 1728, by the influence of his cousin,
Lady Mary Wortley-Montagu, and with the help of the
charming, but not particularly chaste, actress, Anne Oldfield,
a play of Fielding’s was put on by Colley Cibber at Drury Lane.
It was called Love in Several Masques and was given four per-
formances. Shortly after this he entered the University of
Leyden with an allowance from his father of two hundred
pounds a year. But his father had married again and either
could not, or would not, continue to pay him the allowance
he had promised, so after about a year Fielding was obliged to
return to England., He was in such straits then that, as in his
light-hearted way he put it himself, he had no choice but to be a
hackney coachman or a hackney writer.

Austin Dobson, who wrote his life for the English Men of
Letters Series, says that “his inclinations as well as his oppor-
tunities led him to the stage”. He had the high spirits, the
humour, the keen-witted observation of the contemporary
scene, which are needed by the playwright; and he seems to
have had, besides, some ingenuity and a sense of construction.
The “inclinations” of which Austin Dobson speaks may very
well mean that he had the vicarious exhibitionism which is part
of the playwright’s make-up, and that he looked upon writing
plays as an easy way to make quick money; the “oppor-
tunities”” may be a delicate way of saying that he was a hand-
some fellow of exuberant virility and had taken the fancy of a
popular actress. To please a leading lady has ever been the
surest way for a young dramatist to get his play produced.
Between 1729 and 1737 Fielding composed or adapted twenty-
six plays, of which at least three greatly pleased the town; and
one of which made Swift laugh, a thing that to the best of the
Dean’s recollection he had only done twice in his life before.
Fielding did not do very well when he attempted pure comedy;
his great successes seem to have been in a genre which, so far as
I know, he devised himself, an entertainment in which there
were singing and dancing, brief topical sketches, parodies and
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allusions to public figures: in fact, something indistinguishable
from the revues popular in our own day. According to Arthur
Murphy, Fielding’s farces “were generally the production of
two or three mornings, so great was his facility in writing”.
Dr. Dudden looks upon this as an exaggeration. I don’t think
itis. Some of these pieces were very short, and I have myself
heard of light comedies that were written over a week-end and
were none the worse for that. The last two plays Fielding wrote
were attacks on the political corruption of the times, and the
attacks were effective enough to cause the Ministry to pass a
Licensing Act which obliged managers to obtain the Lord
Chamberlain’s licence to produce a play. This act still obtains,
to torment British authors. After this, Fielding wrote only
rarely for the theatre and, when he did, presumably for no
other reason than that he was more than usually hard up.

I will not pretend that I have read his plays, but I have
flipped through the pages, reading a scene here and there, and
the dialogue seems natural and sprightly. The most amusing
bit I have come across is the description which, after the
fashion of the day, he gives in the list of Dramatis Personz in
Tom Thumb the Great: ‘A woman entirely faultless, save that she
is a little given to drink.” It is usual to dismiss Fielding’s plays
as of no account, and doubtless no one would give them a
thought if he were not the author of Tom Jones. They lack the
literary distinction (such as Congreve’s plays have) which the
critic, reading them in his library two hundred years later,
would like them to have. But plays are written to be acted, not
to be read; it is certainly well for them to have literary distinc-
tion; but it is not that which makes them good plays, it may
(and often does) make them less actable. Fielding’s plays have
by now lost what merit they had, for the drama depends very
much on actuality and so is ephemeral, almost as ephemeral as
a newspaper, and Fielding’s plays, as I have said, owed their
success to the fact that they were topical; but light as they were,
they must have had merit, for neither a young man’s wish to
write plays, nor pressure brought to bear by a favourite actress,
will induce managers to put on play after play unless they
please the public. For in this matter the public is the final
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judge. Unless the manager can gauge their taste, he will go
bankrupt. Fielding’s plays had at least the merit that the
public liked to go to see them. Tom Thumb the Great ran for
“upwards of forty nights”, and Pasquin for sixty, which was as
long as The Beggar’s Opera had run.

Fielding had no illusions about the worth of his plays, and
himself said that he left off writing for the stage when he should
have begun. He wrote for money, and had no great respect
for the understanding of an audience. ‘““When he had contracted
to bring on a play, or a farce,” says Murphy, “it is well known
by many of his friends now living, that he would go home rather
late from a tavern and would, the next morning, deliver a
scene to the players, written upon the papers which had
wrapped the tobacco, in which he so much delighted.” During
the rehearsals of a comedy called The Wedding Day, Garrick,
who was playing in it, objected to a scene and asked Fielding
to cut it. “No, damn ’em,” said Fielding, “if the scéi.. w2
good one let them find it out.” The scene was played, the
audience noisily expressed their displeasure, and Garrick
retired to the green-room, where his author was “indulging his
genius and solacing himself with a bottle of champagne. He
had by this time drunk pretty plentifully; and cocking his eye
at the actor, with streams of tobacco trickling down from the
corner of his mouth, ‘What’s the matter, Garrick,” says he,
‘what are they hissing now?’

“‘Why, the scene that I begged you to retrench; I knew it
would not do; and they have so frightened me, that I shall not
be able to collect myself the whole night.’

“‘Oh, damn ’em,’ replies the author, ‘they have found it out,
have they?’ ”’

This story is told by Arthur Murphy, and I am bound to say
that I doubt its truth. I have known and had dealings with
actor-managers, which is what Garrick was, and it does seem
to me very unlikely that he would have consented to play a
scene which he thought would wreck the play; but the anecdote
wouldn’t have been invented unless it had been plausible. It at
least indicates how Fielding’s friends and boon-companions
regarded him.
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If I have dwelt on his activity as a playwright, though it was
after all not much more than an episode in his career, it is
because I think it was important to his development as a
novelist. Quite a number of eminent novelists have tried their
hands at playwriting, but I cannot think of any that have
conspicuously succeeded. The fact is that the techniques are
very different, and to have learnt how to write a novel is of no
help when it comes to writing a play. The novelist has all the
time he wants to develop his theme, he can describe his
characters as minutely as he chooses and make their behaviour
plain to the reader by relating their motives; if he is skilful, he
can give verisimilitude to improbabilities; if he has a gift for
narrative, he can gradually work up to a climax which a long
preparation makes more striking (a supreme example of this is
Clarissa’s letter in which she announces her seduction); he does
not have to show action, but only to tell it; he can make the
persons explain themselves in dialogue for as many pages as he
likes. But a play depends on action, and by action, of course,
I don’t mean violent action like falling off a precipice or being
run over by a bus; such an action as handing a person a glass of
water may be of the highest dramatic intensity. The power of
attention that an audience has is very limited, and it must be
held by a constant succession of incidents; something fresh
must be doing all the time; the theme must be presented at
once and its development must follow a definite line, without
digression into irrelevant bypaths; the dialogue must be crisp
and to the point, and it must be so put that the listener can
catch its meaning without having to stop and think; the
characters must be all of a piece, easily grasped by the eye and
the understanding, and however complex, their complexity
must be plausible. A play cannot afford loose ends; however
slight, its foundation must be secure and its structure solid.

When the playwright, who has acquired the qualities which
I have suggested are cssential to writing a play which audiences
will sit through with pleasure, starts writing novels, he is at an
advantage. He has learnt to be brief; he has learnt the value
of rapid incident; he has learnt not to linger on the way, but to
stick to his point and get on with his story; he has learnt to
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make his characters display themselves by their words and
actions, without the help of description; and so, when he comes
to work on the larger canvas which the novel allows, he can not
only profit by the advantages peculiar to the form of the novel,
but his training as a playwright will enable him to make his
novel lively, swift-moving and dramatic. These are excellent
qualities, and some very good novelists, whatever their other
merits, have not possessed them. I cannot look upon the years
Fielding spent writing plays as wasted; I think, on the contrary,
the experience he gained then was of value to him when he came
to writing novels.

In 1734 Ficlding married Charlotte Cradock. She was
one of the two daughters of a widow who lived in Salisbury,
and nothing is known of her but that she was beautiful
and charming. Mrs. Cradock was a worldly, strong-minded
woman, who apparently did not approve of Fielding’s attentions
to her daughter, and she can hardly be blamed for that, since
his means of livelihood were uncertain and his connection with
the theatre can hardly have inspired a prudent mother with
confidence; anyhow, the lovers eloped, and though Mrs.
Cradock pursued, “she did not catch up with them in time to
stop the marriage.” Fielding has described Charlotte as Sophia
in Tom Jones and again as Amelia in the novel of that name, so
that the reader of those books can gain a very exact notion of
what she looked like in the eyes of her lover and husband.
Mrs. Cradock died a year later and left Charlotte fifteen
hundred pounds. It came at a fortunate moment, since a play
that Fielding had produced early in the year was a disastrous
failure, and he was very short of cash. He had been in the
habit of staying from time to time on the small estate which had
been his mother’s, and he went there now with his young wife.
He spent the next nine months lavishly entertaining his friends
and enjoying the various pursuits which the country offered,
and on his return to London with what, it may be supposed,
remained of Charlotte’s legacy he took the Little Theatre in
the Haymarket, and there presently produced the best (they
say) and the most successful of his plays—~Pasquin; a Dramatic
Satire on the Times.

B
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When the Licensing Act became law, and so put an end to
his theatrical career, Fielding had a wife and two children and
precious little money to support them on. He had to find a
means of livelihood. He was thirty-one. He entered the
Middle Temple, and though, according to Arthur Murphy,
“it happened that the early taste he had taken of pleasure
would occasionally return upon him; and conspire with his
spirit and vivacity to carry him into the wild enjoyments of the
town”, he worked hard, and he was in due course called to the
Bar. He was ready to follow his profession with assiduity, but
he seems to have had few briefs; and it may well be that the
attorneys were suspicious of a man who was known only as a
writer of light comedies and political satires. Moreover, within
three years of being called, he began to suffer from frequent
attacks of gout which prevented him from regularly attending
the courts. In order to make money he was obliged to do hack
work for the papers. He found time, meanwhile, to write Foseph
Andrews, his first novel. Two years later his wife died. Her
death left him distracted with grief. Lady Louisa Stuart wrote:
“He loved her passionately, and she returned his affection; yet
led no happy life, for they were almost always miserably poor,
and seldom in a state of quiet and safety. All the world knows
what was his imprudence; if ever he possessed a score of pounds
nothing could keep him from lavishing it idly, or make him
think of tomorrow. Sometimes they were living in decent
lodgings with tolerable comfort; sometimes in a wretched garret
without necessaries, not to speak of the sponging-houses and
hiding places where he was occasionally to be found. His
elastic gaiety of spirit carried him through it all; but, mean-
while, care and anxiety were preying upon her more delicate
mind, and undermining her constitution. She gradually
declined, caught a fever, and died in his arms.” This has an
air of truth, and is in part confirmed by Fielding’s Amelia. We
know that novelists habitually make use of any little experience
that they have had, and when Fielding created the character of
Billy Booth, he not only drew a portrait of himself and of his
wife as Amelia, but utilized various incidents in their married
life. Four years after his wife’s death he married her maid,
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Mary Daniel. She was at the time three months’ pregnant.
The marriage shocked his friends, and his sister, who had lived
with him since Charlotte’s death, left the house. His cousin
Lady Mary Wortley-Montagu was haughtily scornful because
he could “feel rapture with his cook-maid”. Mary Daniel had
few personal charms, but she was an excellent creature and he
never spoke of her but with affection and respect. She was a
very decent woman, who looked after him well, a good wife
and a good mother. She bore him two boys and a girl.

When still a struggling dramatist, Fielding had made
advances to Sir Robert Walpole, then all-powerful; but though
he dedicated to him with effusive compliments his play, The
Modern Husband, the ungrateful Minister seems to have been dis-
inclined to do anything for him. He therefore decided that he
could do better with the party opposed to Walpole, and forth-
with made overtures to Lord Chesterfield, one of its leaders.
As Dr. Dudden puts it: “He could hardly have given a broader
hint that he was ready to place his wit and humour at the
disposal of the opposition, should they be willing to employ
him.” Eventually they showed themselves willing, and Fielding
was made editor of a paper called The Champion, founded to
attack and ridicule Sir Robert and his Ministry. Walpole fell
in 1742 and, after a brief interlude, was succeeded by Henry
Pelham. The party Fielding worked for was now in power, and
for some years he edited and wrote for the papers which sup-
ported and defended the Government. He naturally expected
that his services should be rewarded. Among the friends he
had made at Eton, and whose friendship he had retained, was
George Lyttelton, a member of a distinguished political family
(distinguished to the present day) and a generous patron of
literature. Lyttelton was made a Lord of the Treasury in
Henry Pelham’s Government, and in 1784 by his influence
Fielding was made Justice of the Peace for Westminster.
Presently, so that he might discharge his duties more effec-
tively, his jurisdiction was extended over Middlesex, and he
established himself with his family in the official residence in
Bow Street. He was well fitted for the post by his training as a
lawyer, his knowledge of life and his natural gifts. Fielding says
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that before his accession the job was worth five hundred pounds
a year of dirty money, but that he made no more than three
hundred a year of clean. Through the Duke of Bedford he was
granted a pension out of the public-service money. It is
supposed that this was either one or two hundred pounds a
year. In 1749 he published Tom jFones, which he must have
been writing when he was still editing a paper on behalf of the
Government. He received altogether seven hundred pounds
for it, and since money at that period was worth five or six times
at least what it is worth now, this sum was equivalent to some-
thing like four thousand pounds. That would be good pay-
ment for a novel to-day.

Fielding’s health by now was poor. His attacks of gout were
frequent, and he had often to go to Bath to recuperate, or to a
cottage he had near London. But he did not cease to write.
He wrote pamphlets concerning his office; one, an Enguiry into
the Causes of the Late Menace of Robbers is said to have caused the
famous Gin Act to be passed; and he wrote Amelia. His industry
was indecd amazing. Amelia was published in 1751 and in the
same year Fielding undertook to edit still another paper, The
Covent Garden jJournal. His health grew worse. It was evident
that he could no longer perform his duties at Bow Street, and in
1754, after breaking up “a gang of villains and cut-throats”
who had become the terror of London, he resigned his office to
his half-brother, John Fielding. It looked as though his only
chance of life was to seek a milder climate than that of England,
and so, in the June of that year, 1754, he left his native country
in The Queen of Portugal, Richard Veal, master, for Lisbon. He
arrived in August, and two months later died. He was forty-
seven years old.

(2)

When I consider Fielding’s life, which from inadequate
material I have briefly sketched, I am seized with a singular
emotion. He was a man. As you read his novels, and few
novelists have put more of themselves into their books than he,
you feel the same sort of affection as you feel for someone with
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whom you have been for years intimate. There is something
contemporary about him. There is a sort of Englishman that
till recently was far from uncommon. You might meet him in
London, at Newmarket, in Leicestershire during the hunting
season, at Cowes in August, at Cannes or Monte Carlo in mid-
winter. He is a gentleman, and he has good manners. He is
good-looking, good-natured, friendly and easy to get on with.
He is not particularly cultured, but he is tolerant of those who
are. He is fond of the girls and is apt to find himself cited as a
co-respondent. He is not one of the world’s workers, but he
sees no reason why he should be. Though he does nothing, he
is far from idle. He has an adequate income and is free with
his money. If war breaks out, he joins up and his gallantry is
conspicuous. There is absolutely no harm in him and everyone
likes him. The years pass and youth is over, he is not so well-
off any more and life is not so easy as it was. He has had to give
up hunting, but he still plays a good game of golf and you are
always glad to see him in the card-room of your club. He
marries an old flame, a widow with money, and, settling down
to middle age, makes her a very good husband. The world
to-day has no room for him and in a few years his type will be
extinct. Such a man, I fancy, was Fielding. But he happened
to have the great gift which made him the writer he was and,
when he wanted to, he could work hard. He was fond of the
bottle and he liked women. When people speak of virtue, it is
generally sex they have in mind, but chastity is only a small
part of virtue, and perhaps not the chicf one. Fielding had
strong passions, and he had no hesitation in yielding to them.
He was capable of loving tenderly. Now love, not affection,
which is a different thing, is rooted in sex, but there can be
sexual desire without love. It is only hypocrisy or ignorance
that denies it. Sexual desire is an animal instinct, and there is
nothing more shameful in it than in thirst or hunger, and no
more reason not to satisfy it. If Fielding enjoyed, somewhat
promiscuously, the pleasures of sex, he was not worse than most
men. Like most of us, he regretted his sins, if sins they are, but
when opportunity occurred, committed them again. He was
hot-tempered, but kind-hearted, generous and, in a corrupt
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age, honest; an affectionate husband and father; courageous and
truthful, and a good friend to his friends, who till his death
remained faithful to him. Though tolerant to the faults of
others, he hated brutality and double-dealing. He was not
puffed up by success and, with the help of a brace of partridges
and a bottle of claret, bore adversity with fortitude. He took
life as it came, with high spirits and good humour, and enjoyed
it to the full. In fact he was very like his own Tom Jones,
and not unlike his own Billy Booth. He was a very proper
man.

I should, however, tell the reader that the picture I have
drawn of Henry Fielding does not at all accord with that drawn
by the Master of Pembroke in the monumental work to which
I have often referred, and to which I owe much useful informa-
tion. “Until comparatively recently,” he writes, “the con-
ception of Fielding which prevailed in the popular imagination
was that of a man of brilliant genius, endowed with what is
called .‘a good heart’ and many amiable qualities, but dis-
sipated and irresponsible, guilty of regrettable follies, and not
wholly unstained even by graver vices.”” And he has done his
best to persuade his readers that Fielding has been grossly
maligned.

But this conception, which Dr. Dudden tries to refute, is that
which prevailed in Fielding’s lifetime. It was held by persons
who knew him well. It is true that he was violently attacked in
his own day by his political and literary enemies, and it is very
likely that the charges that were brought against him were
exaggerated; but if charges are to be damaging they must be
plausible. For example: the late Sir Stafford Cripps had many
bitter enemies who were only too anxious to throw mud at
him; they said that he was a turncoat and a traitor to his class;
but it would never have occurred to them to say that he was a
lecher and a drunkard, since he was well-known to be a man of
high moral character and fiercely abstemious. It would only
have made them absurd. In the same way, the legends that
gather round a famous man may not be true, but they could
not be believed unless they are specious. Arthur Murphy relates
that on one occasion Fielding, in order to pay the tax-collector,
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got his publisher to give him an advance and, while taking the
money home, met a friend who was in even worse case than
himself; so he gave him the money and, when the tax-collector
called, sent him the message: “Friendship has called for the
money and had it; let the collector call again.” Dr. Dudden
shows that there can be no truth in the anecdote; but if it was
invented, it is because it was credible. Fielding was accused of
being a spendthrift; he probably was; it went with his insouci-
ance, his high spirits, his friendliness, conviviality and indiffer-
ence to money. He was thus often in debt and probably on
occasion haunted by ‘“‘duns and bumbailiffs”; there is little
doubt that when he was at his wits’ end for money he applied
to his friends for help and they gave it. So did the noble-
minded Edmund Burke. As a playwright, Fielding had lived
for years in theatrical circles, and the theatre has in no country,
either in the past or the present, been regarded as a favourable
place to teach the young a rigid continence. Anne Oldfield,
by whose influence Fielding had his first play produced, was
buried in Westminster Abbey; but since she had been kept by
two gentlemen, and had had two illegitimate children, per-
mission to honour her with a monument was refused. It would
be strange if she did not grant her favours to the handsome
youth that Fielding then was; and, since he was pretty well
penniless, it would not be surprising if she had helped him with
some of the funds she received from her protectors. It may be
that his poverty, but not his will, consented. Ifin his youth he
was much given to wenching, he was no different from most
young men in his day (and ours) who had his opportunities
and advantages. And, doubtless, he spent “many a night
drinking deep in taverns”. Whatever philosophers may aver,
common sense is pretty well agreed that there is a different
morality for youth and age, and a different one according to
the station in life. It would be reprehensible for a doctor of
divinity to engage in promiscuous fornication, but natural for
a young man to do so; and it would be unpardonable for the
master of a college to get drunk, but to be expected on occasion,
and not really disapproved, in an undergraduate.

Fielding’s enemies accused him of being a political hireling.
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He was. He was quite ready to put his great gifts at the service
of Sir Robert Walpole and, when he found they were not wanted,
he was equally ready to put them at the service of his enemies.
That demanded no particular sacrifice of principle, since at
that time the only real difference between the Government and
the Opposition was that the Government enjoyed the emolu-
ments of office and the Opposition did not. Corruption was
universal, and great lords were as willing to change sides when
it was to their advantage as was Fielding when it was a question
of bread and butter. It should be said to his credit that when
Walpole discovered he was dangerous, and offered to give
him his own terms if he would desert the Opposition, he
refused. It was also intelligent of him, for not so long after-
wards Walpole fell! Fielding had a number of friends in the
higher ranks of society, and friends eminent in the arts, but
from his writings it seems certain that he enjoyed the company
of the low and disreputable. He was severely censured for this,
but it seems to me that he could not have described with such
wonderful vivacity scenes of what is called low life unless he had
himself taken part in them, and enjoyed it. Common opinion
in his own day decided that Fielding was licentious and
profligate. The evidence that he was is too great to be ignored.
If he had been the respectable, chaste, abstemious creature that
the Master of Pembroke would have us believe, it is surely very
unlikely that he would have written Tom jfones. I think what
has misled Dr. Dudden, in his perhaps meritorious attempt to
whitewash Fielding, is that it has not occurred to him that con-
tradictory, and even mutually exclusive, qualities may exist in
the same man and somehow or other form a tolerably plausible
harmony. That is natural enough in one who has led a
sheltered, academic life. Because Fielding was generous, good-
hearted, upright, kindly, affectionate and honest, it has seemed
to the Master impossible that he should have been at the same
time a spendthrift who would cadge a dinner and a guinea
from his rich friends, who would haunt taverns and drink to
the ruin of his health, and who would engage in sexual congress
whenever he had the chance. Dr. Dudden states that, as long
as his first wife lived, Fielding was absolutely faithful to her.
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How does he know? Certainly Fielding loved her, he loved her
passionately, but he would not have been the first loving
husband who, when the circumstances were propitious, had a
flutter on the side; and it is very probable that after such an
occurrence, like his own Captain Booth in similar circumstances,
he bitterly regretted it; but that did not prevent him from
transgressing again when the opportunity offered.

In one of her letters Lady Mary Wortley-Montagu wrote: “I
am sorry for H. Fielding’s death, not only as I shall read no
more of his writings, but I believe he lost more than others, as
no man enjoyed life more than he did, though few had less
reason to do so, the highest of his preferment being raking in
the lowest sinks of vice and misery. I should think it a nobler
and less nauseous employment to be one of the staff officers that
conduct the nocturnal weddings. His happy constitution (even
when he had, with great pains, half demolished it) made him
forget everything when he was before a venison pasty, or over
a flask of champagne; and I am persuaded he has known more
happy moments than any prince upon earth.”

(3)

There are people who cannot read Tom Jones. 1 am not
thinking of those who never read anything but the newspapers
and the illustrated weceklies, or of those who never read any-
thing but detective stories; I am thinking of those who would
not demur if you classed them as members of the intelligentsia,
of those who read and re-read Pride and Prejudice with delight,
Middlemarch with self-complacency, and The Golden Bow! with
reverence. The chances are that it has never even occurred to
them to read Tom Jfones; but, sometimes, they have tried and not
been able to get on with it. It bores them. Now it is no good
saying that they ought to like it. There is no ‘ought’ about the
matter. You read a novel for its entertainment, and, I repeat,
if it does not give you that, it has nothing to give you at all.
No one has the right to blame you because you don’t find it
interesting, any more than anyone has the right to blame you
because you don’t like oysters. I cannot but ask myself, how-

B*
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ever, what it is that puts readers off a book which Gibbon
described as an exquisite picture of human manners, which
Walter Scott praised as truth and human nature itsclf, which
Dickens admired and profited by, and of which Thackeray
wrote: ‘“The novel of Tom Jones is indeed exquisite; as a work
of construction quite a wonder; the by-play of wisdom, the
power of observation, the multiplied felicitous turns and
thoughts, the varied character of the great comic epic, keep the
reader in a perpetual admiration and curiosity.” Is it that they
cannot interest themselves in the way of life, the manners and
customs, of persons who lived two hundred years ago? Is it the
style? It is easy and natural. It has been said—I forget by
whom, Fielding’s friend, Lord Chesterficld, perhaps—that a
good style should resemble the conversation of a cultivated man.
That is precisely what Ficlding’s style does. He is talking to
the reader and telling him the story of Tom Jones as he might
tell it over the dinner-table with a bottle of wine to a number
of friends. He does not mince his words. The beautiful and
virtuous Sophia was apparently quite used to hearing such
words as “whore”’, “bastard’, “strumpet”, and that which, for
a reason hard to guess, Fielding writes “b..ch’’. In fact, there
were moments when her father, Squire Western, applied them
very freely to herself.

The conversational method of writing a novel, the method in
which the author takes you into his confidence, telling you
what he feels about the creatures of his invention and the
situations in which he had placed them, has its dangers. The
author is always at your elbow, and so hinders your immediate
communication with the persons of his story. He is apt to
irritate you sometimes by moralizing and once he starts to
digress, is apt to be tedious. You do not want to hear what he
has to say on some moral or social point; you want him to get
on with his story. Fielding’s digressions are nearly always
sensible or amusing; they are brief, and he has the grace to
apologize for them. His good nature shines through them.
When Thackeray unwisely imitated him in this, he was
priggish, sanctimonious and, you cannot but suspect, insincere.

Fielding prefaced each of the books into which Tom jJones is
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divided with an essay. Some critics have greatly admired them,
and have looked upon them as adding to the excellence of the
novel. I can only suppose that is because they were not
interested in it as a novel. An essayist takes a subject and dis-
cusses it. If his subject is new to you, he may tell you some-
thing that you didn’t know before, but new subjects are hard
to find and, in general, he expects to interest you by his own
attitude and the characteristic way in which he regards things.
That is to say, he expects to interest you in himself. But that is
not what you want to do when you read a novel. You don’t
care about the author; he is there to tell you a story and intro-
duce you to a group of characters. The reader of a novel
should want to know what happens next to the persons in whom
the author has interested him and, if he doesn’t, there is no
reason for him to read the novel at all. For the novel, I can
never repeat too often, is not to be looked upon as a medium
of instruction or edification, but as a source of intelligent
diversion. It appears that Fielding wrote the essays with which
he introduced the successive books of Tom Jones after he had
finished the novel. They have hardly anything to do with the
books they introduce; they gave him, he admits, a lot of trouble,
and one wonders why he wrote them at all. He cannot have
been unaware that many readers would look upon his novel
as low, none too moral, and possibly even bawdy; and it may
be that by them he thought to give it a certain elevation. These
essays are sensible, and sometimes uncommonly shrewd; and
when you know the novel well, you can read them with a
certain amount of pleasure; but anyone who is reading Tom
Jones for the first time is well advised to skip them. The plot
of Tom Fones has been much admired. Ilcarn from Dr. Dudden
that Coleridge exclaimed: “What a master of composition
Fielding was!” Scott and Thackeray were equally enthusiastic.
Dr. Dudden quotes the latter as follows: “Moral or immoral,
let any man examine this romance as a work of art merely, and
it must strike him as the most astonishing production of human
ingenuity. There is not an incident ever so trifling but advances
the story, grows out of former incidents, and is connected with
the whole. Such a literary providence, if we may use such a word,
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is not to be seen in any other work of fiction. You might cut out
half of Don Quixote, or add, transpose, or alter any given
romanoce of Walter Scott, and neither would suffer. Roderick
Random and heroes of that sort run through a series of adven-
tures, at the end of which the fiddles are brought, and there is
a marriage. But the history of Tom Jones connects the very
first page with the very last, and it is marvellous to think
how the author could have built and carried all the structure
in his brain, as he must have done, before he put it on
paper.”

There is some exaggeration here, Tom fones is fashioned on
the model of the Spanish picaresque novels and of Gil Blas,
and the simple structure depends on the nature of the genre: the
hero for one reason or another leaves his home, has a variety of
adventures on his travels, mixes with all sorts and conditions of
men, has his ups and downs of fortune, and in the end achieves
prosperity and marries a charming wife. Fielding, following
his models, interrupted his narrative with stories that had
nothing to do with it. This was an unhappy device that authors
adopted not only, I think, for the reason I give in my first
chapter, because they had to furnish a certain amount of matter
to the bookseller and a story or two served to fill up; but partly,
also, because they feared that a long string of adventures would
prove tedious, and felt it would give the reader a fillipif they
provided him here and there with a tale; and partly because if
they were minded to write a short story, there was no other way
to put it before the public. The critics chid, but the practice
died hard, and, as we know, Dickens resorted to it in The
Pickwick Papers. The reader of Tom Jones can without loss skip
the story of “The Man of the Hill’ and Mrs. Fitzherbert’s narra-
tive. Nor is Thackeray quite accurate in saying that there is not
an incident that does not advance the story and grow out of
former incidents. Tom Jones’s encounter with the gipsies leads
to nothing; and the introduction of Mrs. Hunt, and her proposal
of marriage to Tom, is very unnecessary. The incident of the
hundred-pound bill has no use and is, besides, grossly, fantastic-
ally improbable. Thackeray marvelled that Fielding could have
carried all the structure in his brain before he began to put it
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on paper. I don’t believe that he did anything of the sort, any
more than Thackeray did before he began to write Vanity Fair.
I think it much more probable that, with the main lines of his
novel in his mind, Fielding invented the incidents as he went
along. For the most part they are happily devised. Fielding
was as little concerned with probability as the picaresque
novelists who wrote before him, and the most unlikely events
occur, the most outrageous coincidences bring people together;
yet he bustles you along with such gusto that you have hardly
time, and in any case little inclination, to protest. The
characters are painted in primary colours with a slap-dash
bravura, and if they somewhat lack subtlety, they make up for
it by animation. They are sharply individualized, and if they
are drawn with some exaggeration, that was the fashion of the
day, and perhaps their exaggeration is no greater than comedy
allows. I am afraid Mr. Allworthy is a little too good to be
true, but here Fielding failed, as every novelist since has failed
who has attempted to depict a perfectly virtuous man. Experi-
ence seems to show that it is impossible not to make him a trifle
stupid. One is impatient with a character who is so good that
he lets himself be imposed upon by all and sundry. Mr. All-
worthy is said to have been a portrait of Ralph Allen of Prior
Park. If this is so, and the portrait is accurate, it only shows
that a character taken straight from life is never quite con-
vincing in a piece of fiction.

Blifil, on the other hand, has been thought too bad to be true.
Fielding hated deceit and hypocrisy, and his detestation of
Blifil was such that it may be he laid on his colours with too
heavy a hand; but Blifil, a mean, sneaking, self-seeking, cold-
blooded fish, is not an uncommon type. The fear of being
found out is the only thing that keeps him from being an utter
scoundrel. But I think we should have believed more in Blifil
if he had not been so transparent. He is repellent. He is not
alive, as Uriah Heep is alive, and I have asked myself whether
Fielding did not deliberately under-write him from an instinc-
tive feeling that if he gave him a more active and prominent
role, he would make him so powerful and sinister a figure as to
'overshadow his hero.
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On its appearance, Tom Jones was an immediate success with
the public, but the critics were on the whole severe. Some of the
objections were rather touchingly absurd: Lady Luxborough,
for instance, complained that the characters were too like the
persons ‘“‘one meets with in the world”. It was on its supposed
immorality, however, that the novel was generally condemned.
Hannah More in her memoirs relates that she never saw Dr.
Johnson angry with her but once, and that was when she
alluded to some witty passage in Tom Jones. “‘I am shocked to
hear you quote from so vicious a book,” he said. “I am sorry
to hear you have read it: a confession which no modest lady
should ever make. I scarcely know a more corrupt work.”
Now, I should say that a modest lady would do very well to
read the book before marriage. It will tell her pretty well all
she needs to know about the facts of life, and a lot about men
which cannot fail to be useful to her before entering upon that
difficult state. But no one has ever looked upon Dr. Johnson
as devoid of prejudice. He would allow no literary merit to
Fielding, and once described him as a blockhead. When
Boswell demurred, he said: “What I mean by his being a
blockhead is that he was a barren rascal.” “Will you not allow,
Sir, that he draws very natural pictures of human life?”
answered Boswell. ‘““Why, Sir, it is of very low life. Richardson
used to say that had he not known who Fielding was he should
have believed that he was an ostler.”” We are used to low life
in fiction now, and there is nothing in Tom Jones that the
novelists of our own day have not made us familiar with. Dr.
Johnson might have remembered that in Sophia Western
Fielding drew a charming and tender portrait of as delightful
a young woman as cver enchanted a reader of fiction. She is
simple but not silly, virtuous but no prude; she has character,
determination and courage; she has a loving heart, and she is
beautiful. Lady Mary Wortley-Montagu, who very properly
thought that Tom jJones was Fielding’s masterpiece, regretted
that he did not perceive that he had made his hero a scoundrel.
[ suppose that she referred to the incident that has been looked
upon as the most reprehensible in the career of Mr. Jones.
Lady Bellaston took a fancy to him, and found him not unpre-
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pared to gratify her desires, for he regarded it as a part of good
breeding to behave with ‘“‘gallantry” with a woman who
showed an inclination for sexual commerce; he hadn’t a penny
in his pocket, not even a shilling in his pocket to pay for a chair
to convey him to her abode, and Lady Bellaston was rich. With
a generosity unusual with women, who are apt to be lavish
with the money of others but careful with their own, she hand-
somely relieved his necessities. Well, it is doubtless not a pretty
thing for a man to accept moncy from a woman; it is also an
unprofitable one, because rich ladies in these circumstances
demand much more than their money’s worth; but morally it
is no more shocking than for a woman to accept money from a
man, and it is only foolishness on the part of common opinion
to regard it as such. Our own day has found it necessary to
invent a term, gigolo, to describe the male who turns his
personal attractiveness into a source of profit; so Tom’s lack of
delicacy, however reprehensible, can hardly be regarded as
unique. I have no doubt that the gigolo flourished as hardily
under the reign of George the Second as he did under that of
George the Fifth. It was characteristic, and to Tom Jones’s
credit, that on the very day on which Lady Bellaston had given
him fifty pounds for passing the night with her, he was so
moved by a hard-luck story which his landlady told him about
some rclations of hers that he handed her his purse and told
her to take what she thought needful to relieve their distress.
Tom Jones was honestly, sincerely and deeply in love with the
charming Sophia, and yet felt no qualms about indulging in
the pleasures of the flesh with any woman who was attractive
and facile. He loved Sophia none the less for these episodes.
Fielding was much too sensible to make his hero more continent
than the normal man. He knew we should all be more virtuous
if we werc as prudent at night as we are in the morning. Nor
was Sophia unreasonably vexed when she heard of these adven-
tures. That in this particular she showed common sense
unusual to her sex is surely one of the most engaging of her
traits. It was well said by Austin Dobson, though with no
elegance of style, that Fielding ‘““made no pretence to produce
models of perfection, but pictures of ordinary humanity, rather
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perhaps in the rough than in the polished, the natural than the
artificial, his desire is to do this with absolute truthfulness,
neither extenuating nor disguising defects and shortcomings.”
That is what the realist strives to do and, throughout history,
he has always been more or less violently attacked for it. For
this the two main reasons, so far as I know, are as follows: there
is a vast number of people, especially among the elderly, the
well-to-do, the privileged, who take up the attitude: “Of course
we know that there is a lot of crime and immorality in the
world, poverty and unhappiness, but we don’t want to read
about it. Why should we make ourselves uncomfortable? It is
not as though we could do anything about it. After all, there
always have been rich and poor in the world.” Another sort of
people have other reasons for condemning the realist. They
admit that there are vice and wickedness in the world, cruelty
and oppression; but, they ask, is this proper matter for fiction?
Is it well that the young should read about things which their
elders know, but deplore, and may they not be corrupted by
reading stories which are suggestive if not actually obscene?
Surely fiction is better employed in showing how much beauty,
kindness, self-sacrifice, generosity and heroism there is in the
world. The answer the realist makes is that he is interested in
telling the truth, as he sees it, about the world he has come in
contact with. He does not believe in the unalloyed goodness of
human beings; he thinks them a mixture of good and bad; and
he is tolerant to idiosyncrasies of human nature which con-
ventional morality reprobates, but which he accepts as human,
natural, and therefore to be palliated. He hopes that he depicts
the good in his characters as faithfully as the bad in them, and
it is not his fault if his readers are more interested in their vices
than in their virtues. That is a curious trait in the human
animal for which he cannot be held responsible. If, however,
he is honest with himself, he will admit that vice can be painted
in colours that glow, whereas virtue seems to bear a hue that is
somewhat dun. If you asked him how he could defend himself
against the charge of corrupting the young, he would answer
that it is very well for the young to learn what sort of a world
it is that they will have to cope with. The result may be
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disastrous if they expect too much. If the realist can teach them
to expect little from others; to realize from the beginning that
each one’s main interest is in himself; if he can teach them that,
in some way or other, they will have to pay for everything they
get, be it place, fortune, honour, love, reputation; and that a
great part of wisdom is not to pay for anything more than it is
worth, he will have done more than all the pedagogues and
preachers to enable them to make the best of this difficult
business of living. He will add, however, that he is not a
pedagogue or a preacher, but, he hopes, an artist.



CHAPTER THREE

Jane Austen and Pride and Prejudice

(1)

THE events of Jane Austen’s life can be told very briefly. The
Austens were an old family whose fortunes, like those of many
of the greatest families in England, had been founded on the
wool trade, which was at one time the country’s staple industry;
and having made money, again like others of greater import-
ance, they had bought land and so, in course of time, joined the
ranks of the landed gentry. But the branch of the family to
which Jane Austen belonged seems to have inherited very little
of such wealth as its other members possessed. It had come
down in the world. Jane’s father, George Austen, was the son
of William Austen, a surgeon of Tonbridge, a profession which
at the beginning of the eighteenth century was regarded no
more highly than the attorney’s; and, as we know from
Persuasion, even in Jane Austen’s day an attorney was a person
of no social consequence. It shocks Lady Russell, “the widow
only of a knight”, that Miss Elliot, the daughter of a baronet,
should have social relations with Mrs. Clay, daughter of an
attorney, “who ought to have been nothing to her but the
object of distant civility.” William Austen, the surgeon, died
early, and his brother, Francis Austen, sent the orphaned boy
to Tonbridge School and afterwards to St. John’s College,
Oxford. These facts I learn from Dr. R. W. Chapman’s Clark
Lectures, which he has published under the title Fane Austen
Facts and Problems. For all that follows I am indebted to this
admirable book.

George Austen became a Fellow of his college and, on taking
orders, was presented with the living of Steventon, in Hamp-
shire, by a kinsman, Thomas Knight of Godmersham. Two
years later, George Austen’s uncle bought him the near-by
living of Deane. Since we are told nothing of this generous

44
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man, we may surmise that, like Mr. Gardner in Pride and
Prejudice, he was in trade.

The Rev. George Austen married Cassandra Leigh, the
daughter of Thomas Leigh, a Fellow of All Souls and in-
cumbent of the living of Harpsden near Henley. She was what
was known in my youth as well-connected; that is to say, like
the Hares of Hurstmonceux, she was distantly related to
members of the landed gentry and the aristocracy. It was a
step up for the surgeon’s son. Eight children were born of the
marriage: two daughters, Cassandra and Jane, and six sons.
To add to his income, the rector of Steventon took pupils, and
his sons were educated at home. Two went to St. John’s
College, Oxford, because through their mother they were
Founder’s Kin; of one, George by name, nothing is known, and
Dr. Chapman suggests that he was deaf and dumb; two others
entered the Navy and had careers of distinction: the lucky one
was Edward, who was adopted by Thomas Knight and in-
herited his estates in Kent and Hampshire.

Jane, Mrs. Austen’s younger daughter, was born in 1775.
When she was twenty-six, her father resigned his living in
favour of his eldest son, who had taken orders, and moved to
Bath. He died in 1805, and some months later his widow and
daughters scttled in Southampton. It was while there that,
after paying a call with her mother, Jane wrote to her sister
Cassandra: “We found only Mrs. Lancc at home, and whether
she boasts any offspring besides a grand pianoforte did not
appear . . . They live in a handsome style and are rich, and
she seems to like to be rich; we gave her to understand that we
were far from being so; she will soon feel that we are not worth
her acquaintance.” Mrs. Austen was indeed left badly off, but
her sons added enough to her income to enable her to live in
tolerable comfort. Edward, after making the Grand Tour,
married Elizabeth, daughter of Sir Brook Bridges, Bart., of
Goodnestone; and three years after Thomas Knight’s death
in 1794, his widow made over to him Godmersham and
Chawton and retired to Canterbury with an annuity. A good
many years later, Edward offered his mother a house on either
of his estates; she chose Chawton; and there, with occasional
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visits, sometimes lasting for many weeks, to friends and rela-
tions, Jane lived till illness obliged her to go to Winchester in
order to put herself in the hands of better doctors than could be
found in the country. At Winchester in 1817 she died. She
was buried in the Cathedral.

(2)

Jane Austen is said to have been in person very attractive:
“Her figure was rather tall and slender, her step light and firm,
and her whole appearance expressive of health and animation.
In complexion she was a clear brunette with a rich colour; she
had full round cheeks with mouth and nose small and well-
formed, bright hazel eyes, and brown hair forming natural
curls close round her face.” The only portrait of her I have
seen shows a fat-faced young woman with undistinguished
few.tures, large round eyes and an obtrusive bust; but it may be
‘that the artist did her less than justice.

. Jane was greatly attached to her sister. As girls and women
they were very much together and, indeed, shared the same
bedroom till Jane’s death. When Cassandra was sent to school,
Jane went with her because, though too young to profit by such
instruction as the seminary for young ladies provided, she
would have been wretched without her. “If Cassandra were
going to have her head cut off,” said her mother, “Jane would
insist on sharing her fate.” ‘“Cassandra was handsomer than
Jane, of a colder and calmer disposition, less demonstrative and
of a less sunny nature; but she had the merit of always having
her temper under command, but Jane had the happiness of a
temper that never required to be commanded.” Most of Jane’s
letters that have remained were written to Cassandra when one
or other of the sisters was staying away. Many of her warmest
admirers have found them paltry, and have thought they
showed that she was cold and unfeeling and that her interests
were trivial. I am surprised. They are very natural. Jane
Austen never imagined that anyone but Cassandra would read
them, and she told her just the sort of things that she knew
would interest her. She told her what peeple were wearing,
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and how much she had paid for the flowered muslin she had
bought, what acquaintances she had made, what old friends
she had met and what gossip she had heard.

Of late years, several collections of letters by eminent authors
have been published, and for my part, when I read them, I am
now and then disposed to suspect that the writers had at the
back of their minds the notion that one day they might find
their way into print. And when I learn that they had kept
copies of their letters, the suspicion is changed into certainty.
When André Gide wished to publish his correspondence with
Claudel, and Claudel, who perhaps didn’t wish it to be pub-
lished, told him that Gide’s letters had been destroyed, Gide
answered that it was no matter as he had kept copies of them.
André Gide has told us himself that when he discovered that
his wife had burned his love letters to her, he cried for a week,
since he had looked upon them as the summit of his literary
achievement and his chief claim on the attention of posterity.
Whenever Dickens went on a journey, he wrote long letters to
his friends in which he described eloquently the sights he had
seen; and which, as John Forster, his first biographer, justly
observes, might well have been printed without the alteration
of a single word. People were more patient in those days; still,
one would have thought it a disappointment to receive a letter
from your friend, who gave you word pictures of mountains and
monuments when you would have been glad to know whether
he had run across anyone of interest, what parties he had been
to and whether he had been able to get you the books, neck-
cloths or handkerchiefs you had asked him to bring home.

In one of her letters to Cassandra, Jane said: “I have now
attained the true art of letter-writing, which we are always told
is to express on paper exactly what one would say to the same
person by word of mouth. I have been talking to you almost
as fast as I could the whole of this letter.” Of course she was
quite right; that is the art of letter-writing. She attained it
with consummate ease, and since she says that her conversa-
tion was exactly like her letters, and her letters are full of witty,
ironical and malicious remarks, we may be pretty sure that her
conversation was delightful. She hardly ever wrote a letter
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that had not a smile or a laugh in it, and for the delectation of
the reader I will give some examples of her manner:

“Single women have a dreadful propensity for being poor,
which is one very strong argument in favour of matrimony.”

“Only think of Mrs. Holder being dead! Poor woman, she
has done the only thing in the world she could possibly do to
make one cease to abuse her.”

“Mrs. Hale, of Sherborne, was brought to bed yesterday of
a dead child, some weeks before she expected, owing to a fright.
I suppose she happened unawares to look at her husband.”

“The death of Mrs. W. K. we had seen. I had no idea that
anybody liked her, and therefore felt nothing for any survivor,
but I am now feeling away on her husband’s account and think
he had better marry Miss Sharpe.”

“I respect Mrs. Chamberlayne for doing her hair well, but
cannot feel a more tender sentiment. Miss Langley is like any
other short girl with a broad nose and wide mouth, fashionable
dress and exposed bosom. Admiral Stanhope is a gentleman-
like man, but then his legs are too short and his tail too
long.”

“Eliza has seen Lord Craven at Barton, and probably by this
time at Kentbury, where he was expected for one day this week.
She found his manners very pleasing indeed. The little flaw of
having a mistress now living with him at Ashdown Park seems
to be the only unpleasing circumstance about him.”

“Mr. W. is about five or six and twenty, not ill-looking and
not agreeable. He is certainly no addition. A sort of cool,
gentlemanlike manner, but very silent. They say his name is
Henry, a proof how unequally the gifts of fortune are bestowed.
I have seen many a John and Thomas much more agreeable.”

“Mrs. Richard Harvey is going to be married, but as it is a
great secret, and only known to half the neighbourhood, you
must not mention it.”

“Dr. Hale is in such very deep mourning that either his
mother, his wife or himself must be dead.”

Miss Austen was fond of dancing and she gave Cassandra an
account of the balls she went to:

“There were only twelve dances, of which I danced nine,
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and was merely prevented from dancing the rest by want of a
partner.”

“There was one gentleman, an officer of the Cheshire, a very
good-looking young man, who, I was told, wanted very much
to be introduced to me; but as he did not want it quite enough
to take much trouble in effecting it, we never could bring it
about.”

“There were few beauties, and such as there were, were not
very handsome. Miss Iremonger did not look well and Mrs.
Blunt was the only one much admired. She appeared exactly
as she did in September, with the same broad face, diamond
bandeau, white shoes, pink husband and fat neck.”

“Charles Powlett gave a dance on Thursday to the great
disturbance of all his neighbours, of course, who you know take
a most lively interest in the state of his finances, and live in
hopes of his being soon ruined. His wife is discovered to be
everything that the neighbourhood would wish her to be, silly
and cross as well as extravagant.”

A relation of the Austens seems to have given occasion to
gossip owing to the behaviour of a certain Dr. Mant, behaviour
such that his wife retired to her mother’s, whereupon Jane
wrote: “But as Dr. M. is a clergyman their attachment, how-
ever immoral, has a decorous air.”

Miss Austen had a sharp tongue and a prodigious sense of
humour. She liked to laugh, and she liked to make others laugh.
It is asking too much of the humorist to expect him—or her—
to keep a good thing to himself when he thinks of it. And,
heaven knows, it is hard to be funny without being sometimes
a little malicious. There is not much kick in the milk of human
kindness. Jane had a keen appreciation of the absurdity of
others, their pretensions, their affectations and their insin-
cerities; and it is to her credit that they amused rather than
annoyed her. She was too amiable to say things to people that
would pain them, but she certainly saw no harm in amusing
herself at their expense with Cassandra. I see no ill-nature even
in the most biting of her remarks; her humour was based, as
humour should be, on observation and mother-wit. But when
there was occasion for it, Miss Austen could be serious. Though
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Edward Austen inherited from Thomas Knight estates in Kent
and in Hampshire, he lived for the most part at Godmersham
Park, near Canterbury, and here Cassandra and Jane came in
turn to stay, sometimes for as long as three months. His eldest
daughter, Fanny, was Jane’s favourite niece. She eventually
married Sir Edward Knatchbull, whose son was raised to the
peerage and assumed the title of Lord Brabourne. It was he
who first published Jane Austen’s letters. There are two which
she wrote to Fanny, when that young person was considering
how to cope with the attentions of a young man who wanted
to marry her. They are admirable both for their cool sense and
their tenderness.

It was a shock to Jane Austen’s many admirers when, a few
years ago, Mr. Peter Quennell published in The Cornhill a letter
which Fanny, by this time Lady Knatchbull, many years later
wrote to her younger sister, Mrs. Rice, in which she spoke of her
famous aunt. It is so surprising, but so characteristic of the
period, that, having received permission from the late Lord
Brabourne to do so, I here reprint it. The italics mark the
words the writer underlined. Since Edward Austen in 1812
changed his name to Knight, it may be worth while to point
out that the Mrs. Knight Lady Knatchbull refers to is the
widow of Thomas Knight. From the way the letter begins, it
is evident that Mrs. Rice was uneasy about some things she had
heard that reflected on her Aunt Jane’s gentility, and had
written to enquire whether they were by any frightful chance
true. Lady Knatchbull replied as follows:

“Yes my love it is very true that Aunt Jane from various
circumstances was not so refined as she ought to have been
from her talent, and if she had lived fifty years later she
would have been in many respects more suitable to our more
refined tastes. They were not rich & the people around
with whom they chiefly mixed, were not at all high bred, or
in short anything more than mediocre & they of course tho’
‘uperior in mental powers & cultivation were on the same level

far as refinement goes—but I think in later life their inter-

se with Mrs. Knight (who was very fond & kind to them)
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improved them both & Aunt Jane was too clever not to put
aside all possible signs of ‘common-ness’ (if such an expression
is allowable) & teach herself to be more refined at least in
intercourse with people in general. Both the aunts (Cassandra
and Jane) were brought up in the most complete ignorance
of the World & its ways (I mean as to fashion etc.) & if
it had not been for Papa’s marriage which brought them into
Kent, & the kindness of Mrs. Knight, who used often to have
one or other of the sisters staying with her, they would have
been, tho’ not less clever and agreeable in themselves, very
much below par as to good society and its ways. If you hate
all this I beg yr’ pardon, but I felt it at my pen’s end & it
chose to come along & speak the truth. It is now nearly
dressing time . . .
“,..I am ever beloved Sister yours most affec.
“F.C.K.”

This letter has excited the indignation of Jane’s devotees, and
they have claimed that Lady Knatchbull was senile when she
wrote it. There is nothing in the letter to suggest that; nor,
surely, would Mrs. Rice have written to make the enquiry had
she thought her sister in no condition to answer it. It has
seemed to the devotees dreadfully ungrateful that Fanny, whom
Jane doted on, should have expressed herself in such terms.
There they show themselves ingenuous. It is regrettable, but
it is a fact, that children do not look upon their parents, or their
relations belonging to another generation, with the same degree
of affection as their parents, or relations, look upon them.
Parents and relations are very unwise to expect it. Jane, as we
know, never married, and she gave Fanny something of the
mother-love she would, had she married, have bestowed on her
own children. She was fond of children, and was a favourite
with them; they liked her playful ways and the long circum-
stantial stories she told them. She and Fanny became fast
friends. Fanny could talk to her in a way that perhaps she
couldn’t with her father, occupied with the pursuits of the
country squire that he had become, or with her mother, who
was continuously giving birth to offspring. But children hav
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sharp cyes, and are apt to judge cruelly. When Edward Austen
inherited Godmersham and Chawton, he rose in the world,
and his marriage allied him with the best families of the County.
We know nothing of what Jane and Cassandra thought of his
wife. Dr. Chapman tolerantly suggests that it was her loss
which made Edward feel “that he ought to do more for his
mother and sisters, and induced him to offer them a cottage on
one or other of his estates”’. He had been in possession of them
for twelve years. It seems to me more likely that his wife
thought they did enough for the members of his family if they
were asked at intervals to pay them visits, and did not welcome
the notion of having them permanently settled on her door-
step; and it was her death that freed him to do what he liked
with his own property. If this were so, it cannot have escaped
Jane’s sharp eyes, and may well have suggested those passages
in Sense and Sensibility in which she describes John Dashwood’s
treatment of his stepmother and her daughters. Jane and
Cassandra were poor relations. If they were asked to spend
long periods with their rich brother and his wife, with Mrs.
Knight at Canterbury, with Lady Bridges, Elizabeth Knight’s
mother, at Goodnestone, it was a kindness of which their hosts
were not improbably conscious. Few of us are so well con-
stituted that we can do others a good turn without taking some
credit to ourselves. When Jane went to stay with the elder Mrs.
Knight, she always gave her a ‘tip’ at the end of her visit, which
Jane accepted with alacrity, and in one of her letters to
Cassandra she tells her that her brother Edward had given
Fanny and her a present of five pounds. Quite a nice little
present to give to a young daughter, kindly to give to a governess,
but only patronizing to give to a sister.

I am sure that Mrs. Knight, Lady Bridges, Edward and his
wife, were very kind to Jane, and liked her, as how could they
fail to, but it is not unrcasonable to suppose that they thought
the two sisters not quite up to the mark. They were provincial.
There was still in the eighteenth century a good deal of differ-
ence between the people who lived for at least part of the year
in London and those who never left the country. The differ-

nce provided the writers of comedy with their most fruitful
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material. Bingley’s sisters in Pride and Prejudice despised the
Misses Bennet for their want of style, and Elizabeth Bennet
on the other hand had little patience for what she considered
their affectations. The Misses Bennet were a step higher in the
social scale than the Misses Austen, because Mr. Bennet was a
landed proprietor, though not a rich one, whereas the Rev.
George Austen was a poor country parson.

It would not be strange if, with her upbringing, Jane was a
trifle wanting in the elegances valued by the ladies of Kent; and
if that were so, and it had escaped the sharp cyes of Fanny, we
may be sure that her mother would have remarked on it. Jane
was frank and outspoken, and I daresay often indulged in a
blunt humour which those humourless females failed to
appreciate. We can imagine their embarrassment if she said
to them what she wrote to Cassandra, that she had a good eye
for an adultress. She was born in 1775. That is only twenty-
five years after the publication of Tom Fones, and there is no
reason to suppose that in the interval the manners of the
country had greatly changed. Jane’s may well have been such
as Lady Knatchbull, fifty years later, considered, “below par
as to good society and its ways.”” When Jane went to stay with
Mrs. Knight at Canterbury, it is probable, from what Lady
Knatchbull says, that the elder lady gave her hints on behaviour
which made her more “refined”. It may be on that account
that in her novels she lays so much stress on good breeding.
A novelist to-day, writing of the same class as she did, would
take that for granted. For my part, I can see nothing to blame
in Lady Knatchbull’s letter. Her pen’s end ‘“chose to come
along and speak the truth”. And what of it? It does not offend
me in the least to guess that Jane spoke with a Hampshire
accent, that her manners lacked a certain polish, and that her
home-made dresses were in bad taste. We know, indeed, from
Caroline Austen’s Memoir, that the family were agreed that the
sisters, notwithstanding their interest in clothes, did not dress
well; but whether dowdily or unsuitably is not stated. The
members of the family who have written about Jane Austen
have been at pains to give it greater social consequence than
in point of fact belonged to it. This was unnecessary. Th
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Austens were nice, honest, worthy people, belonging to the
fringe of the upper-middle class, and they were perhaps a little
more conscious of their position than if it had been more assured.
The sisters were at ease, as Lady Knatchbull observed, with the
people with whom they chiefly consorted, and they, according
to her, were not at all high-bred. When they were confronted
with persons of somewhat higher station, like Bingley’s sisters,
women of fashion, they were apt to protect themselves by being
critical. Of the Rev. George Austen we know nothing. His
wife seems to have been a good, rather silly woman, who was
constantly troubled with ailments which her daughters appear
to have treated with kindness not unmingled with irony. She
lived to hard upon ninety. The boys, till they went out into
the world, presumably indulged in such sport as the country
provided and, when they could borrow a horse, rode to hounds.

Austen Leigh was Jane’s first biographer. There is a passage
in his book from which, by the exercise of a little imagination,
we can get some idea of the sort of life she led during the long
quiet years she spent in Hampshire. “It may be asserted as a
general truth,” he writes, “that less was left to the charge and
discretion of servants, and more was done, or superintended by
the masters and mistresses. With regard to the mistresses, it is,
I believe, generally understood that . . . they took a personal
part in the higher branches of cookery, as well as in the con-
coction of home-made wines, and distilling of herbs for domestic
medicine . . . Ladies did not disdain to spin thread out of
which the household linen was woven. Some ladies liked to
wash with their own hands their choice china after breakfast
and tea.” From the letters one gathers that sometimes the
Austens were without a servant at all, and at others had to
make do with a slip of a girl who knew nothing. Cassandra did
the cooking, not because ladies “left less to the charge and
discretion of servants”, but because there was no servant to de
it. The Austens were neither poor nor rich. Mrs. Austen and
her daughters made most of their own clothes, and the girls
made their brothers’ shirts. They made their mead at home,
and Mrs. Austen cured the household hams. Pleasures were
‘mple and the great excitement was a ball given by one of the
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more affluent neighbours. There were in England, in that long-
past time, hundreds of families who lived such quiet, humdrum
and decent lives: is it not strange that one of them, without
rhyme or reason, should have produced a greatly gifted novelist?

(3)

Jane was very human. In her youth she loved dancing and
flirting and theatricals. She liked young men to be good-
looking. She took a healthy interest in gowns, bonnets and
scarves. She was a fine needlewoman, “both plain and orna-
mental,” and this must have stood her:in good stead when she
was making over an old gown and using part of a discarded
skirt to fashion a new cap. Her brother Henry in his Memoir
says: “Jane Austen was successful in everything that she
attempted with her fingers. None of us could throw spilikins
in so perfect a circle, or take them off with so steady a hand.
Her performances with cup and ball were marvellous. The one
used at Chawton was an easy one, and she has been known to
catch it on the point a hundred times in succession, till her
hand was weary. She sometimes found a resource in that
simple game, when unable, from weakness in her eyes, to read
or write long together.”

It is a charming picture.

No one could describe Jane Austen as a blue-stocking, a type
with which she had no sympathy, but it is plain that she was
far from being an uncultivated woman. She was, in fact, as
well instructed as any woman of her time and station. Dr.
Chapman, the great authority on her novels, has made a list
of the books she is known to have read. Itis an imposing one.
Of course she read novels, the novels of Fanny Burney, Miss
Edgeworth and those of Mrs. Radcliffe (of The Mysteries of
Udolpho); and she read novels translated from French and
German (among others, Goethe’s Sorrows of Werther); and
whatever novels she could get from the circulating library at
Bath or Southampton. But she was interested not only in
fiction. She knew her Shakespeare well and, among the
moderns, she read Scott and Byron, but her favourite poet
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seems to have been Cowper. It is natural that his cool, elegant
and sensible versc should have appealed to her. She read
Johnson and Boswell, and a good deal of history, besides
miscellaneous literature of various kinds. She was fond of
reading aloud, and is said to have had a pleasant voice.

She read sermons, and was particularly fond of Sherlock’s, a
divine born in the seventeenth century. That is not so sur-
prising as at first sight appears. In my early youth I lived in a
country vicarage, and in the study several shelves were closely
packed with handsomely-bound collections of sermons. If they
were published, it was presumably because they sold; and if
they sold, it was because people read them. Jane Austen was
pious without being devout. Of course she went to church on
Sundays, and partook of communion; and doubtless both at
Steventon and Godmersham family prayers were read morning
and evening. But, as Dr. Chapman says: “It was admittedly
not an age of religious ferment.”” Just as we take a bath every
day and wash our teeth morning and evening, and only feel at
ease if we have done so; so, I should think, Miss Austen, like
most others of her gencration, having with proper unction per-
formed her religious duties, put away the matters with which
religion is concerned, as one puts away an article of clothing
one does not for the moment want, and, for the rest of the day
and week, gave her whole mind with an untroubled conscience
to secular affairs. ““The evangelists were not yet.” A gentle-
man’s younger son was properly provided for by taking orders
and being given a family living. It was unnecessary that he
should have a vocation, but desirable that the house he was to
live in should be commodious and the income adequate. But,
taking orders, it was only right that he should perform the
duties of his profession. Jane Austen certainly believed that a
clergyman should “live among his parishioners and prove
himself by constant attention their well-wisher and friend”.
That is what her brother Henry had done; he was witty and
gay, the most brilliant of her brothers; he went into business
and for some years greatly prospered; eventually, however, he
went bankrupt. He then took orders, and was an exemplary
parish priest.
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Jane Austen shared the opinions common in her day and, so
far as one can tell from her books and letters, was satisfied with
the conditions that prevailed. She had no doubt that social
distinctions were of importance, and she found it natural that
there should be rich and poor. Young men, as was right and
proper, obtained advancement in the service of the King by
the influence of powerful friends. A woman’s business was to
marry, for love certainly, but in satisfactory conditions. This
was in the order of things, and there is no sign that Miss Austen
saw anything in it to object to. In one of her letters to Cassandra
she remarks: “Carlo and his wife live in the most private manner
imaginable at Portsmouth, without keeping a servant of any
kind. What a prodigious amount of virtue she must have to
marry under such circumstances.” The vulgar squalor in which
Fanny Price’s family lived, owing to her mother’s imprudent
marriage, was an object-lesson to show how careful a young
woman should be.

(4)

Jane Austen’s novels are pure cntertainment. If you happen
to believe that to entertain should be the novelist’s main
endeavour, you must put her in a class by herself. Greater
novels than hers have been written, War and Peace, for example,
and the Brothers Karamazov; but you must be fresh and alert to
read them with profit. No matter if you are tired and dispirited,
Jane Austen’s enchant.

At the time she wrote, it was thought far from lady-like for a
woman to do so. Monk Lewis observed: “I have an aversion, a
pity and contempt for all female scribblers. The needle, not
the pen, is the instrument they should handle, and the only
one they ever use dexterously.” The novel was a form held in
scant esteem, and Miss Austen was herself not a little perturbed
that Sir Walter Scott, a poct, should write fiction. She was
“careful that her occupation should not be suspected by
servants, or visitors, or any person beyond her family party.
She wrote upon small sheets of paper which could easily be put
away, or covered with a piece of blotting paper. There was
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between the front door and the offices, a swing door which
creaked when it was opened; but she objected to having this
little inconvenience remedied, because it gave her notice when
anyone was coming.” Her eldest brother, James, never even
told his son, then a boy at school, that the books he read with
delight were by his Aunt Jane; and her brother Henry in his
Memoir states: “No accumulation of fame would have induced
her, had she lived, to affix her name to any productions of her
pen.” So her first book to be published, Sense and Sensibility, was
described on the title page as ‘“‘by a Lady”.

It was not the first she completed. That was a novel called
First Impressions. Her father wrote to a publisher offering for
publication, at the author’s expense or otherwise, a “manu-
script novel, comprising three volumes; about the length of
Miss Burney’s Evelina”. The offer was refused by return of post.
First Impressions was begun during the winter of 1796 and
finished in August 1797; it is generally supposed to have been
substantially the same book as sixteen years later was issued as
Pride and Prejudice. Then, in quick succession she wrote Sense
and Sensibility and Northanger Abbey, but had no better luck with
them, though after five years a Mr. Richard Crosby bought the
latter, then called Susan, for ten pounds. He never published it,
and eventually sold it back for what he had paid: since Miss
Austen’s novels were published anonymously, he had no notion
that the book with which he had parted for so small a sum was
by the successful and popular author of Pride and Prejudice. She
seems to have written little but a fragment, The Watsons,
between 1798, when she finished Northanger Abbey, and 180g.
It is a long time for a writer of such creative power to remain
silent, and it has been suggested that the cause was a love affair
that occupied her to the exclusion of other interests. We are
told that, when staying with her mother and sister at a seaside
resort in Devonshire, “she became acquainted with a gentle-
man, whose charm of person, mind and manners was such that
Cassandra thought him worthy to possess and likely to win her
sister’s love. When they parted he expressed his intention of
soon seeing them again; and Cassandra felt no doubt as to his
motives. But they never again met. Within a short time, they
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heard of his sudden death.” The acquaintance was short, and
the author of the Memoir adds that he is unable to say “whether
her feelings were of such a nature as to affect her happiness”.
I do not for my part think they were. I do not believe that
Miss Austen was capable of being very much in love. If she had
been, she would surely have attributed to her heroines a greater
warmth of emotion than in fact she did. There is no passion
in their love. Their inclinations are tempered with prudence
and controlled by common sense. Real love has no truck with
these estimable qualities. Take Persuasion: Jane states that
Anne Elliot and Wentworth fell deeply in love with one
another. There, I think, she deceived herself and deceives her
readers. On Wentworth’s side it was certainly what Stendhal
called amour passion, but on Anne’s no more than what he
called amour godt. They became engaged. Anne allows herself
to be persuaded by that interfering snob, Lady Russell, that it
would be imprudent to marry a poor man, a naval officer, who
might be killed in the war. If she had been deeply in love with
Wentworth, she would surely have taken the risk. It was not a
very great one, for on her marriage she was to receive her
share of her mother’s fortune; this share amounted to rather
more than three thousand pounds, equivalent now to over
twelve thousand; so in any case she would not have been
penniless. She might very well, like Captain Benwick and
Miss Hargreaves, have remained engaged to Wentworth till he
got his command and so was able to marry her. Anne Elliot
broke off her engagement because Lady Russell persuaded her
that she might make a better match if she waited, and it was
not till no suitor, whom she was prepared to marry, presented
himself that she discovered how much she loved Wentworth.
We may be pretty sure that Jane Austen thought her behaviour
natural and reasonable.

The most plausible explanation of her long silence is that she
was discouraged by her inability to find a publisher. Her close
relations, to whom she read her novels, were charmed by them,
but she was as sensible as she was modest, and she may well
have decided that their appeal was only to persons who were
fond of her, and had, perhaps, a shrewd idea who the models of

Cc
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her characters were. The author of the Memoir rejects em-
phatically that she had such models, and Dr. Chapman seems
to agree with him. They are claiming for Jane Austen a power
of invention which is frankly incredible. All the greatest
novelists, Stendhal and Balzac, Tolstoy and Turgenev, Dickens
and Thackeray, have had models from whom they created their
characters. It is true that Jane said: “I am too proud of my
gentlemen to admit that they were only Mr. A, or Colonel B.”
There the significant word is only. As with every other novelist,
by the time her imagination had worked on the person who had
suggested the character, he was to all intents and purposes her
own creation; but that is not to say that he was not evolved
from an original Mr. A. or Colonel B.

Be that as it may, in 1809, in which year Jane settled with
her mother and sister in the quiet of Chawton, she set about
revising her old manuscripts, and in 1811 Sense and Sensibility at
last appeared. By then it was no longer outrageous for a
woman to write. Professor Spurgeon, in a lecture on Jane
Austen delivered to the Royal Society of Literature, quotes a
preface to Original Letters from India by Eliza Fay. This lady
had been urged to publish them in 1782, but public opinion
was so averse ‘“‘to female authorship” that she declined. But
writing in 1816, she said: “Since then a considerable change
has gradually taken place in public sentiment, and its develop-
ment; we have now not only as in former days a number of
women who do honour to their sex as literary characters, but
many unpretending females, who fearless of the critical perils
that once attended the voyage, venture to launch their little
barks on the vast ocean through which amusement or instruc-
tion is conveyed to a reading public.”

Pride and Prejudice was published in 1813. Jane Austen sold
the copyright for one hundred and ten pounds.

Besides the three novels already mentioned, she wrote three
more, Mansfield Park, Emma and Persuasion. On these few books
her fame rests, and her fame is secure. She had to wait a long
time to get a book published, but she no sooner did than her
charming gifts were recognized. Since then, the most eminent
persons have agreed to praise her. I will only quote what Sir
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Walter Scott had to say; it is characteristically generous: “That
young lady had a talent for describing the involvements, feelings
and characters of ordinary life which is to me the most wonder-
ful T have ever met with. The big bow-wow I can do myself
like anyone going; but the exquisite touch which renders
commonplace things and characters interesting from the truth
of the description and the sentiment is denied to me.”

It is odd that Sir Walter should have omitted to make
mention of the young lady’s most precious talent: her observa-
tion was scarching and her sentiment edifying, but it was her,
humour that gave point to her observation and a prim live-
liness to her sentiment. Her range was narrow. She wrote
very much the same sort of story in all her books, and there is
no great variety in her characters. They are very much the
same persons, seen from a somewhat different point of view.
She had common sense in a high degree, and no one knew better
than she her limitations. Her experience of life was confined to
a small circle of provincial society, and that is what she was
content to deal with. She wrote only of what she knew. As
was first pointed out by Dr. Chapman, she never attempted to
reproduce a conversation of men when by themselves, which in
the nature of things she could never have heard.

It has been noticed that though she lived through some of the
most stirring events of the world’s history, the French Revolu-
tion, the Terror, the rise and fall of Napoleon, she made no
reference to them in her novels. She has on this account been
blamed for an undue detachment. It should be remembered
that in her day it was not polite for women to occupy themselves
with politics, that was a matter for men to deal with; few women
even read the newspapers; but there is no reason to suppose
that, because she did not write about these events, she was not
affected by them. She was fond of her family, two of her
brothers were in the Navy, often enough in danger, and her
letters show that they were much on her mind. But did she not
display her good sense in not writing about such matters? She
was too modest to suppose that her novels would be read long
after her death; but if that had been her aim, she could not have
acted more wiscly than she did in avoiding to deal with affairs
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which from the literary standpoint were of passing interest.
Already the novels concerned with the Second World War
that have been written in the last few years are as dead as
mutton. They were as ephemeral as the newspapers that day
by day told us what was happening.

Most novelists have their ups and downs. Miss Austen is the
only exception I know to prove the rule that only the mediocre
maintain an equal level, a level of mediocrity. She is never
more than a little below her best. Even in Sense and Sensibility
and Northanger Abbey, in which there is much to cavil at, there
is more to delight. Each of the others has its devoted, and even
fanatic, admirers. Macaulay thought Mansfield Park her greatest
achievement; other readers, equally illustrious, have preferred
Emma; Disraeli read Pride and Prejudice seventeen times; to-day
many look upon Persuaston as her most finished work. The great
mass of readers, I believe, has accepted Pride and Prejudice as
her masterpiece, and in such a case I think it well to accept
their judgment. What makes a classic is not that it is praised
by critics, expounded by professors and studied in schools, but
that large numbers of readers, generation after generation,
have found pleasure and spiritual profit in reading it.

I myself think that Pride and Prejudice is on the whole the
most satisfactory of all the novels. Its first sentence puts you
in good humour: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that
a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of
a wife.”” It sets the note, and the good humour it induces
remains with you till, with regret, you have reached the last
page. Emma is the only one of Miss Austen’s novels that I find
long-winded. I can take no great interest in the love affair of
Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax; and, though Miss Bates is
immensely amusing, don’t we get a little too much of her? The
heroine is a snob, and the way she patronizes those whom she
looks upon as her social inferiors is repulsive. But we must not
blame Miss Austen for that: we must remember that we of
to-day do not read the same novel that was read by the readers
of her day. Changes in manners and customs have wrought
changes in our outlook; in some ways we are narrower than
our forebears, in others more liberal; an attitude which even a
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hundred years ago was general now affects us with malaise.
We judge the books we read by our own prepossessions and our
own standards of behaviour. That is unfair, but inevitable.
In Mansfield Park the hero and heroine, Fanny and Edmund,
are intolerable prigs; and all my sympathies go out to the
unscrupulous, sprightly and charming Henry and Mary
Crawford. I cannot understand why Sir Thomas Bertram
should have been enraged when, on his return from overseas,
he found his family amusing themselves with private theatricals.
Since Jane herself thoroughly enjoyed them, one cannot see
why she found his anger justifiable. Persuasion has a rare charm,
and though one may wish that Anne were a little less matter-of-
fact, a little more disinterested, a little more impulsive—in fact
a little less old-maidish—except for the incident on the Cobb at
Lyme Regis, I should be forced to look upon it as the most
perfect of the six. Jane Austen had no particular gift for
inventing incident of an unusual character, and this one seems
to me a very clumsy contrivance. Louisa Musgrove runs up
some steep steps, and is ‘“jumped down’ by her admirer,
Captain Wentworth. He misses her, she falls on her head and
is stunned. If he were going to give her his hands, as we are
told he had been in the habit of doing in “jumping her off”” a
stile, even if the Cobb then were twice as high as it is now, she
could not have been more than six feet from the ground and,
as she was jumping down, it is impossible that she should have
fallen on her head. In any case, she would have fallen against
the stalwart sailor and, though perhaps shaken and frightened,
could hardly have hurt herself. Anyhow, she was unconscious,
and the fuss that ensued is unbelievable. Captain Wentworth,
who has seen action and made a fortune from prize-money, is
paralysed with horror. The immediately subsequent behaviour
of all concerned is so idiotic that I find it hard to believe that
Miss Austen, who was able to take the illnesses and death of
her friends and relations with quiet fortitude, did not look
upon it as uncommonly foolish.

Professor Garrod, a learned and witty critic, has said that
Jane Austen was incapable of writing a story, by which, he
explains, he means a sequence of happenings, either romantic
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or uncommon. But that is not what Jane Austen had a talent
for, and not what she tried to do. She had too much sense, and
too sprightly a humour, to be romantic, and she was interested
not in the uncommon, but in the common. She made it
uncommon by the keenness of her observation, her irony and
her playful wit. By a story most of us mean a connected and
coherent narrative with a beginning, a middle and an end.
Pride and Prejudice begins in the right place, with the arrival on
the scene of the two young men whose love for Elizabeth
Bennet and her sister Jane provide the novel with its plot, and
it ends in the right place with their marriage, At is the tradi-
tional happy ending. This kind of ending has excited the
scorn of the sophisticated, and of course it is true that many,
perhaps most, marriages are not happy, and, further, that
marriage concludes nothing; it is merely an introduction to
another order of experience. Many authors have in conse-
quence started their novels with marriage and dealt with its
outcome. It is their right. But there is something to be said
for the simple people who look upon marriage as a satisfactory
conclusion to a work of fiction. They do so because they have
an instinctive feeling that, by mating, a man and a woman
have fulfilled their biological function; the interest which it is
natural to feel in the steps that have led to this consummation,
the birth of love, the’obstacles, the misunderstandings, the
avowals, now vyields to its result, their issue, which is the
generation that will succeed them. To nature, each couple is
but a link in a chain, and the only importance of the link is
that another link may be added to it. This is the novelist’s
justification for the happy ending. In Pride and Prejudice, the
reader’s satisfaction is considerably enhanced by the knowledge
that the bridegroom has a substantial income and will take his
bride to a fine house, surrounded by a park, and furnished
throughout with expensive and elegant furniture.

Pride and Prejudice is a very well-constructed book. The
incidents follow one another naturally, and one’s sense of
probability is nowhere outraged. It is, perhaps, odd that
Elizabeth and Jane should be well-bred and well-behaved,
whereas their mother and their three younger sisters should be,
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as Lady Knatchbull put it, “very much below par as to good
society and its ways”; but that this should be so was essential
to the story. I have allowed myself to wonder that Miss Austen
did not avoid this stumbling-block by making Elizabeth and
Jane the daughters of a first marriage of Mr. Bennet and making
the Mrs. Bennet of the novel his second wife and the mother
of the three younger daughters. She liked Elizabeth best of all
her heroines. “I must confess,”” she wrote, “that I think her as
delightful a creature as ever appeared in print.” If, as some
have thought, she was herself the original for her portrait of
Elizabeth—and she has certainly given her her own gaiety,
high spirit and courage, wit and readiness, good sense and
right feeling—it is perhaps not rash to suppose that when she
drew the placid, kindly and beautiful Jane Bennet she had in
mind her sister Cassandra.”Darcy has been generally regarded
as a fearful cad. His first offence was his disinclination to dance
with people he didn’t know, and didn’t want to know, at a public
ball to which he had gone with a party. Not a very heinous
one. It was unfortunate that Elizabeth should overhear the
derogatory terms in which he spoke of her to Bingley, but he
could not know that she was listening, and his excuse might
have been that his friend was badgering him to do what he had
no wish to. It is true that when Darcy proposes to Elizabeth
it is with an unpardonable insolence, but pride, pride of birth
and posmon, was the predominant trait of his character, and
without it there would have been no story to tellvThe manner
of his proposal, moreover, gave Jane Austen opportunity for
the most dramatic scene in the book; it is conceivable that,
with the experience she gained later, she might have been able
to indicate Darcy’s feelings, very natural and comprehensible
feelings, in such a way as to antagonize Elizabeth, without
putting into his mouth speeches so outrageous as to shock the
reader. There is, perhaps, some exaggeration in the drawing of
Lady Catherine and Mr. Collins, but to my mind little more
than comedy allows. Comedy sees life in a light more sparkling,
but colder, than that of common day, and a touch of exaggera-
tion, that is, of farce, is often no disadvantage. A discreet
admixture of farce, like a sprinkle of sugar on strawberries, may
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well make comedy more palatable. With regard to Lady
Catherine, one must remember that in Miss Austen’s day rank
gave its possessors a sense of immense superiority over persons of
inferior station; and they not only expected to be treated by
them with the utmost deference, but were. In my own youth I
knew great ladies whose sense of importance, though not quite
so blatant, was not far removed from Lady Catherine’s. And
as for Mr. Collins, who has not known, even to-day, men with
that combination of obsequiousness and pomposity? That they
have learnt to screen it with a front of geniality only makes it.
more odious.

Jane Austen was not a great stylist, but she wrote plainly
and without affectation. I think the influence of Dr. Johnson
may be discerned in the structure of her sentences. She is apt
to use the word of Latin origin, rather than the homely English
one. It gives her phrase a slight formality which is far from
unpleasant; indeed, it often adds point to a witty remark, and a
demure savour to a malicious one. Her dialogue is probably
as natural as dialogue could then be. To us it may seem some-
what stilted. Jane Bennet, speaking of her lover’s sisters, says:
“They were certainly no friends to his acquaintance with me,
which I cannot wonder at, since he might have chosen so much
more advantageously in many respects.” It may, of course, be
that these were the very words she uttered; I think it unlikely.
It is obviously not how a modern novelist would phrase the
same remark. To set down on paper speech exactly as it is
spoken is very tedious, and some arrangement of it is certainly
necessary. It is only of late years, comparatively, that novelists,
striving for verisimilitude, have been at pains to make their
dialogue as colloquial as possible: I suspect that it was a
convention of the past to cause persons of education to express
themselves with a balanc¢e, and with a grammatical correctness,
which cannot commonly have been at their command, and I
presume readers accepted it as natural.

Allowing, then, for the slight formality of Miss Austen’s
dialogue, we must admit that she invariably made the person
of her stories speak in character. I have only noticed one
occasion upon which she slipped up: “Anne smiled and said,
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‘My idea of good company, Mr. Elliot, is the company of
clever. well-informed people, who have a great deal of conversa-
tion; that is what I call good company.” ‘You are mistaken,’
said he gently, ‘that is not good company that is the best.”

Mr. Elliot had faults of character; but if he was capable of
making so admirable a reply to Anne’s remark, he must have
had qualities with which his creator did not see fit to acquaint
us. For my part, I am so charmed with it that I would have
been content to see her marry him rather than the stodgy
Captain Wentworth. It is true that Mr. Elliot had married a
woman “‘of inferior station” for her money, and neglected her;
and his treatment of Mrs. Smith was ungenerous; but, after all,
we only have her side of the story, and it may be that, had we
been given a chance to hear his, we should have found his
conduct pardonable.

There is one merit which Miss Austen has and which I have
almost omitted to mention. She is wonderfully readable—
more readable than some greater and more famous novelists.
She deals, as Walter Scott said, with commonplace things,
“the involvements, feelings and characters of ordinary life”’;
nothing very much happens in her books, and yet, when you
come to the bottom of a page, you eagerly turn it to learn what
will happen next. Nothing very much does and again you
eagerly turn the page. The novelist who has the power to
achieve this has the most precious gift a novelist can possess.

c*



CHAPTER FOUR

Stendhal and Le Rouge et le Noir

()
IN 1826 a virtuous young Englishman, but of literary inclina-
tions, stayed for a while in Paris on his way to Italy, and
presented the letters of introduction he had brought with him.
One of the persons whose acquaintance he thus made took him
to see Madame Ancelot, wife of a well-known dramatist, who
received her friends on Tuesday evenings. Looking about him,
he presently noticed a very fat little man who was talking with
animation to a small group of his fellow-guests. He had
enormous whiskers and wore a wig, and he was dressed in
tight violet-coloured trousers which emphasized his corpulence,
a dark-green coat with full tails, a lilac waistcoat, with a frilled
shirt and a great flowing cravat. So odd was his appearance
that the young Englishman could not but ask who he was.
His companion mentioned a name. It meant nothing to him.

“He makes us all nervous,” the Frenchman went on. “He’s
a republican, although he served under Bonaparte, and, with
conditions as they are now, it’s dangerous to listen to the
indiscreet things he says. At one time he had quite a good
position,and he was on the Russian campaign with the Corsican.
He’s probably telling his anecdotes about him now. He hasa
collection of them, and never misses a chance to repeat them.
If you’re interested, I’ll present you to him when I get the
opportunity.”

The opportunity came, and the little fat man greeted the
stranger with amiability. After some desultory conversation,
the young Englishman asked him whether he had ever been to
England.

“Twice,” he replied.
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He said that in London he’d stayed with two friends of his
at the Tavistock Hotel. Then, with a chuckle, he went on to say
that he would tell him of a curious adventure he’d had there.
He’d been bored to death in London, and one day he com-
plained to the valet he’d engaged that there was no pleasant
company to be had; whereupon the valet, thinking he wanted
women, after making enquiries gave him an address in West-
minster Road where he and his friends could go on the following
night, without fear of unpleasantness. When they discovered
that the Westminster Road was in a poverty-stricken suburb,
where they might be robbed and murdered, one of the party
refused to go; but the other two, having armed themselves
with daggers and pistols, started off in a cab. They were set
down at a tiny cottage, and three pale young working girls
came out and invited them in. They sat down and had tea,
and finally spent the night there. The girl had been very much
alarmed when, before undressing, he had significantly put
his pistols on the chest of drawers. The young Englishman
listened with embarrassment to the detailed and frank account
the funny fat little man gave of the experience, and when he
returned to his companion told him how shocked, how
embarrassed, he had been by the story which he, a perfect
stranger, had been obliged to listen to.

“Don’t believe a word of it,” said his friend, laughing. “It’s
well known that he’s impotent.”

The youth blushed, and to change the conversation men-
tioned that the fat man had told him that he wrote for English
reviews.

“Yes, he does a certain amount of hackwork like that. He’s
published one or two books at his own expense, but nobody
reads them.”

“What did you say his name was?”

“Beyle. Henri Beyle. But he isn’t of any importance; he
has no talent.”

This episode, I must confess, is imaginary; but it may very
well have taken place, and it reflects accurately enough the
opinion in which Henri Beyle, better known to us now as
Stendhal, was held by his contemporaries. He was at that time
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forty-three. He was writing his first novel. Owing to the
vicissitudes of his life, he had acquired a variety of experience
such as few novelists can boast of. He had been thrown, in a
period of great change, with men of all kinds and all classes,
and so had gained as wide a knowledge of human nature as his
own limitations permitted. For even the most observant and
acute student of his fellow-creatures can only know them
through the medium of his own personality. He knows them
not as they really are, but as they appear to him distorted by
his peculiar idiosyncrasy.

Henri Beyle was born at Grenoble in 1783, the son of an
attorney, a man of property and of some consequence in the
city; his mother, the daughter of a distinguished and cultured
doctor, died when he was seven. I cannot in these pages give
more than a summary account of Stendhal’s life, for it would
need a book to describe it adequately, and I should have to go
into the social and political history of the time: fortunately
such a book has been written, and if the reader of Le Rouge et le
Noir is sufficiently interested to want to know more about its
author than I propose to tell him, he cannot do better than to
read the lively and well-documented biography which Mr.
Matthew Josephson has published under the title: Stendhal, or
The Pursuit of Happiness.

(2)

Stendhal has described at length his life as child and boy,
and it is interesting to study, because during this period he
conceived prejudices which he maintained to his life’s end. On
the death of his mother, whom he loved, as he says, with a
lover’s love, he was left to the care of his father and his mother’s
sister. His father was a grave, conscientious man; his aunt
strict and devout. He hated them. Though belonging to the
middle class, the family had aristocratic leanings, and the
Revolution, which broke out in 1789, filled them with dismay.
Stendhal claims that his childhood was miserable, but it does
not appear from his own account that he had much to com-
plain of. He was clever, argumentative and very much of a
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handful. When the Terror reached Grenoble, Monsieur Beyle
was placed on the list of suspects; he thought he owed this to a
rival lawyer, named Amar, who wanted his practice. ‘“But
Amar,” said the smart little boy, ‘“has put you on the list of
those suspected of not loving the republic, and it is certain
that you do not love it.”” True, of course; but not very pleasant
for a middle-aged gentleman who is in danger of losing his head
to hear from the lips of his only son. Stendhal accused his
father of a horrid stinginess, but he seems always to have been
able to wheedle money out of him when he wanted it. He was
forbidden to read certain books, but, as thousands upon
thousands of children the world over have done since books
were first printed, he read them on the sly. His chief complaint
was that he was not permitted to mix freely with other children;
but his life cannot have been so solitary as he liked to make out,
since he had two sisters, and other little boys shared his lessons
with the Jesuit priest who was his tutor. He was, in fact, brought
up as children in the well-to-do middle class were brought up
at the time. Like all children, he looked upon ordinary
restraints as the exercise of outrageous tyranny; and when he
was obliged to do lessons, when he was not allowed to do exactly
as he chose, regarded himself as treated with monstrous
cruelty.

In this he resembled most children, but most children, when
they grow up, forget their grievances. Stendhal was unusual
in that, at fifty-three, he harboured his old resentments. Because
he hated his Jesuit tutor, he became violently anti-clerical, and
to the end of his life could hardly bring himself to believe that a
religious person might be sincere; and because his father and
aunt were devoted royalists, he became ardently republican.
But when one evening, being then eleven years old, he slipped
out of the house to go to a revolutionary meeting, he had
something of a shock. He found the proletariat dirty and
smelly, vulgar and ill-spoken. “In short, I was then as I am
today,” he wrote, “I love the people, I hate their oppressors,
but it would be a perpetual torture for me to live with the
people . . . I had, and I have still, the most aristocratic tastes,
I would do everything for the happiness of the people, but I
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would sooner, I believe, pass two weeks every month in prison
than live with shop-keepers.”

The boy was clever and a good mathematician, and at sixteen
he persuaded his father to let him go to Paris to enter the Ecole
Polytechnique to prepare himself for a career in the army. But
this was only an excuse to get away from home. When the day
came for him to present himself for the entrance examination,
he stayed away. His father had given him an introduction to a
connection of his, a Monsieur Daru, whose two sons were in the
War Office. Pierre, the elder, held an important position, and
after some time, at the request of M. Daru, his father, he
engaged the youth, who was at a loose end and for whom some
occupation had to be found, as one of his many secretaries.
Napoleon set out on his second campaign in Italy, the brothers
Daru followed him, and a little later Stendhal joined them at
Milan. After some months on the clerical staff, Pierre Daru
got him a commission in a regiment of dragoons, but, enjoying
the gaieties of Milan as he did, he made no attempt to join it
and, taking advantage of his patron’s absence, he wheedled a
certain General Michaud into making him his A.D.C. When
Pierre Daru came back, he ordered Stendhal to join his regi-
ment; but this, on one pretext and another, he avoided doing
for six months, and when at last he did, found himself so bored
that on a plea of illness he got leave of absence to go to Grenoble,
and there resigned his commission. He saw no action, but this
did not prevent him from boasting in after years of his prowess
as a combatant; and indeed in 1804, when he was looking for
a job, he wrote a testimonial himself (which General Michaud
signed) in which he certified to his gallantry in various battles
in which it has been proved he could not possibly have been
engaged.

After spending three months at home, Stendhal went to live
in Paris on a small, but sufficient, allowance from his father. He
had two objects in view. One was to become the greatest
dramatic poet of the age. For this purpose, he studied 2 manual
of playwriting and assiduously frequented the theatre. He
seems, however, to have had little power of invention, since
over and over again one finds him unscrupulously remarking in
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his diary how he could take a play he had just seen and work it
over into one of his own; and he was certainly no poet. His
other object was to become a great lover. For this nature had
ill-equipped him. He was somewhat undersized, an ugly,
plump young man with a big body and short legs, a large head
and a mass of black hair; his mouth was thin, his nose thick and
prominent; but his brown eyes were eager, his feet and hands
small, and his skin as delicate as a woman’s. He was proud to
declare that to hold a sword raised blisters on his hand. He
was, besides, shy and awkward. Through his cousin, Martial
Daru, Pierre’s younger brother, he was able to frequent the
salons of some of the ladies whose husbands the Revolution had
enriched; but he was sadly tongue-tied in company. He could
think of clever things to say, but could never summon up the
courage to say them. He never knew what to do with his hands,
and he bought a cane so that by playing with it he should make
some use of them. He was conscious of his provincial accent,
and it may be that it was to cure himself of this that he entered
a dramatic school. Here he met a small-part actress, Mélanie
Guilbert by name, two or three years older than himself, and,
after some hesitation, decided to fall in love with her. He
hesitated partly because he was not sure whether she had a
greatness of soul equal to his own and partly because he
suspected that she was suffering from a venereal disease.
Having presumably satisfied himself on both these points, he
followed her to Marseilles, where she had an engagement, and
where for some months he worked at a wholesale grocer’s. He
came to the conclusion that she was not, either spiritually or
intellectually, the woman he had thought; and it was a relief to
him when, her engagement having come to an end, lack of
money obliged her to return to Paris.

Stendhal was highly sex-conscious, but not particularly
sexual; indeed, until some very frank letters were discovered
from one of his later mistresses, it was commonly suspected that
he was impotent. That is what the hero of his first novel,
Armance, was. It is not a good novel. André Gide, however,
greatly admired it; for a reason, I think, which is not hard to
guess: it corroborated his own conviction, derived of course
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from his peculiar relations with his wife, that it is possible to be
deeply in love without sexual desire. But there is all the differ-
ence between loving and being in love. It is possible to love
without desire, but without desire impossible to be in love.
Stendhal was evidently not impotent. He made his condition
clear in the chapter of De I’ Amour which he entitled ‘Fiasco’. To
put it bluntly, his fear of not coming up to the scratch on
occasion made him unable to do so, and thus gave rise to the
rumours which mortified him. His passions were cerebral, and
to possess a woman was chiefly a satisfaction to his vanity. It
assured him of his own virility. Notwithstanding his high-
flown phrases, there is no sign that he was capable of tender-
ness. He admits frankly that most of his love affairs were
unfortunate, and it is not hard to see why. He was faint-
hearted. When in Italy, he asked a brother officer how to go
about it to win 2 woman’s “favours”, and solemnly wrote down
the advice he received. He laid siege to women by rule, just
as he had tried to write plays by rule; and he was affronted
when he discovered that they thought him ridiculous, and sur-
prised when they discerned his insincerity. Intelligent as he
was, it seems never to have occurred to him that the language
a woman understands is the language of the heart, and that
the language of reason leaves her cold. He thought he could
achieve by stratagem and chicanery what can only be achieved
by feeling.

Some months after Mélanie left him, Stendhal once more
found himself in Paris. This was in 1806. By this time Pierre,
now Count Daru, was more important than ever. Stendhal’s
conduct in Italy had caused Pierre to form a poor opinion of
his cousin, and it was only on his wife’s persuasion that he was
induced to give him another chance. After the battle of Jena
his younger brother, Martial, was assigned to serve at Bruns-
wick, and Stendhal accompanied him as deputy commissary of
war. He performed his duties so capably that, when Martial
Daru was called elsewhere, he succeeded him. Stendhal
abandoned the idea of being a great dramatist and decided to
make a career for himself in the bureaucracy. He saw himself
as a Baron of the Empire, a Knight of the Legion of Honourand,
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finally, as Prefect of a department with a princely stipend.
Ardent republican though he was, and looking upon Napoleon
as a tyrant who had robbed France of her liberty, he wrote to
his father asking him to buy him a title. He added the partisule
to his name, and called himself Henri de Beyle. But notwith-
standing this foolishness, he was a competent and resourceful
administrator; and in an uprising occasioned by a French
officer who in a dispute with a German civilian drew his sword
and killed him, he behaved with notable courage. In 1810,
having gained promotion, he was once more in Paris, with an
office in a superb suite in the Palais des Invalides and a hand-
some salary. He acquired a cabriolet with a pair of horses, a
coachman and a man-servant. He took a chorus-girl to live
with him. But this did not suffice: he felt that he owed it to
himself to have a mistress he could love, and whose position
would add to his prestige. He decided that Alexandrine Daru,
Pierre’s wife, would fill the bill. She was a handsome woman
many years younger than her distinguished husband, and the
mother of his four children. There is no sign that Stendhal
gave a thought to the kindness and long-suffering tolerance
with which Count Daru had treated him, nor that, since he
owed his advancement to him and his career depended on his
good graces, it was neither politic nor elegant to seduce his wife.
Gratitude was a virtue unknown to him.

He set about the enterprise with a crop of amorous devices,
but the unfortunate diffidence of which he could not rid himself
still hampered him. He was by turns sprightly and sad, flirta-
tious and cold, ardent and indifferent: nothing served; and he
could not tell whether the Countess cared for him or not. It was
a mortification to him to suspect that, because of his bashful-
ness, she laughed at him behind his back. At length, he went to
an old friend and, having exposed his dilemma, asked him what
tactics to pursue. They discussed the matter. The friend asked
pertinent questions, and wrote down Stendhal’s answers. Here,
as summarized by Matthew Josephson, are the replies to the
question: “What are the advantages of seducing Madame de
B.?” (Madame de B. was what they called Countess Daru.)
“They are as follows: He would be following the inclinations of
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his character; he would win great social advantages; he would
pursue further his study of human passions; he would satisfy
honour and pride.” A footnote to the document was written by
Stendhal: “The best advice. Attack! Attack! Attack!” It was
good advice, but not easy to follow by one who is cursed with
an unsurmountable timidity. Some weeks later, however,
Stendhal was asked to stay at Bécheville, the Darus’ country
house, and on the second morning, after a sleepless night,
resolved to take the plunge, he put on his best striped trousers.
Countess Daru complimented him on them. They walked in
the garden, while a friend of hers with her mother and the
children followed twenty yards behind. They strolled up and
down, and Stendhal, trembling but determined, fixed upon a
certain point, which he called B, at a little distance from the
point A to which they had come, and swore that if he did not
speak out when they reached it he would kill himself. He spoke,
he seized her hand and sought to kiss it; he told her that he had
loved her for eighteen months, had done his best to conceal it,
and even tried not to see her, but could bear his agony no
longer. The Countess replied, not unkindly, that she could
look upon him as nothing but a friend, and had no intention of
being unfaithful to her husband. She called the rest of the
party to join them. Stendhal had lost what he called the Battle
of Bécheville. It may be surmised that his vanity rather than
his heart was hurt.

Two months after this, still smarting from his disappointment,
he applied for leave of absence and went to Milan, with which he
had been much taken on his first visit to Italy. There, ten years
before, he had been attracted by a certain Gina Pietragrua,
who was the mistress of a brother officer of his; but he was then
an impecunious sub-lieutenant, and she paid little attention to
him. On his return to Milan, however, Stendhal immediately
sought her out. Her father kept a shop and, when quite young,
she had married a government clerk; by this time she was
thirty-four, and had a son of sixteen. On seeing her again,
Stendhal found her “a tall and superb woman. She still had
something of the majestic in her eyes, expression, brow and nose.
I found her (he adds) cleverer, with more majesty and less of
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that full grace of voluptuousness.” She was certainly clever
enough on her husband’s small salary to have an apartment in
Milan, a house in the country, servants, a box at the Scala and
a carriage.

Stendhal was highly conscious of his homeliness and, to over-
come it, made a point of dressing with elegance and fashion.
He had always been plump, but by now with good living he
was grown portly; however, he had money in his pocket and
fine clothes to his back. With these advantages, he must have
thought that he had more chance of pleasing the majestic lady
than when he was a poverty-stricken dragoon, and he decided
to amuse himself with her during his short stay in Milan. But
she was not so facile as he had expected. In fact, she led him a
dance, and it was not till the eve of his departure for Rome
that she consented to receive him in her apartment early one
morning. One would have thought it an unpropitious hour for
love. That day he wrote in his diary: “On the 21st September
at half-past eleven, I won the victory I had so long desired.”
He also wrote the date on his braces. He had worn the same
striped trousers as on the day of hisdeclaration to Countess Daru.

His leave came to an end, and he returned to Paris. Some-
what to his dismay, he found Count Daru, who had witnessed
his young cousin’s attention to his wife with disfavour, more
than cold; and when Napoleon started on his disastrous
expedition to Russia, it was only with difficulty that Stendhal
prevailed upon him to transfer him from his comfortable job
at the Invalides to active service in the commissariat. He
followed in the wake of the army to Moscow, and in the retreat
proved himself as ever cool, enterprising and courageous. On
one of the worst mornings, he turned up at Daru’s headquarters
for orders, carefully shaved and perfectly groomed in his only
uniform. At the passage of the Beresina he saved his life, and
that of a wounded officer whom he had taken into his carriage,
by his presence of mind. He arrived at last at Kénigsberg, half
starved, having lost his manuscripts and everything he possessed
but the clothes he stood up in. “I saved myself by force of will,”
he wrote, “for I saw many around me give up hope and perish.”
A month later he was back in Paris.
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(3)

In 1814 the Emperor abdicated, and Stendhal’s official career
came to an end. He claims to have refused the important posts
that were offered him and exiled himself rather than serve
under the Bourbons; but the facts are not quite like that; he took
the oath of allegiance to the King and made attempts to get back
into public service. They failed, and he returned to Milan. He
still had enough money to live in a pleasant apartment and go
to the opera as often as he chose; but he had neither the rank,
the prestige nor the cash he had had before. Gina was cool.
She told him that her husband had grown jealous on hearing of
his arrival, and that her other admirers were suspicious. He
could not conceal from himself that she had no further use for
him, but her indifference only inflamed his passion, and at
length it occurred to him that there was but one way to regain
her love. He raised three thousand francs to give her. They
went to Venice, accompanied by her mother, her son and a
middle-aged banker. To save appearances, she insisted that
Stendhal should live in a different hotel, and much to his
annoyance the banker joined them when he and Gina dined
together. Here is an extract, in his own English, from his diary:
“‘She pretends that she makes me a great sacrifice in going to
Venice. I was very foolish of giving her three thousand francs
which were to pay for this tour.” And ten days later: “I have
had her . . . but she talked of our financial arrangements.
There was no illusion possible yesterday morning. Politics kills
all voluptuousness in me, apparently by drawing all the nervous
fluid to the brain.”

Notwithstanding this contretemps, Stendhal spent June 18,
1815, the day on which Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo, in
the majestic Gina’s arms.

In the autumn the party went back to Milan. For the sake
of her reputation, she insisted on Stendhal’s taking rooms in an
obscure suburb. When she gave him an assignation, he went,
disguised, in the dead of night, throwing spies off the scent by
changing carriage several times, and then was admitted to the
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apartment by a chambermaid. But the chambermaid, having
quarrelled with her mistress or won over by the money of Beyle,
made on a sudden the startling revelation that Madame’s
husband was not jealous at all; she demanded all this mystery
to prevent Monsieur Beyle from encountering a rival, several
rivals, for there were many, and the maid offered to prove it to
him. Next day she hid him in a small closet beside Gina’s
boudoir, and there he saw with his own eyes, through a hole in
the wall, the treachery that was being done him, only three feet
from his hiding place. ‘“You may think perhaps,” said Beyle,
when relating the incident to Mérimée years afterward, ‘“‘that
I rushed out of the closet in order to poniard the two of them?
Not atall. .. I left my dark closet as quietly as I went in, think-
ing only of the ridiculous side of the adventure, laughing to
myself, and also full of scorn for the lady, and quite happy,
after all, to have regained my liberty.”

But he was deeply mortified. He claims that for eighteen
months he was unable to write, to think or to speak. Gina
tried to win him back. One day she waylaid him at the Brera,
the great picture gallery, and going down on her knees begged
him to forgive her. “I had the ridiculous pride,” he told
Mérimée, “to repulse her with disdain. I seem still to see her
pursuing me, clinging to my coat tails and dragging herself on
her knees the length of a great gallery. I was a fool not to
forgive her, for certainly she never loved me so much as on that
day.”

In 1818, however, Stendhal met the beautiful Countess
Dembrowski, and promptly fell in love with her. He was thirty-
six and she ten years younger. This was the first time he had
set his affections on a woman of distinction. The Countess, an
Italian, was married in her teens to a Polish general, but had
left him after some years and gone to Switzerland with her two
children. The poet, Ugo Foscolo, was living there in exile, and
public opinion wrongly believed that it was to live with him
that she had left her husband. When she returned to Milan,
she was under a cloud, not because she had had a lover, which,
according to the manners of the time, was far from repre-
hensible, but because she had left her husband and lived by
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herself abroad. It was not till after five months of passionate
admiration that Stendhal ventured to declare his love. She
promptly showed him the door. He wrote humbly apologizing,
and eventually she so far relented as to allow him to come to
see her once a fortnight. She made it very obvious that his
attentions were distasteful to her, but he persisted. One of the
odd things about Stendhal is that though he was always on the
watch lest anyone made a fool of him, he was constantly
making a fool of himself. On one occasion the Countess went
to Volterra to see her two sons, who were at school there, and
Stendhal followed her; but, knowing it would anger her,
disguised himself by wearing green spectacles. He took them
off in the evening when he went for a stroll, and by chance met
the Countess. She cut him dead and next day sent him a note
“berating him for having followed her to Volterra and com-
promised her by hanging about the park where she walked
every day”. He answered, beseeching her to pardon him and
a day or two later called on her. She sent him coldly away. He
went to Florence and bombarded her with unhappy letters.
She sent them back to him unopened, and wrote as follows:
“Monsieur, I do not wish to receive any more letters from you
and will not write to you. I am with perfect esteem, etc. ...”

Stendhal, disconsolate, returned to Milan, only to learn that
his father had died. He started at once for Grenoble. There
he found that the attorney’s affairs were in a bad way, and
instead of inheriting the fortune he expected, he was left with
little but debts to settle. He hurried back to Milan, and some-
how, we are not told how, managed to persuade the Countess
to let him once more see her again at stated intervals; but such
was his vanity, he would not believe that she was perfectly
indifferent to him, and later he wrote: “After three years of
intimacy, I left a woman whom I loved and who loved me, and
yet who never gave herself to me.”

In 1821, on account of his relations with certain Italian
patriots, the Austrian police requested him to leave Milan. He
settled down in Paris and for the next nine years mostly lived
there. He frequented the salons where wit was appreciated. He
was no longer tongue-tied, but was become an amusing, caustic
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talker, at his best with eight or ten persons whom he liked; but,
as many good talkers do, he was inclined to monopolize the
conversation. He liked to lay down the law, and took no pains
to conceal his contempt for anyone who did not agree with him.
In his desire to shock, he indulged somewhat freely in the bawdy
and the profane, and carping critics thought that, to entertain
or to provoke, he often forced his humour. He could not suffer
bores, and found it hard to believe that they were not scoundrels
as well.

During this period he had the only love affair in which his
love appears to have been requited. The Countess de Curial,
née Clémentine Bougeot, was separated from an unfaithful, but
jealous and irascible, husband. She was a handsome woman of
thirty-six and Stendhal was over forty, a fat short man with a
fat red nose, an enormous paunch and a huge behind. He wore
a reddish-brown wig and great whiskers dyed to match. He
dressed as grandly as his limited means allowed. Clémentine
de Curial was attracted by Stendhal’s wit and good humour,
and when after a proper interval he “attacked”, she received
his proposals with the gratitude proper to her age. During the
two years the affair lasted she wrote him two hundred and
fifteen letters. It was all as romantic as Stendhal could have
wished. Fearing her husband’s rage, he would pay her secret
visits. I quote from Matthew Josephson: “He would assume a
disguise, would take a carriage from Paris and, in darkness,
ride full tilt to her chiteau, where he would arrive after mid-
night. And Madame de Curial proved herself as audacious as
any heroine of a novel by Stendhal. Once, when unexpected
guests arrived—perhaps her husband—interrupting their assig-
nation, she hurriedly led him down to the cellar, removed the
ladder by which he descended, and shut the trap door. There
in a dark, romantic cavern the enraptured Stendhal remained
for three whole days imprisoned, nay entombed, while the
madly-devoted Clémentine prepared food for him, lowered and
raised the ladder so that she might come to him secretly, and
even, in order to provide for his wants, brought down and then
emptied the close stool.” “She was sublime,” Stendhal wrote
afterwards, “when she came to the cellar at night.” But
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presently quarrels arose between the lovers which were as
tempestuous as their passion, and eventually the lady threw
Stendhal over for another, and perhaps less exacting or more
exciting, lover.

Then came the revolution of 1830. Charles X went into
exile, and Louis Philippe ascended the throne. Stendhal had,
by this time, spent the little he had been able to save from his
father’s ruin, and his literary efforts, for he had reverted to his
old ambition to become a famous writer, brought him neither
money nor reputation. De I’Amour was published in 1822, and
in eleven years only seventeen copies were sold. Armance, in
1827, succeeded neither with the critics nor the public. He had,
as I have mentioned, tried in vain to get some government post,
and at last, with the change of régime, he was appointed to the
consulate at Trieste; but, owing to his liberal sympathies, the
Austrian authorities refused to accept him, and he was trans-
ferred to Civita Vecchia in the Papal States.

He took his official duties lightly; he was a tireless sightseer
and, whenever possible, went on a jaunt. He found in Rome
friends who made much of him. But notwithstanding these
distractions, he was hideously bored, and lonely; and, at the age
of fifty-one, he made an offer of marriage to a young girl, the
daughter of his laundress and of a minor employee at the con-
sulate. To his mortification, the offer was refused, not, as one
might have expected, because of his age and bad character, but
because of his liberal opinions. In 1836 he persuaded his
Minister to give him some small job that allowed him to live in
Paris for three years, while someone else temporarily occupied
his post. He was by then fatter than ever, and apoplectic, but
this did not prevent him from dressing in the height of fashion,
and a slighting remark on the cut of his coat or the style of his
trousers deeply affronted him. He continued to make love, but
with little success. He persuaded himself that he was still in
love with Clémentine de Curial, and sought to resume some sort
of relations with her. Ten years had passed since the break, and
she very sensibly replied that one cannot light an extinct fire
with embers. She told him that he must be content to be her
first and best friend. Mérimée relates that he was shattered by
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the blow: “He could not pronounce her name without his voice
changing . .. It was the only time I had seen him weep.” But
he seems to have recovered sufficiently within a month or two
unsuccessfully to make advances to a certain Madame Gaulthier.
At length, he was obliged to return to Civita Vecchia and there,
two years later, he had a stroke. On his recovery he asked for
leave of absence to consult a famous doctor at Geneva. He
moved from there to Paris and resumed his old life. He went to
parties and talked with undiminished vivacity. One day in
March, 1842, he attended an official dinner at the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and that evening, while walking along the
boulevard, had a second stroke. He was carried to his lodging
and died next day. He had passed his life in the pursuit of
happiness, and had never learnt that happiness is best attained
when it is not sought; and, moreover, is only known when it is
lost. It is doubtful whether anyone can say “I am happy”; but
only “I was happy”. For happiness is not well-being, content,
heart’s ease, pleasure, enjoyment: all these go to make happi-
ness, but they are not happiness.

(4)

Stendhal was an eccentric. His character was even more
incongruous than that of most men, and one is amazed that so
many contradictory traits should co-exist in one and the same
person. They do not form a harmony that is in any way
plausible. He had great virtues and great defects. He was
sensitive, emotional, diffident, talented, a hard worker when
there was work to be done, cool and brave in danger, a good
friend and of a remarkable originality. His prejudices were
absurd, his aims unworthy. He was distrustful (and so an easy
dupe), intolerant, uncharitable, none too conscientious, fatu-
ously vain and vainglorious, sensual without delicacy, and
licentious without passion. But if we know that he had these
defects, it is because he has told us so himself. Stendhal was not
a professional author, he was hardly even a man of letters, but
he wrote incessantly, and he wrote almost entirely about him-
self. For years he kept a journal, of which great sections have
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come down to us, and it is plain that he wrote with no view to
publication; but in his early fifties he wrote an autobiography
in five hundred pages, which carried him to the age of seventeen,
and this, though left unrevised at his death, he meant to be
read. In it he sometimes makes himself out more important
than he really was, and claims to have done things he did not
do, but on the whole it is truthful. He does not spare himself,
and I imagine that few can read these books, and they are not
easy to read, since they are in parts dull and often repetitive,
without asking themselves whether, if they were unwise enough
to expose themselves with so much frankness, they would make
a much better showing.

When Stendhal died, only two Paris papers troubled to
report the fact, and only three persons, of whom Mérimée was
one, attended his funeral. It looked as though he would be
entirely forgotten; and, indeed, he might well have been but for
the efforts of two devoted friends who succeeded in persuading
an important firm of publishers to issue an edition of his
principal works. The public, however, notwithstanding two
articles which the powerful critic, Sainte-Beuve, devoted to
them, remained indifferent. That is not surprising, since Sainte-
Beuve’s first article was concerned with Stendhal’s early works,
which his contemporaries neglected and which posterity has
decided to ignore, and in the second article he reserved his
praise for Stendhal’s books of travel, Promenades dans Rome and
Mémoires d’un Touriste, and found nothing to his liking in the
novels. He claimed that the characters were puppets, ingeni-
ously constructed, but whose every movement revealed the
mechanism within; and the incidents he condemned as frankly
incredible. Balzac, while Stendhal was still alive, had written
a laudatory article on La Chartreuse de Parme; Sainte-Beuve
wrote: “It is evident that I am far from sharing the enthusiasm
of M. de Balzac for La Chartreuse de Parme. The simple fact is
that he has written of Beyle, as a novelist, as he would have
liked people to write of himself”’; and then, a little later, rather
maliciously, he tells how after Stendhal’s death among his
papers was found one which showed that he had given or lent
Balzac three thousand francs (and with Balzac a loan always
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was a gift), and thus paid for the eulogy. Upon this Sainte-
Beuve quoted: “Ce mélange de gloire et de gain m’importune.”’
Perhaps he needn’t have been so censorious: his two articles
on Stendhal were paid for by the publishers of the edition, and
the two articles he wrote on Stendhal’s cousin, Pierre Daru,
whose only distinction as a writer was that he had translated
Horace and written a history of Venice in nine volumes, were
commissioned as an act of piety by the family.

Stendhal never doubted that his works would survive, but
he was prepared to wait till 1880, or even to 1900, to receive the
appreciation that was his due. Many an author has consoled
himself for the neglect of his contemporaries by a confidence
that posterity will recognize his merits. It seldom does.
Posterity is busy and careless and, when it concerns itself with
the literary productions of the past, makes its choice among
those that were successful in their own day. It is only by a
remote chance that a dead author is rescued from the obscurity
in which he languished during his lifetime. In the case of
Stendhal, a professor, otherwise unknown, in his lectures at the
Ecole Normale enthusiastically praised his books, and there
happened to be among his students some clever young men
who later made a name for themselves. They read them, and
finding in them something that suited the climate of opinion at
the time prevalent among the young, became fanatical admirers.
The ablest of these young men was Hippolyte Taine, and many
years later, by which time he was become a well-known and
influential man of letters, he wrote a long essay in which he
called attention especially to Stendhal’s psychological insight.
In passing, I should remark that when literary critics speak of
a novelist’s psychology, they do not use the term in quite the
sense that psychologists use it. So far as I can make out, what
they mean is that the novelist lays a greater emphasis on the
motives, thoughts and emotions of his characters than on their
actions; but in practice this results in the novelist chiefly
displaying the more sinister parts of man’s nature, his envy,
his malignity, his selfishness, his pettiness—in fact, his baser
rather than his better nature; and this has an air of truth, for,
unless we are perfect fools, we are well aware how much there
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is in us all that is hateful. “But for the grace of God there goes
John Bradford.” Since Taine’s essay, an immense amount has
been written about Stendhal, and it is generally agreed that he
is one of the three great novelists that France produced in the
nineteenth century.

His case is a very singular one. Most of the great novelists
have been voluminous creators, and none more so than Balzac
and Dickens. One can be pretty sure that, if they had lived to

_old age, they would have gone on concocting story after story.
* One would think that, of all the gifts a novelist needs, invention
~on a large scale is the most essential. This gift Stendhal almost
-completely lacked. Yet he is, perhaps, the most original of
novelists. Just as, when In his youth he wanted to become a
famous dramatist, he could never think of an idea on which to
construct a play; so, when it came to writing novels, it looks as
though he was unable to evolve a plot out of his own head. His
first novel, as I have said, was Armance. The Duchesse de Duras
had written two novels which by their somewhat daring subjects
had had a succés de scandale, and a writer of some note in his day,
by name Henri de Latouche, wrote one, which he issued
anonymously, hoping it would be ascribed to the Duchess, and
of which the hero was impotent. I have not read it, and can
speak of it only from hearsay. From this I gather that Stendhal
for Armance took not only the theme, but also the plot, of
Latouche’s book. With what looks like brazen effrontery, he
even gave his hero the same name as Latouche had given his,
and it was only later that he changed it from Olivier to Octave.
He embroidered upon the idea with what I suppose would be
called psychological realism; but the novel remains a poor one:
the incidents are wildly improbable, and for my part I find it
impossible to believe that a man suffering from the peculiar
disability which gives the book its theme could fall passionately
in love with a young girl. In Le Rouge et le Noir, as I shall show
later, Stendhal followed closely the story of a young man who
was the subject of a celebrated trial. The only part of La
Chartreuse de Parme which Sainte-Beuve saw fit to praise is the
description of the Battle of Waterloo, and Stendhal’s description
was suggested by the memoirs of an English soldier who had
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been at the Battle of Vittoria. For the rest of that particular
book he depended on old Italian annals and memoirs. Now,
a novelist obviously gets his plots from somewhere, sometimes
from incidents in real life that he has experienced, witnessed or
been told of, but as a rule, I should say, from an elaboration of
characters who have for some reason excited his imagination.
I know of no novelist of the first rank, other than Stendhal, who
has so directly found his inspiration in what he has read. I do
not remark on this in disparagement, but merely as a curious
fact. Stendhal was not greatly inventive; but, how it came
about none can tell, nature had endowed this vulgar buffoon
with a wonderful gift of accurate observation, and with a
piercing insight into the intricacies, vagaries and bizarreries of
the human heart. He had a very poor opinion of his fellow-
creatures, but was intensely interested in them. In his Mémoires
d’un Touriste there is a revealing passage in which he relates
how,on a journey through France, he took a post-chaise in order
to admire the scenery at his leisure, but after a while, finding
himself desperately bored, abandoned it for the crowded stage-
coach where he could talk to his fellow-travellers and, at table
d’hbte, listen to their stories.

Though Stendhal’s travel books are lively and can still be
read with pleasure, if only for what they tell you of their author’s
singular character, his fame rests on two novels and on a few
passages in De I’Amour. One of these was not original: early in
1817 he was at Bologna, and at a party a certain Madame
Gherardi, ‘“‘the prettiest woman that Brescia, the land of fine
eyes, ever produced”, said to him:

“There are four different kinds of love:

(1) Physical love, that of beasts, savages and degraded
Europeans.

(2) Passionate love, that of Héloise for Abelard, of Julie
d’Etange for Saint-Preux.

(3) L’Amour Gofit, which during the eighteenth century
amused the French, and which Marivaux, Crébillon,
Duclos, Madame d’Epinay have described with such
grace. (I have left ’amour godt in French, because I do
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not know how to translate it. I think it means the kind
of love you feel for a person to whom you have taken a
fancy, and, if the word were in the Oxford Dictionary, I
should prefer to call it “lech’ rather than love.)

(4) Love from Vanity, that which made your Duchesse de
Chaulnes say when she was about to marry M. de Gial:
‘For a commoner, a duchess is always thirty,” ”

Then Stendhal adds: “the act of folly which makes one see
every perfection in the object of one’s love, is called crystallization
in Madame Gherardi’s circle.” It would have been unlike him
not to seize upon the fruitful idea that was thus presented to
him; but it was not till months later that, on what he called
‘““a day of genius”, the analogy occurred to him which has since
become famous. Here it is: ““At the salt mines of Salzburg you
throw into the depths of a disused shaft a leafless branch; two
or three months afterwards you take it out covered with brilliant
crystallizations: the smallest twigs, no bigger than a titmouse’s
foot, are adorned with an infinity of scintillating diamonds. One
can no longer recognize the original branch.

“What I call crystallization is the operation of the mind that
draws from everything around it the discovery that the beloved
object has new perfections.”

Everyone who has fallen in, and fallen out of, love must
recognize the aptness of the illustration.

(5)

Of the two great novels, La Chartreuse de Parme is the more
agreeable to read. I do not think Sainte-Beuve was right when
he called the characters lifeless puppets. It is true that Fabrice,
the hero, and Clelia Conti, the heroine, are shadowy, and for
the most part play a somewhat passive role in the story; but
Count Mosca and the Duchess Sanseverino are intensely alive.
The gay, licentious, unscrupulous duchess is a masterpiece of
characterization. But Le Rouge et le Noir is by far the more
striking, the more original, and the more significant perform-
ance. Itis because of it that Zola called Stendhal the father of
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the naturalistic school, and that Bourget and André Gide have
claimed him (not quite accurately) as the originator of the
psychological novel.

Unlike most authors, Stendhal accepted criticism, however
damning, with good humour; but what is even more remark-
able, when he sent manuscripts of his books to friends whose
opinions he wanted, he adopted without hesitation the revisions,
often ample, which they recommended. Mérimée states that
though he constantly re-wrote, he never corrected. I am not
sure that this is a fact. In a manuscript of his that I have seen
he put a little cross over a number of words that he was not
satisfied with, and did this surely with the intention of altering
them when he came to revise. He hated the flowery manner of
writing made fashionable by Chateaubriand, and which a
hundred lesser authors had sedulously aped. Stendhal’s aim
was to set down whatever he had to say as plainly and exactly
as he could, without frills, rhetorical flourishes or picturesque
verbiage. He said (probably not quite truly) that before start-
ing to write he read a page of the Code Napoléon in order to
chasten his language. He eschewed description of scenery and
the abundant metaphors which were popular in his day. The
cold, lucid, self-controlled style he adopted admirably increases
the horror of the story he has to tell in Le Rouge et le Noir, and
adds to its enthralling interest.

It is to Le Rouge et le Noir that Taine in his famous essay gave
most of his attention; but being an historian and a philosopher,
he was chiefly interested in Stendhal’s psychological acuteness,
his shrewd analysis of motives, and the freshness and originality
of his opinions. He pointed out with justice that Stendhal was
concerned not with action for its own sake, but only in so far
as it was occasioned by the emotions of his personages, the
singularities of their character and the vicissitudes of their
passions. This made him avoid describing dramatic incidents
in a dramatic manner. As an illustration of this, Taine quoted
Stendhal’s description of his hero’s execution, and very truly
remarked that most authors would have looked upon this as
an event on which they could expatiate. This is how Stendhal
treated it:
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“The bad air of the cell was becoming intolerable to Julien;
happily, on the day on which they told him he was to die, a
lovely sun enlivened nature, and Julien was in a courageous
mood. To walk in the open air was to him a delicious sensation,
as to walk on land might be to a sailor who has been long at
sea. Well, everything is going well, he told himself, I don’t lack
courage. Never had that head been so poetic as when it was
about to fall. The sweet moments he had passed in the woods
of Vergy crowded upon his memory with the utmost force.
Everything took place simply, decently, and on his side with-
out affectation.”

But Taine was apparently not interested in the novel as a
work of art. His aim in writing was to awaken interest in a
neglected author, and it was a panegyric he wrote rather than
a critical study. The reader who is induced by Taine’s essay
to acquaint himself with Le Rouge et le Noir may well be a trifle
disappointed. For as a work of art it is sadly imperfect.

Stendhal was more interested in himself than in anyone else,
and he was always the hero of his novels, Octave in Armance,
Fabrice in La Chartreuse de Parme, and Lucien Leuwen in the
unfinished novel of that name. Julien Sorel, the hero of Le
Rouge et le Noir, is the kind of man Stendhal would have liked
to be. He made him attractive to women and successful in
winning their love, as he himself would have given everything
to be, and too seldom was. He made him achieve his ends with
them by just those methods that he had concocted for his own
use, and that had consistently failed. He made him as brilliant
a talker as he was himself; he was wise enough, however, never
to give an example of his brilliance, but only affirmed it, since
he knew that when a novelist has told his reader that a character
is witty, and then gives examples of his wit, they are apt not to
come up to the reader’s expectation. He gave him his own
astonishing memory, his own courage, his own timidity, his
own ambition, sensitiveness, calculating brain, his own sus-
piciousness and vanity and quickness to take offence, his own
unscrupulousness and his own ingratitude. The pleasantest
trait he gives him, again one that he found in himself, is Julien’s
faculty of being moved to tears when he meets with dis-
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interestedness and loving-kindness: it suggests that if the cir-
cumstances of his life had been different, he would not have
been so vile.

As I have said, Stendhal had no gift for making up a story
out of his own head, and he took the plot of Le Rouge et le Noir
from newspaper reports of a trial that at the time had excited
great interest. A young seminarist called Antoine Berthet was
tutor in the house of a M. Michoud, then in that of a M. de
Cordon; he tried to seduce, or did seduce, the wife of the first
and the daughter of the second. He was discharged. He
attempted then to resume his studies for the priesthood, but
owing to his bad reputation no seminary would receive him.
He took it into his head that the Michouds were responsible for
this, and in revenge shot Madame Michoud while she was in
church, and then himself. The wound was not fatal and he was
tricd; he sought to save himself at the expense of the unfortunate
woman, but was condemned to death.

This ugly, sordid story appealed to Stendhal. He regarded
Berthet’s crime as the reaction of a strong, rebellious nature
against the social order, and as the expression of the natural
'man, untrammelled by the conventions of an artificial society.
He held his fellow-Frenchmen in scorn because they had lost
the energy which they had had in the Middle Ages, and were

ecome law-abiding, respectable, prosaic, commonplace and
'ibncapablc of passion. It might, perhaps, have occurred to him
that after the horrors of the Terror, after the catastrophic wars
of Napoleon, it was natural that they should welcome peace
and quiet. Stendhal prized energy above all other qualities
of man, and if he adored Italy, and sooner lived there than in
his native land, it was because he persuaded himself that it was
the “country of love and hate”. There men loved with frenzy
and for love’s sake died. There men and women surrendered
to their passions, careless of the disaster that might ensue.
There men, in a sudden attack of blind rage, killed, and killing,
dared to be themselves. This is pure romanticism, and it is
plain that what Stendhal called energy is what most people call
violence. And condemn.

“The people alone,” he wrote, “nowadays have some

D
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remnants of energy. There is none of it in the upper classes”;
so, when he came to write Le Rouge et le Noir, he made Julien a
working-class boy; but he furnished him with a better brain,
more strength of will, and greater courage than were possessed
by his wretched model. The character he drew with con-
summate skill is of perennial interest; he is devoured with envy
and hatred of those born in a more privileged class, and well
represents a type that occurs in every generation, and will pre-
sumably continue to do so until there is a classless society. Then
human nature will doubtless have changed, and the less intelli-
gent, the less competent, the less enterprising will no longer
resent it if the more enterprising, the more competent and the
more intelligent enjoy advantages that are denied them. Here,
when we catch our first glimpse of Julien, is how Stendhal
describes him: “He was a small young man of eighteen or
nineteen, weakly to look at, with irregular, delicate features
and an aquiline nose. His large black eyes, which in moments
of tranquillity suggested reflection and fire, were lit up at that
instant with an expression of the fiercest hate. His dark chestnut
hair, growing very low, gave him a small forehead and in
moments of anger a look of wickedness. . . . His slender, well-
set figure suggested lightness rather than vigour.” Not an
attractive portrait, but a good one, because it does not pre-
dispose the reader in Julien’s favour. The principal character
in a novel, as I have said, naturally enlists the reader’s sympathy,
and Stendhal, having chosen a villain for his hero, had to take
care from the start that his readers should not sympathize with
him overmuch. On the other hand, he had to interest them in
him. He could not afford to make him too repulsive, so he
modified his first description by dwelling repeatedly on his fine
eyes, his graceful figure and his delicate hands. On occasion,
he describes him as positively beautiful. But he does not forget
from time to time to call your attention to the malaise he
arouses in persons who come in contact with him, and to the
suspicion with which he is regarded by all save those who have
most cause to be on their guard against him,

Madame de Rénal, the mother of the children Julien is
engaged to teach, is an admirably drawn character of a kind
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most difficult to depict. She is a good woman. Most novelists
at one time have tried to create one, but have only succeeded
in producing a goose. I suppose the reason is that there is only
one way of being good, whereas there are dozens of being bad.
This obviously gives the novelist greater scope. Madame de
Rénal is charming, virtuous, sincere; and the narrative of her
growing love for Julien, with its fears and hesitations, and the
flaming passion which it becomes, is told in a masterly fashion.
She is one of the most touching creatures of fiction. Julien,
feeling that it is a duty he owes himself, decides that if one
evening he does not hold her hand he will take his own life;
just as Stendhal, wearing his best trousers, vowed that if, on
reaching a certain point, he did not declare his love to the
Countess Daru, he would blow his brains out. Julien even-
tually seduces Madame de Rénal, not because he is in love with
her, but partly to revenge himself on the class she belongs to,
and partly to satisfy his own pride; but he does fall in love with
her and, for a while, his baser instincts are dormant. For the
first time in his life he is happy, and you begin to feel sympathy
for him. But the imprudence of Madame de Rénal gives rise to
gossip, and it is arranged that Julien should enter a seminary to
study for the priesthood. I don’t see how the parts that deal
with Julien’s life with the Rénals and at the seminary could be
better; there is no nced to exercise a willing suspension of
disbelief, the truth of what Stendhal tells you is manifest; it is
when the scene is changed to Paris that I, for my part, find my-
self incredulous. When Julien has finished his course at the
seminary, the principal secures him a post as secretary to the
Marquis de la Mole, and he finds himself admitted to the most
aristocratic circle in the capital. The picture Stendhal draws
of it does not carry conviction. He had never moved in good
socicty; he was familiar chiefly with the bourgeoisie, which the
Revolution and the Empire had brought into prominence; and
he did not know how well-bred people behave. He had never
encountered pride of birth. Stendhal was at heart a realist, but
no one, however hard he tries, can fail to be influenced by the
psychic atmosphere of his time. Romanticism was rampant.
Stendhal, notwithstanding his appreciation of the good sense
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and urbane culture of the eighteenth century, was deeply
affected by it. As I have indicated, he was fascinated by the
ruthless men of the Italian Renaissance who were troubled
neither by scruple nor remorse, and hesitated at no crime to
satisfy their ambition, gratify their lust, or avenge their honour.
He prized their energy, their disregard of consequences, their
scorn of convention and their freedom of soul. It is because of
this romantic predilection that the last half of Le Rouge et le
Noir is unsatisfactory. You are asked to accept improbabilities
that you cannot swallow, and to interest yourself in episodes
that are pointless.

M. de la Méle had a daughter. Her name was Mathilde.
She was beautiful, but haughty and wilful; she was intensely
conscious of her high descent, and proud of those ancestors of
hers who, risking their lives for a great prize, had been executed,
one under Charles IX and another under Louis XIII. By a
natural coincidence, she attached the same high value to
‘energy’ as Stendhal did, and she despised the commonplace
young nobles who sought her hand. Now, Emile Faguet in an
interesting essay has pointed out that Stendhal in his enumera-
tion of the kinds of love left out {’amour de téte. That is the love
that starts in the imagination, grows and thrives in the imagina-
tion and is apt to perish when it is consummated in sexual
congress. That is the love that little by little stole upon Mlle
de la Mole for her father’s secretary, and its stages have been
described by Stendhal with the utmost subtlety. She was both
attracted and repelled by Julien. She fell in love with him
because he was unlike the young aristocrats who surrounded
her, because he despised them as much as she did, because of
his humble origins, because of his pride which was equal with
her own, because she sensed his ambition, his ruthlessness, his
lack of scruple, his depravity; and because she was afraid of
him.

Eventually Mathilde sends Julien a note, and bids him take a
ladder and come up to her room when everyone is asleep. Since
we learn later that he could just as well have walked quietly
up the stairs, she asked him to do this presumably to test his
courage. Clémentine de Curial had used a ladder to come
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down to the cellar in which she had hidden Stendhal, and this
had evidently fired his romantic imagination; for he made
Julien, on his way to Paris, stop off at Verriéres, the town in
which Madame de Rénal lived, get hold of a ladder, and in the
middle of the night climb up to her bedroom. It may be that
Stendhal felt it awkward to let his hero use this means of access
to a lady’s chamber twice in one novel, for on receiving
Mathilde’s note he makes Julien, referring to the ladder, say
with irony: “It is an instrument I am fated to use.” But no
irony suffices to conceal the fact that here Stendhal’s inventive-
ness failed him. What happens after the seduction is again
admirably described. Those two self-centred, irritable, moody
creatures scarcely know if they love with passion, or hate with
frenzy, Each tries to dominate the other; each seeks to anger,
wound and humiliate the other. At length Julien, by means of
a banal trick, brings the proud girl to his feet. Presently she
finds herself pregnant, and tells her father that she intends to
marry her lover. M. de la Méle is obliged to consent. But now,
when Julien, by dissimulation, diplomacy and self-restraint, is
in sight of achieving all his ambition craved, he commits a
foolish error. From then on the book goes to pieces.

We are told that Julien is clever and immensely cunning; and
yet, to recommend himself to his future father-in-law, he asks
him to write to Madame de Rénal for a certificate of character.
He knew that she sincerely repented the sin of adultery that
she had committed, and might bitterly blame him, as women
all over the world are accustomed to do, for her own weakness;
he knew, also, that she loved him passionately, and it should
have occurred to him that she might not welcome the prospect
of his marrying another woman. On the direction of her con-
fessor, she wrote a letter to the Marquis in which she told him
that it was Julien’s practice to insinuate himself into a family
in order to destroy its peace, and that his great and sole object
was by a show of disinterestedness to contrive to secure control
of the master of the house, and over his fortune. She had no
reason whatever to make either of these charges. She said he
was a hypocrite and a vile intriguer: Stendhal does not seem to
have noticed that though we readers, to whom every movement
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of Julien’s mind has been exposed, know that indeed he was,
Madame de Rénal did not; she knew only that he had per-
formed his duties as tutor to her children in an exemplary
manner, and had won their affection; and that he loved her so
much that on the last occasion on which she had seen him he
had risked his career, and even his life, to pass a few hours with
her. She was a conscientious woman, and it is hard to believe
that, whatever pressure her confessor brought to bear, she
would have consented to write things which she had no reason
to think were true. Anyhow, when M. de la Méle receives the
letter, he is horrified and refuses absolutely to let the marriage
proceed. Why did not Julien say that the letter was a tissue of
lies and merely the hysterical outburst of a madly jealous
woman? He might have admitted that he had been Madame
de Rénal’s lover; but she was thirty and he was nineteen: was
it not more probable that it was she who had seduced him? It
was not a fact, as we know, but it was uncommonly plausible.
M. de la Mole was a man of the world. The man of the world
has an inclination to think the worst of his fellow-creatures, a
mild cynicism which leads him to believe that where there is
smoke there is fire; and, at the same time, an easy tolerance of
human frailty. It would surely have seemed to M. de la Mole
amusing, rather than shocking, that his sccretary should have
had an affair with the wife of a provincial gentleman of no
social consequence.

But in any case Julien held all the cards. M. de la Moéle had
got him a commission in a crack regiment, and given him an
estate which produced a sufficient income. Mathilde refused
to have an abortion and, madly in love, had expressed her
determination to live with Julien, married or not. Julien had
only to state the plain facts of the situation, and the Marquis
would have been obliged to give in. We have been shown, from
the beginning of the novel, that the strength of Julien consisted
precisely in his self-control. His passions, envy, hatred, pride,
never dominated him; and his lust, the strongest passion of all,
was, as with Stendhal himself, not so much a matter of urgent
desire as of vanity. At the crisis of the book, Julien does the
fatal thing in a novel: he acts out of character. Just when he
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most needs his self-control, he behaves like a fool. On reading
Madame de Rénal’s letter, he takes pistols, drives down to
Verriéres, and shoots her, not killing, but wounding her.

This unintelligible behaviour of Julien’s has greatly puzzled
the critics, and they have sought explanations for it. One is that
it was the fashion of the day to end a novel with a melodramatic
incident, preferably with a tragic death; but if such was the
fashion, that would surely have been sufficient reason for
Stendhal, with his determination to run counter to accepted
usage, to eschew it. Others have suggested that an explanation
may be found in his fantastic cult of the crime of violence as the
supreme manifestation of energy. I find this no more likely.
It is true, of course, that Stendhal looked upon Berthet’s
monstrous action as a beau crime, but can he have failed to see
that he had made Julien a very different creature from the
miserable blackmailer? Verriéres was two hundred and fifty
miles from Paris, and even with a change of horses at every
stage, even if Julien drove day and night, the journey would
take nearly two days, long enough for his rage to lessen and
give way to the counsels of common sense. Then, the character
that Stendhal has so penetratingly drawn would have turned
back and, having faced M. de la Moéle with the brutal fact of
Mathilde’s pregnancy, forced him to consent to the marriage.

What then made Stendhal make the strange mistake which
everyone agrees is a flaw in his great novel? It is evident that
he could not allow Julien to succeed and, achieving his ambition,
with Mathilde and M. de la Méle behind him, win place, power
and fortune. That would have been a different book, and
Balzac wrote it later in the various novels that tell of the rise of
Rastignac. Julien had to die. It may be that Balzac, with his
wonderful fecundity, might have found a means to end Le Rouge
et le Noir in a way that the reader would accept not only as
plausible, but as inevitable. I don’t think Stendhal could have
ended it in any way other than he did. I believe that the facts
which had been given him exercised an hypnotic power over
him from which he was unable to break loose; he had followed
the story of Antoine Berthet very closely and he felt himself
under a compulsion to pursue it, against all credibility, to its
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wretched end. But God, fate, chance, whichever you like to
call the mystery that governs men’s lives, is a poor story-teller;
and it is the business, and the right, of the novelist to correct
the improbabilities of brute fact. It was not in Stendhal’s
capacity to do this. Itis a great pity. But, as I have urged,
no novel is perfect, owing partly to the natural inadequacy of
the medium, and partly to the deficiencies of the human being
who writes it. Notwithstanding its grave defects, Le Rouge et le
Noir is a very great book, and to read it is a unique experience.



CHAPTER FIVE

Balzac and Le Pére Goriot

(1)

Or all the great novelists that have enriched with their works
the spiritual treasures of the world, Balzac is to my mind the
greatest. He is the only one to whom I would without hesita-
tion ascribe genius. Genius is a word that is very loosely used
nowadays. It is ascribed to persons to whom a more sober
judgment would be satisfied to allow talent. Genius and talent
are very different things. Many people have talent; it is not
rare: genius is. Talent is adroit and dexterous; it can be culti-
vated: genius is innate, and too often strangely allied to grave
defects. But what is genius? The Oxford Dictionary tells us
that it is a “native intellectual power of an exalted type, such
as is attributed to those who are esteemed greater in any
department of art, speculation or practice; (an) instinctive and
extraordinary capacity for imaginative creation, original
thought, invention, or discovery”. Well, instinctive and extra-
ordinary capacity for imaginative creation is precisely what
Balzac had. He was not a realist, as Stendhal in part was,
and as Flaubert was in Madame Bovary, but a romantic; and
he saw life not as it really was, but coloured, often garishly, by
the predispositions he shared with his contemporaries.

There are writers who have achieved fame on the strength of
one or two books; somctimes because, from the mass they have
written, only a fragment has proved of enduring value—such is
PAbbé Prévost’s Manon Lescaut; sometimes because their
inspiration, growing out of a special experience, or owing to a
peculiarity of temper, only served for a production of little bulk.
They say their say once for all and, if they write again, repeat
themselves or write what is negligible. Balzac’s fertility was
prodigious. Of course he was uneven. In such a volume of
work as he produced, it was impossible for him always to be at

99 D*



100 TEN NOVELS AND THEIR AUTHORS

his best. Literary critics are apt to look askance at fertility. 1
think they are wrong. Matthew Arnold, indeed, looked upon
it as a characteristic of genius. He said of Wordsworth that
what struck him with admiration, what established in his own
opinion the poet’s superiority, was the great and ample body of
powerful work which remained to him, even after all his inferior
work had been cleared away. He gocs on to say: “If it were a
comparison of single pieces, or of three or four pieces, by each
poet, I do not say that Wordsworth would stand decisively
above Gray, or Burns, or Coleridge or Keats. . . . It is in his
ampler body of powerful work that I find his superiority.”
Balzac never wrote a novel with the epic grandeur of War and
Peace, one with the sombre, thrilling power of The Brothers
Karamazov, nor one with the charm and distinction of Pride and
Prejudice: his greatness lies not in a single work, but in the
formidable mass of his production.

Balzac’s field was the whole life of his time, and his range
was as extensive as the frontiers of his country. His knowledge
of men, however come by, was rare, though in some directions
less exact than in others; and he described the middle class of
society, doctors, lawyers, clerks and journalists, shopkeepers,
village priests, more convincingly than either the world of
fashion, the world of the city workers, or of the tillers of the soil.
Like all novelists, he wrote of the wicked more successfully than
of the good. His invention was stupendous; his power of
creation extraordinary. He was like a force of nature, a
tumultuous river overflowing its banks and sweeping every-
thing before it, or a hurricane blustering its wild way across
quiet country places and through the streets of populous cities.

As a painter of society, his distinctive gift was not only to
envisage men in their relations to one another—all novelists,
except the writers of adventure-stories pure and simple, do that
—but also, and especially, in their relations to the world they
live in. Most novelists take a group of persons, sometimes no
more than two or three, and treat them as though they lived
under a glass case. This often produces an effect of intensity,
but at the same time, unfortunately, one of artificiality. People
not only live their own lives, they live also in the lives of others:
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in their own, they play leading parts; in those of others, parts
that are sometimes important, but often trivial. You go to the
barber’s to get your hair cut; it means nothing to you, but
because of some casual remark of yours it may be a turning-
point in the barber’s life. By realizing all that this implies,
Balzac was able to give a vivid and exciting impression of the
multifariousness of life, its confusions and cross-purposes, and
of the remoteness of the causes that result in significant effects.
I believe he was the first novelist to dwell on the paramount
importance of economics in everybody’s life. He would not
have thought it enough to say that money is the root of all evil;
he thought the desire for money, the appetite for money, was
the mainspring of human action.

One must ever bear in mind that Balzac was a romantic.
Romanticism, as we know, was a reaction from classicism, but
to-day it is more convenient to contrast it with realism. The
realist is a determinist, and he aims in his narratives at a logical
verisimilitude. His observation is naturalistic. The romantic
finds the life of every day humdrum and platitudinous, and he
seeks to escape from the real world to a world of the imagina-
tion. He pursues strangeness and adventure; he wishes to
surprise, and if he can only do so at the expense of probability
he does not care. The characters he invents are intense and
extreme. Their appetites are unfettered. They despise self-
control, which they look upon as the dull virtue of the
bourgeois. They approve with their whole being that saying
of Pascal’s: Le ceur a ses raisons que la raison ne connait point. Their
admiration goes to him who is prepared to sacrifice everything
and hesitates at nothing to achieve wealth and power. This
attitude towards life exactly suited Balzac’s exuberant temper;
it is hardly too much to say that if romanticism had not existed,
he would have invented it. His observation was minute and
precise, but he used it as a basis for the fabrications of his
fantastic imagination. The idea that every man has a ruling
passion suited his instinct. It is one that has always attracted
the writers of fiction, for it enables them to give a dramatic
force to the creatures of their invention; these stand out vividly,
and the reader, from whom nothing is demanded but to know
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that they are misers or lechers, harpies or saints, understands
them without effort. We of to-day, largely through the works
of the novelists who have sought to interest us in the psychology
of their characters, no longer believe that men are all of a
piece. We know that they are made up of contradictory and
seemingly irreconcilable elements; it is just these discordances
in them that intrigue us and, because we know them in our-
selves, excite our sympathy. Balzac’s greatest characters are
formed on the model of those older writers who drew every man
in his humour. Their ruling passion has absorbed them to the
exclusion of all else. They are propensities personified; but
they are presented with such wonderful power, solidity and
distinctness that, even though you may not quite believe in
them, you can never forget them.

(2)

If you had met Balzac in his early thirties, when he was
already successful, this is the man you would have seen: a
short, stumpy fellow, rather stout, with powerful shoulders and
a massive chest, so that he would not have struck you as small,
with a neck like a bull’s, its whiteness contrasting with the red-
ness of his face; and thick, smiling lips, noticeably red. His
teeth were bad and discoloured. His nose was square, with
wide nostrils, and when David d’Angers did a bust of him, he
said: “Take care of my nose! My nose is a world!” His brow
was noble; his hair dense and black, swept back on his skull
like a lion’s mane. His brown eyes, flecked with gold, had a
life, a light, a magnetism, that were quite thrilling; they
obscured the fact that his features were irregular and vulgar.
His expression was jovial, frank, kindly and good-natured.
Lamartine said of him: ““His goodness was not a goodness of
indifference or insouciance, it was an affectionate, charming,
intelligent goodness, which inspired gratitude and defied you
not to love him.” His vitality was abounding, so that you felt it
exhilarating merely to be in his company. If you had given
his hands a glance, you would have been struck by their beauty.
They were small, white and fleshy, and the nails were rosy. He
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was very proud of them; and, indeed, they would have become
a bishop. Had you run across him in the day-time you would
have found him in a shabby old coat, his trousers muddy, his
shoes uncleaned, and in a shocking old hat. But in the evening,
at a party, he was grand in a blue coat with gold buttons, black
trousers, a white waistcoat, black silk openwork socks, patent
leather shoes, fine linen and yellow gloves. His clothes never
fitted him, and Lamartine adds that he looked like a school-
boy who has grown so much in the year that he’s bursting out
of them.

Balzac’s contemporarics are agreed that at this time he was
ingenuous, childish, kindly and genial. George Sand wrote that
he was sincere to the point of modesty, boastful to the point of
braggadocio, confident, expansive, very good and quite crazy,
drunk on water, intemperate in work and sober in other
passions, equally matter-of-fact and romantic, credulous and
sceptical, puzzling and contrary. He was not a good talker.
He was not quick in the uptake, and he had no gift of repartee;
his conversation was neither allusive nor ironical; but as a
monologuist his verve was irresistible. He roared with laughter
at what he was going to say, and everybody laughed with him.
They laughed to listen to him, and they laughed to look at him;
André Billy says that the phrase, “he burst out laughing”,
might have been invented for him.

The best life of Balzac has been written by André Billy, and
it is from his admirable book that I have gained the information
which I now propose to impart to the reader. The novelist’s
real name was Balssa, and his ancestors were farm-labourers
and weavers; but his father, who started life as clerk to an
attorney, having after the Revolution come up in the world
changed his name to Balzac. At the age of fifty-one he married
the daughter of a draper who had made a fortune by govern-
ment contracts, and Honoré, the eldest of his four children, was
born in 1799 at Tours, where his father was administrator of the
hospital. He had presumably got the job because Madame
Balzac’s father, the ex-draper, had somehow become director-
gencral of the Paris hospitals. Honoré appears to have been
idle and troublesome at school. At the end of 1814 his father
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was put in charge of the catering to a division of the army in
Paris and moved there with his family. It was decided that
Honoré should become an attorney and, after passing the
necessary examinations, he entered the office of a certain Maitre
Guyonnet. How he got on there is pretty well indicated by a
note sent him one morning by the head clerk: “Monsieur
Balzac is requested not to come to the office to-day, as there is
a lot of work.” In 1819 his father was retired on a pension and
decided to live in the country. He settled down at Ville-
parisis, a village on the road to Meaux. Honoré stayed in
Paris, since it had been decided that a friend of the family, a
lawyer, should hand over his busines to him when, after a few
years of practice, he was competent to deal with it.

But Honoré rebelled. He wanted to be a writer. He insisted
on being a writer. There were violent family scenes; but at
last, notwithstanding the continuous opposition of his mother,
a severe and practical woman whom he never liked, his father
yielded so far as to give him a chance. It was arranged that he
should have two years to see what he could do. He installed
himself in an attic at sixty francs a year, and furnished it with a
table, two chairs, a bed, a wardrobe and an empty bottle to
serve as a candlestick. He was twenty. Free.

The first thing he did was to write a tragedy; and when his
sister was about to be married and he went home, he took his
play with him. He read it to the assembled family and two of
their friends. All agreed that it was worthless. It was then sent
to a professor, whose verdict was that the author should do
whatever else he liked, but not write. Balzac, angry and dis-
couraged, went back to Paris. He decided that, since he could
not be a tragic poet, he would be a novelist, and he wrote two or
three novels inspired by those of Walter Scott, Anne Radcliffe
and Maturin. But his parents had come to the conclusion that
the experiment had failed, and they ordered him to come back
to Villeparisis by the first stage-coach. Presently a friend, a hack
writer whose acquaintance Balzac had made in the Latin
Quarter, came to see him and suggested that they should write
a novel in collaboration. So began a long series of potboilers
which he wrote sometimes alone, sometimes in collaboration,
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under various pseudonyms. No one knows how many books
he turned out between 1821 and 1825. Some authorities claim
as many as fifty. I don’t know that anyone has read them in
quantity except George Saintsbury, and he acknowledges that
it required an effort. They were for the most part historical,
for then Walter Scott was at the height of his fame and they
were designed to cash in on his great vogue. They were very
bad, but they had their use in teaching Balzac the value of
swift action to hold the reader’s attention, and the value of
dealing with the subjects that people regard as of primary
importance—love, wealth, honour and life. It may be that
they taught him, too, what his own proclivities must also have
suggested to him, that to be read the author must concern
himself with passion. Passion may be base, trivial or un-
natural, but, if violent enough, is not without some trace of
grandeur.

While thus engaged, Balzac lived at home. There he made
the acquaintance of a neighbour, a Madame de Berny, the
daughter of a German musician who had been in the service
of Marie Antoinette and of one of her maids. She was forty-
five. Her husband was sick and querulous; she had had, how-
ever, six children by him, besides one by a lover. She became
Balzac’s friend, then his mistress, and remained devoted to him
till her death fourteen years later. It was a curious relation.
He loved her as a lover, but he transferred to her, besides, the
love he had never felt for his mother. She was not only a
mistress, but a confidant, whose advice, encouragement and dis-
interested affection were always his for the asking. The affair
gave rise to scandal in the village, and Madame Balzac, as was
natural, highly disapproved of her son’s entanglement with a
woman old enough to be his mother. His books, moreover,
brought in little money, and she was concerned about his future.
An acquaintance suggested that he should go into business, and
the idea scems to have appealed to him. Madame de Berny
put up forty-five thousand francs, and with a couple of partners
he became a publisher, a printer and a type-founder. He was
a poor business man and wildly extravagant. He charged up
to the firm his personal expenditure with jewellers, tailors,
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bootmakers, and even laundresses. At the end of three years
the firm went into liquidation, and his mother had to provide
fifty thousand francs in order to pay his creditors.

Since money played so large a part in Balzac’s existence, it
is worth while to consider what these sums really amounted to.
Fifty thousand francs was two thousand pounds, but two
thousand pounds then was worth far, far more than it is worth
now. It is difficult to say how much. Perhaps the best way is
to state what at that time could be done on a certain number
of francs. The Rastignacs were gentry. The family, con-
sisting of six persons, lived in the provinces, thriftily, but
according to their station with decency, on three thousand
francs a year. When they sent their eldest son, Eugéne, to Paris
to study law, he took a room in the pension of Madame
Vauquer and paid forty-five francs a month for board and
lodging. Several young men had rooms out, but came in for
their meals, since the house had a reputation for good food,
and for this they paid thirty francs a month. Board and
lodging to-day in an establishment of the same class as Madame
Vauquer’s would cost at least thirty-five thousand francs a
month. The fifty thousand francs that Balzac’s mother paid
to save him from bankruptcy would be equivalent now to a
very considerable sum.

The experience, though disastrous, provided him with a good
deal of special information and a knowledge of business which
were useful to him in the novels he afterwards wrote.

After the crash, Balzac went to stay with friends in Brittany,
and there found the material for a novel, Les Chouans, which was
his first serious work, and the first which he signed with his own
name. He was thirty. From then on, he wrote with frenzied
industry till his death twenty-one years later. The number of
his works is astounding. Every year produced one or two long
novels, and a dozen novelettes and short stories. Besides this,
he wrote a number of plays, some of which were never accepted,
and, of those that were, all, with one exception, lamentably
failed. At least once, for a short period, he conducted a
newspaper, most of which he wrote himself. When at work, he
led a chaste and regular life. He went to bed soon after his
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evening meal, and was wakened by his servant at one. He got
up, put on his white robe, immaculate, for he claimed that to
write one should be clad in garments without spot or stain;
and then by candle-light, fortifying himself with cup after cup
of black coffee, wrote with a quill from a raven’s wing. He
stopped writing at seven, took a bath (in principle) and lay
down. Between eight and nine his publisher came to bring him
proofs, or get a piece of manuscript from him; then he set to
work again till noon, when he ate boiled eggs, drank water and
had more coffee; he worked till six, when he had his light
dinner, which he washed down with a little Vouvray. Some-
times a friend or two would drop in, but after a little conversa-
tion, he went to bed. Though when alone he was thus
abstemious, in company he ate voraciously. One of Balzac’s
publishers declares that at one meal he saw him devour a
hundred oysters, twelve cutlets, a duck, a brace of partridges,
a sole, a number of sweets and a dozen pears. It is not surprising
that in time he became very fat and his belly enormous.
Gavarni says that he ate like a hog. His table manners were
certainly inelegant: that he used a knife to eat with, in prefer-
ence to a fork, does not offend me—I have no doubt that
Louis XIV did, too; but I recoil at Balzac’s habit of blowing
his nose in his napkin.

He was a great note-taker. Wherever he went he had his
notebook with him, and when he happened upon something
that might be useful to him, hit upon an idea of his own or was
taken with someone else’s, he jotted it down. When possible,
he visited the scene of his stories, and sometimes drove long
distances to see a street or a house that he wished to describe.
He chose the names of his characters with care, for he had a
notion that the name should correspond with the personality
and appearance of the individual who bore it. It is generally
conceded that he wrote badly. George Saintsbury thought this
was owing to the fact that for ten years he had written, post-
haste, a mass of novels just to make a bare living. That does
not convince me. Balzac was a vulgar man (but was not his
vulgarity an integral part of his genius?) and his prose was
vulgar. It was prolix, portentous and too often incorrect.
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Emile Faguet, a critic, in his time, of importance, has given in
his book on Balzac a whole chapter to the faults of taste, style,
syntax and language of which the author was guilty; and,
indeed, some of them are so gross that it needs no profound
knowledge of French to perceive them. Balzac had no feeling for
the elegance of his native tongue. It can never have occurred to
him that prose may have a comeliness and a grace as delightful
in its different way as verse. But for all that, when his exuberant
volubility did not run away with him, he could give succinct
and pithy expression to the apophthegms and maxims that are
scattered about his novels. Neither in their matter nor in their
manner would they have dishonoured La Rochefoucauld.

Balzac was not a writer who knew what he wanted to say
from the start. He began with a rough draft, which he re-wrote
and corrected so drastically that the manuscript which he
finally sent to the printers was almost impossible to decipher.
The proof was returned to him, and this he treated as if it were
but an outline of the projected work. He not only added words,
he added sentences, not only sentences but paragraphs, and
not only paragraphs but chapters. When his proofs were once
more set up, with all the alterations and corrections he had
made, and a fair set delivered to him, he went to work on them
again and made more changes. Only after this would he consent
to publication, and then only on condition that in a future
edition he should be allowed to make further revisions. The
expense of all this was great, and resulted in constant quarrels
with his publishers.

The story of Balzac’s relations with editors is long, dull and
sordid, and I will deal with it very shortly. He was unscrupu-
lous. He would get an advance on a book and guarantee
to deliver it at a certain date; and then, tempted by an offer
of quick money, would stop working on it to give another
editor or publisher a novel or a story he had written with haste.
Actions were brought against him for breach of contract, and
the costs and damages he had to pay greatly increased his
already heavy debts. For no sooner did success come to him,
bringing him contracts for books he was engaged to write
(and sometimes never did), than he moved into a spacious
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apartment, which he furnished at great cost, and bought a
cabriolet and a pair of horses. He engaged a groom, a cook
and a manservant, bought clothes for himself and a livery for
his groom, and quantities of plate that he decorated with a
coat of arms which did not belong to him. It was that of an
ancient family, by name Balzac d’Entragues, and he assumed
it when he added the de, the particule, to his own name to make
believe that he was of noble birth. To pay for all this splendour,
he borrowed from his sister, his friends, his publishers, and
signed bills that he kept on renewing. His debts increased,
but he continued to buy—jewellery, porcelain, cabinets, pieces
of buhl, pictures, statues; he had his books bound gorgeously
in morocco, and one of his many canes was studded with
turquoises. For one dinner he gave, he had his dining-room
refurnished and the decoration entirely changed. At intervals,
when his creditors were more than usually pressing, many of
these possessions were pawned; now and then the brokers came
in, seized his furniture, and sold it by public auction. Nothing
could cure him. To the end of his life, he went on buying with
senseless extravagance. He was a shameless borrower, but so
great was the admiration his genius excited that he seldom
exhausted the generosity of his friends. Women are not as a rule
willing lenders, but Balzac apparently found them easy. He was
completely lacking in delicacy, and there is no sign that he had
qualms about taking money from them.

It will be remembered that his mother had cut into her
fortune to save him from bankruptcy; the dowries of her two
daughters had further reduced her means, and at last the only
property she had left was a house she owned in Paris. The time
came when she found herself so desperately in need that she
wrote a letter to her son, which André Billy quoted in the first
edition of his Vie de Balzac, and which I shall translate: “The last
letter I had from you was in November 1834. In it you agreed
to give me, from April 1st, 1835, two hundred francs every
quarter to help me with my rent and my maid. You under-
stood that I could not live as fitted my poverty; you had made
your name too conspicuous and your luxury too obvious for the
difference in our situations not to be shocking. Such a promise
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as you made me was for you, I think, an acknowledged debt.
It is now April 1837, which means that you owe me for two
years. Of these 1600 francs, you gave me last December 500
francs, as though they were a charity churlishly bestowed.
Honoré, for two years my life has been a constant nightmare.
You weren’t able to help me, I don’t doubt it, but the result is
that the sums I've borrowed on my house have diminished its
value and now I can raise no more, and everything I have of
value is in pawn; and that I’ve at last come to the moment when
I have to say to you: ‘Bread, my son.” For several weeks I've
been eating what was given me by my good son-in-law, but,
Honoré, it can’t go on like that: it seems that you have the
means to make long and costly journeys of all sorts, costly in
money and in reputation—for yours will be cruelly compromised
when you come back because of the contracts you have failed
to keep—when I think of all this my heart breaks! My son, as
you’ve been able to afford . . . mistresses, mounted canes, rings,
silver, furniture, your mother may also without indiscretion
ask you to carry out your promise. She has waited to do so till
the last moment, but it has come . . .”

To this letter he replied: ““I think you’d better come to Paris
and have an hour’s talk with me.”

His biographer says that since genius has its rights, the
conduct of Balzac should not be judged by ordinary standards.
That is a matter of opinion. I think it better to admit that he was
selfish, unscrupulous and dishonest. The best excuse one can
make for his financial shiftiness is that with his buoyant,
optimistic temper he was always firmly convinced that he was
going to make vast sums out of his writings (for the time he
made a great deal) and fabulous amounts out of the specula-
tions which one after another tempted his ardent imagination.
But, whenever he actually engaged in one, the result was to
leave him still more heavily in debt. He could never have been
the writer he was if he had been sober, practical and thrifty. He
was a show-off; he adored luxury, and he could not help spending
money. He worked like a dog to fulfil his obligations, but,
unfortunately, before ever he paid off his more pressing debits
he had contracted new ones. There is one curious fact worth
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mentioning. It was only under the pressure of debt that he
could bring himself to write. Then he would work till he was
pale and worn out, and in these circumstances he wrote some
of his best novels; but when by some miracle he was not in
harrowing straits, when the brokers left him in peace, when
editors and publishers were not bringing actions, his invention
seemed to fail him and he could not bring himself to put pen
to paper. He claimed to the end of his life that it was his mother
who had ruined him; that was a shocking thing to say; for,
it was he who had ruined her.

(3)

Balzac’s literary success brought him, as success does, many
new friends; and his immense vitality, his radiant good humour,
his charm, made him a welcome guest in all but the most
exclusive salons. One great lady to be attracted by his celebrity
was the Marquise de Castries, the daughter of the Duc de
Maillé and niece of the Duc de Fitz-James, a direct descendant
of James the Second. She wrote to him under an assumed
name, he answered, and she wrote again disclosing her identity.
He called upon her; he pleased, and presently he went to see
her every day. She was pale, blonde, flower-like. He fell in
love with her; but though she allowed him to kiss her aristo-
cratic hands, she resisted his further advances. He scented
himself, he put on new yellow gloves every day: it availed him
nothing. He grew impatient and irritable, and began to
suspect that she was playing with him. The fact is plain that she
wanted an admirer and not a lover. It was doubtless flattering
to have a clever young man, already famous, at her feet, but
she had no intention of becoming his mistress. The crisis came
at Geneva, where, with her uncle, Fitz-James, as a chaperon,
she and Balzac were staying on their way to Italy. No one
knows exactly what happened. Balzac and the Marquise
went for an excursion, and he returned in tears. It may be
supposed that he made summary demands on her, which she
rejected in a manner that deeply mortified him. Pained and
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angry, feeling himself abominably used, he went back to Paris.
But he was not a novelist for nothing; every experience, even
the most humiliating, was grist to his mill; and Madame de
Castries was to serve in future as a model for the heartless flirt
of high rank.

While still laying fruitless siege to her, Balzac had received a
fan-letter from Odessa signed L’Etrangére. A second, similarly
signed, arrived after the break. He put an advertisement in the
only French paper allowed to enter Russia: “M. de B has
received the communication sent to him; he has only this day
been able by this paper to acknowledge it and regrets that he
does not know where to send his reply.” The writer was
Eveline Hanska, a Polish lady of noble birth and great wealth.
She was thirty-two, and married, but her husband was in the
fifties. She had had five children by him, but only one, a girl,
was living. She saw Balzac’s advertisement, and so arranged
that she might receive his letters if he wrote to her in care of a
bookseller at Odessa. A correspondence ensued.

Thus began what Balzac was wont to call the great passion
of his life.

The letters soon grew intimate. In the high-flown manner o€
the time, Balzac so laid bare his heart as to arouse the lady’s pity
and sympathy. She was romantic, and bored with the monotony
of life in the great chateau in the Ukraine in the middle
of fifty thousand acres of dull country. She admired the
author, she was interested in the man. When they had been
exchanging letters for a couple of years, Madame Hanska, with
her elderly husband, who was in poor health, her daughter, a
governess and a retinue of servants, went to Neufchatel in
Switzerland; and there, on her invitation, Balzac went too.
There is a pleasant, but too fanciful, account of how they met.
Balzac was walking in the public gardens when he saw a lady
seated on a bench reading a book. She dropped her handker-
chief, and on politely picking it up he noticed that the book
was one of his. He spoke. It was the woman he had come to
see. She was then a handsome creature, of somewhat opulent
charms; her eyes were fine, though with ever so slight a cast,
her hair was beautiful and her mouth ravishing. She may have
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been a trifle taken aback at the first sight of this short, fat, red-
faced man, like a butcher to look at, who had written her such
lyrical and passionate letters; but if she was, the brilliance of
his gold-flecked eyes, his exuberant vitality, his animation, the
rare goodness of his heart, made her forget the shock, and in
the five days he spent at Neufchatel he became her lover. He
was obliged to return to Paris, and they parted with the arrange-
ment that they should meet again early in the winter at Geneva.
He arrived for Christmas and passed six weeks there, during
which, in the intervals of making love to Madame Hanska, he
wrote La Duchesse de Langeais, in which he revenged himself on
Madame de Castries for the affront she had made him suffer.
He left Geneva with Madame Hanska’s promise to marry him
when her spouse, whose health had not improved, left her a
widow. Soon after getting back to Paris, however, Balzac
met the Countess Guidoboni-Visconti and was immediately
fascinated by her. She was an Englishwoman, an ash-blonde,
and, notwithstanding her nationality, voluptuous; and notori-
ously unfaithful to her easy-going Italian husband. It was not
long before she became Balzac’s mistress. But the romantics of
those days conducted their love affairs in a blaze of publicity,
and soon Eveline Hanska, then living in Vienna, heard what
had happened. She wrote Balzac a letter full of bitter
reproaches, and announced that she was about to return to
the Ukraine. It was an appalling blow. He had been count-
ing on marrying her on the death of her ailing lord, an event
which he persuaded himself could not be long delayed, and
being put in possession of her vast fortune. He borrowed two
thousand francs and hurried off to Vienna to make his peace.
He travelled as the Marquis de Balzac, with his bogus coat
of arms on the luggage, and a valet; this added to the expense
of the journey since, as a man of title, it was beneath his dignity
to haggle with hotel-keepers and he had to give tipssuitable to
the rank he had assumed. He arrived penniless. Fortunately,
Eveline was generous; but she did not forbear to heap more
reproaches on him, and he had to lie his head off to allay her
suspicions. Three weeks later she left for the Ukraine, and they
did not meet again for eight years.
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Balzac went back to Paris and resumed his relations with the
Countess Guidoboni. For her sake, he indulged in extravagance
greater than ever. He was arrested for debt, and she paid the
sum necessary to save him from going to prison. Thence-
forward, from time to time she came to his rescue when his
financial situation was desperate. In 1836 to his real grief
Madame de Berny, his first mistress, died; and he said of her
that she was the only woman he had ever loved: others have
said that she was the only woman who had ever loved him. In
the same year the blonde Countess informed him that she was
with child by him. When it was born, her husband, a tolerant
man, remarked: “Well, I knew that Madame wanted a dark
child. So she’s got what she wanted.” Of his other affairs, I
will mention only one, with a widow called Héléne de Valette,
because it began, as had those with Madame de Castries and
Eveline Hanska, with a fan-letter. It is odd that three of his
five chief love affairs should have so started. It may be that
that is why they were unsatisfactory. When a woman is
attracted to a man by his fame, she is too much concerned with
the credit she may get through the connection with him to be
capable of that blessed something of disinterestedness that
genuine love evokes. She is a thwarted exhibitionist who
snatches at a chance to gratify her instinct. The affair with
Héléne de Valette lasted four or five years. Oddly enough,
Balzac broke off his relations with her because he discovered
that she was not so highly connected as she had led him to
believe. He had borrowed a large sum from her, and after his
death she tried, seemingly in vain, to get it back from his
widow.

Meanwhile, he continued to correspond with Eveline Hanska.
His early letters left no doubt about the nature of their relation- -
and two of them, which Eveline had left carelessly in a book,
were read by her husband. Balzac, apprised of this embar-
rassing occurrence, wrote to M. Hanski and told him that they
were merely a joke; Eveline had taunted him with the fact that
he could not write a love letter, and he had written those two
to show how well he could. The explanation was thin, but
M. Hanski apparently accepted it. After that, Balzac’s letters
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were sufficiently discreet, and it was only indirectly, expecting
her to read between the lines, that he was able to assure Eveline
that he loved her as passionately as ever and longed for the
day when they could be united for the rest of their lives. The
suggestion is plausible that during an absence of eight years, in
which time, besides passing flutters, he had had two serious
affairs, one with the Countess Guidoboni, the other with
Héléne de Valette, his love for Eveline Hanska was somewhat
less ardent than he pretended. Balzac was a novelist, and it is
natural enough that, when he sat down to write a letter to her,
he should have thrown himself into his character of the love-lorn
swain as easily as when, wanting to give an example of Lucien
de Rubempré’s literary gift, he threw himself into the character
of a brilliant young journalist and wrote an admirable article.
I have little doubt that when he wrote a love letter to Eveline
he felt exactly what he eloquently said. She had promised to
marry him on her husband’s death, and his future security
depended on her keeping her word; no one can blame him if in
his letters he forced the note a little. For eight interminable
years Monsicur Hanski had enjoyed moderate health. He died
suddenly. The moment Balzac had been so long awaiting
arrived, and at last his dream was to come true. At last he was
going to be rich. At last he was to be free of his petty bourgeois
debts.

But the letter in which Eveline told him of her husband’s
dcath was followed by another, in which she told him that she
would not marry him. She could not forgive him his infidelities,
his extravagance, his debts. He was reduced to despair. She
had told him in Vienna that she did not expect him to be
physically faithful so long as she had his heart. Well, that she
had always had. He was outraged by her injustice. He came
to the conclusion that he could only win her back by seeing her,
and so, after a good deal of correspondence, notwithstanding
her marked reluctance, he made the journey to St. Petersburg,
where she then was to settle her husband’s affairs. His cal-
culations proved correct; both were fat and middle-aged; he
was forty-three and she was forty-two; but it looked as though,
such was his charm, such his vitality and the power of his
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genius, when with him she could refuse him nothing. They
became lovers again, and again she promised to marry him.
It was seven years before she kept her word. Why she hesitated
so long has puzzled the biographers, but surely the reasons are
not far to seek. She was a great lady, proud of her noble lineage,
as proud as Prince Andrew in War and Peace was of his, and it is
likely enough that she saw a great difference between being the
mistress of a celebrated author and the wife of a vulgar upstart.
Her family did all they could to persuade her not to contract
such an unsuitable alliance. She had a marriageable daughter,
whom it was her duty to settle in accordance with her rank and
circumstances: Balzac was a notorious spendthrift; she may well
have feared that he would play ducks and drakes with her
fortune. He was always wanting money from her. He did not
dip into her purse, he plunged both hands into it. She was
rich, and herself extravagant, but it is very different to fling
your money about for your own pleasure and to have someone
else fling it about for his.

The strange thing is not that Eveline Hanska waited so long
to marry Balzac, but that she married him at all. They saw
one another from time to time, and as a result of one of these
meetings she became pregnant. Balzac was enchanted. He
thought he had won her at last and begged her to marry him
at once; but she, unwilling to have her hand forced, wrote to
tell him that after her confinement she intended to go back to
the Ukraine to economize and would marry him later. The
child was born dead. This was in 1845 or 1846. She married
Balzac in 1850. He had spent the winter in the Ukraine, and
the ceremony took place there. Why did she at last consent?
She didn’t want to marry him. She never had. She was a
devout woman and at one time had seriously thought of
entering a convent: perhaps her confessor urged her to
regularize her unconventional situation. During the winter
Balzac’s prolonged and arduous labour, his abuse of strong
coffee, had at length shattered his vigorous constitution, and
his health failed. Heart and lungs were affected. It was
evident that he had not long to live. Perhaps Eveline was
moved to pity for a dying man who, notwithstanding his infi-
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delities, had loved her so long. Her brother Adam Rzewuski
wrote to beg her not to marry Balzac, and her reply is quoted
by Pierre Descaves in Les Cent Fours de M. de Balzac: “No, no,
no . . . I owe something to the man who has suffered so much
by me and for me, whose inspiration and whose joy I have
been. He is ill; his days are numbered! . . . He has been
betrayed so often; I shall remain faithful to him, in spite of
everything and notwithstanding everything, faithful to the
ideal that he has made of me, and if, as the doctors say, he must
soon die, let it be at least with his hand in mine, and with the
image of me in his heart, and may his last glance be fixed on
me, on the woman he has loved so much, and who has loved
him so sincerely and so truly.” The letter is moving, and I don’t
see why we should doubt its sincerity.

She was no longer a rich woman. She had dispossessed
herself of her vast possessions in favour of her daughter and
retained only an annuity. If Balzac was disappointed, he did
not show it. The couple went to Paris, where, on Eveline’s
money, he had bought and expensively furnished a large house.

It is lamentable to have to relate that after all this eager
waiting, when at last Balzac’s hopes were realized, the marriage
was not a success. They had lived together for months at a
time in the Ukraine, and one would have thought that they
must have come to know one another so well, with all their
difficulties of character, that they would have fallen easily
enough into the intimacy of married life. It is possible that
mannerisms and tricks which Eveline had regarded with
indulgence in a lover irritated her in a husband. For years
Balzac had been in the position of a suppliant: it may be
that when safely married he became dictatorial and high-
handed. Eveline was haughty, exacting and quick-tempered.
She had made great sacrifices to marry him, and she resented
the fact that he did not seem properly grateful. She had always
said that she would not marry him till all his debts were paid,
and he had assured her that this was done; but, on arriving in
Paris, she found that the house was mortgaged and that he
still owed large sums. She had been accustomed to be mistress
of a large house, with a score of house-serfs at her beck and call;
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she was unused to French servants, and she resented the inter-
ference of Balzac’s family in the management of her household.
She did not like them. She found them second-rate and
pretentious. The quarrels between husband and wife were so
bitter and so open that all their friends became aware of them.

Balzac had arrived in Paris ill. He grew worse. He took
to his bed. One complication followed another, and on the
17th of August, 1850, he died.

Eveline Hanska, like Kate Dickens and the Countess
Tolstoy, has had a bad press with posterity. She survived Balzac
for thirty-two years. At some sacrifice she paid his debts, and
gave his mother till her death the three thousand francs a year
which Balzac had promised her but never paid. She arranged
for a re-issue of his complete works. In connection with this, a
young man, Champfleury by name, came to see her within a
few months after her husband’s death; and when, being very
much of a lady’s man, he made advances to her there and then,
she did not resist. The affair lasted three months. He was
succeeded by a painter called Jean Gigoux; and the connection,
which one may presume from its length grew platonic, lasted
till her own death at the age of cighty-two. Posterity would
have preferred her to remain chaste and inconsolable for the
rest of her long life.

(4)

George Sand rightly said that each of Balzac’s books was in
fact a page of one great book, which would be imperfect if he
had omitted that page. In 1833 he conceived the idea of
combining the whole of his production into one whole under
the name of La Comédie Humaine. When it occurred to him, he
ran to see his sister: “Salute me,” he cried, “because I’m quite
plainly (tout simplement) on the way to become a genius.”” He
described as follows what he had in mind: “The social world
of France would be the historian, I should be merely the
secretary. In setting forth an inventory of vices and virtues, in
assembling the principal facts of the passions, in painting
characters, in choosing the principal incidents of the social
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world, in composing types by combining the traits of several
homogeneous characters, perhaps I could manage to write
the history forgotten by so many historians, the history of
manners and customs.”’ It was an ambitious scheme. He did
not live to carry it to completion. It is evident that some of the
pages in the vast work he left, though perhaps necessary, are
less interesting than others. In a production of such bulk, that
was inevitable. But in almost all Balzac’s novels there are two
or three characters which, because they are obsessed by a
simple, primitive passion, stand out with extraordinary force.
It was in the depiction of just such characters that his strength
lay; when he had to deal with a character of any complexity,
he was less happy. In almost all his novels there are scenes of
great power, and in several an absorbing story.

If I were asked by someone who had never read Balzac to
recommend the novel which best represented him, which gave
the reader pretty well all the author had to give, I should
without hesitation advise him to read Le Pére Goriot. The
story it tells is continuously interesting. In some of his novels,
Balzac interrupts his narrative to discourse on all sorts of
irrelevant matters, or to give you long accounts of people in
whom you cannot take the faintest interest; but from these
defects Le Pére Goriot is free. He lets his characters explain
themselves by their words and actions as objectively as it was
in his nature to do. The novel is extremely well constructed;
and the two threads, the old man’s self-sacrificing love for his
ungrateful daughters, and the ambitious Rastignac’s first steps
in the crowded, corrupt Paris of his day, are ingeniously inter-
woven. It illustrates the principles which in La Comdédie
Humaine Balzac was concerned to bring to light: “Man is
neither good nor bad, he is born with instincts and aptitudes;
the world (la société), far from corrupting him, as Rousseau
pretended, perfects him, makes him better; but self-interest
then enormously develops his evil propensities.”

So far as I know, it was in Le Pére Goriot that Balzac first
conceived the notion of bringing the same characters into novel
after novel. The difficulty of this is that you must create
characters who interest you so much that you want to know
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what happens to them. Balzac here triumphantly succeeds
and, speaking for myself, I read with added enjoyment the
novels in which I learn what has become of certain persons,
Rastignac for instance, whose future I am eager to know about.
Balzac himself was profoundly interested in them. He had at
one time as his secretary a man of letters called Jules Sandeau,
who is chiefly known in literary history as one of George
Sand’s many lovers: he had gone home because his sister was
dying; she died, and he buried her; and on his return Balzac,
having offered his condolences and asked after Sandeau’s
family, said, so the story goes: “Come, that’s enough of that,
let’s get back to serious things. Let’s talk of Eugénie Grandet.”
The device which Balzac adopted (and which, incidentally,
Sainte-Beuve in a moment of petulance roundly condemned)
is uscful because it is an economy of invention; but I cannot
believe that Balzac, with his marvellous fertility, resorted to it
on that account. I think he felt that it added reality to his
narrative, for in the ordinary course of events we have repeated
contacts with a fair proportion of the same people; but more
than that, I think his main object was to knit his whole work
together in a comprehensive unity. His aim, as he said himself,
was not to depict a group, a set, a class or even a society, but a
period and a civilization. He suffered from the delusion, not
uncommon to his countrymen, that France, whatever disasters
had befallen it, was the centre of the universe; but perhaps it
was just on that account that he had the self-assurance to create
a world, multicoloured, various and profuse, and the power
to give it the convincing throb of life.

Balzac started his novels slowly. A common method with
him was to begin with a detailed description of the scene of
action. He took so much pleasure in these descriptions that he
often tells you more than you need to know. He never learned
the art of saying only what has to be said, and not saying what
needn’t be said. Then he tells you what his characters look
like, what their dispositions are, their origins, habits, ideas and
defects; and only after this sets out to tell his story. His
characters are seen through his own exuberant temperament
and their rcality is not quite that of real life; they are painted in
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primary colours, vivid and sometimes garish, and they are more
exciting than ordinary people; but they live and breathe; and
you believe in them, I think, because Balzac himself intensely
believed in them, so intensely indeed that when he was dying
he cried: “Send for Bianchon. Bianchon will save me.” This
was the clever, honest doctor who appears in many of the
novels. He is one of the very few disinterested characters to be
met with in La Comédie Humaine.

I believe Balzac to have been the first novelist to use a
boarding-house as the setting for a story. It has been used
many times since, for it is a convenient way of enabling the
author to present together a variety of characters in sundry
predicaments, but I don’t know that it has ever been used with
such happy effect as in Le Pére Goriot. We meet in this novel
perhaps the most thrilling character that Balzac ever created—
Vautrin. The type has been reproduced a thousand times, but
never with such striking and picturcsque force, nor with such
convincing realism. Vautrin has a good brain, will-power and
immense vitality. These were traits that appealed to Balzac,
and, ruthless criminal though he was, he fascinated his author.
It is worth the reader’s while to notice how skilfully, with-
out giving away a secret he wanted to keep till the end of the
book, he has managed to suggest that there is something
sinister about the man. He is jovial, generous and good-
natured; he has great physical strength, he is clever and self-
possessed; you cannot but admire him, and sympathize with
him, and yet he is strangely frightening. He obsesses you, as he
did Rastignac, the ambitious, well-born young man who
comes to Paris to make his way in the world; but you feel in
the convict’s company the same uneasiness as Rastignac felt.
Vautrin is a great creation.

His relations with Eugéne de Rastignac are admirably
presented. Vautrin sees into the young man’s heart and pro-
ceeds subtly to sap his moral sense: true, Eugene revolts when
he learns to his horror that Vautrin has had a man killed to
enable him to marry an heiress; but the seeds are sown.

Le Pére Goriot ends with the old man’s death. Rastignac goes
to his funeral and afterwards, remaining alone in the cemetery,
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surveys Paris lying below him along the two banks of the Seine.
His eyes dwell on that part of the city in which reside the
denizens of the great world he wishes to enter. “A nous deux
maintenant,” he cries. It may interest the reader who has not
felt inclined to read all the novels in which Rastignac plays a
part, more or less conspicuous, to know what came of Vautrin’s
influence. Madame de Nucingen, old Goriot’s daughter and
the wife of the rich banker, the Baron de Nucingen, having
fallen in love with him, took and expensively furnished for him
an apartment, and provided him with money to live like a
gentleman. Since her husband kept her short of cash, Balzac
has not made clear how she managed to do this: perhaps he
thought that when a woman in love needs money to support
a lover she will somehow manage to get it. The Baron secms
to have taken a tolerant view of the situation, and in 1826
made use of Rastignac in a financial transaction in which a
number of the young man’s friends were ruined, but from which
he, as his share of the swag, received from Nucingen four
hundred thousand francs. On part of this he dowered his two
sisters, so that they could make good marriages, and was left
with twenty thousand francs a year: “The price of keeping a
stable”, he told his friend Bianchon. Being thus no longer
dependent on Madame de Nucingen, and realizing that a liaison
that lasts too long has all the drawbacks of marriage, without its
advantages, he made up his mind to throw her over and become
the lover of the Marquise d’Espard, not because he was in love
with her, but because she was rich, a great lady and influential.
“Perhaps some day I’ll marry her,” he added. “She’ll put me
in a position in which at length I shall be able to pay my debts.”
This was in 1828. It is uncertain whether Madame d’Espard
succumbed to his blandishments, but if she did, the affair did
not last long, and he continued to be the lover of Madame de
Nucingen. In 1831 he thought of marrying an Alsatian girl, but
drew back on discovering that her fortune was not so great as he
had been led to believe. In 1832, through the influence of
Henry de Marsay, a former lover of Madame de Nucingen,
who, Louis Philippe being then King of France, was a Minister,
Rastignac was made Under-Secretary of State. He was able,
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while holding this office, largely to increase his fortune. His
relations with Madame de Nucingen apparently continued till
1835, when, perhaps by mutual agreement, they were broken
off; and three years later he married her daughter Augusta.
Since she was the only child of a very rich man, Rastignac did
well for himself. In 1839 he was created a Count and again
entered the Ministry. In 1845 he was made a peer of France
and had an income of three hundred thousand francs a year
(£12,000), which for the time was great wealth.

Balzac had a marked predilection for Rastignac. He
endowed him with noble birth, good looks, charm, wit; and
made him immensely attractive to women. Is it fanciful to
suggest that he saw in Rastignac the man he would have given
all but his fame to be? Balzac worshipped success. Perhaps
Rastignac was a rascal, but he succceded. True, his fortune
was founded on the ruin of others, but they were fools to let
themselves be taken in by him, and Balzac had little sympathy
with fools. Lucien de Rubempré, another of Balzac’s adven-
turers, failed because he was weak; but Rastignac, because he
had courage, determination and strength, succeeded. From the
day when, at Pére-Lachaise, he had flung his challenge in the
face of Paris, he had let nothing stand in his way. He had
resolved to conquer Paris; he conquered it. Balzac could not
bring himself, I fancy, to regard Rastignac’s moral delinquencies
with censure. And after all, he was a good sort: though ruthless
and unscrupulous where his interests were concerned, he was to
the end ever willing to do a service to the old friends of his
poverty-stricken youth. From the beginning, his aim had been
to live in splendour, to have a fine house with a host of servants,
carriages and horses, a string of mistresses and a rich wife. He
had achieved his aim: I don’t suppose it ever occurred to
Balzac that it was a vulgar one.



CHAPTER SIX

Charles Dickens and David Copperfield

(1)

CuarLEs DIckEns, though far from tall, was graceful and of a
pleasing appearance. A portrait of him, painted by Maclise
when he was twenty-seven, is in the National Portrait Gallery.
He is seated in a handsome chair at a writing-table, with a
small, elegant hand resting lightly on a manuscript. He is
grandly dressed, and wears a vast satin neck-cloth. His brown
hairis curled and falls well below the ears down each side of his
face. His eyes are fine; and the thoughtful expression he wears
is such as an admiring public might expect of a very successful
young author. What the portrait does not show is the anima-
tion, the shining light, the activity of heart and mind, which
those who came in contact with him saw in his countenance.
He was always something of a dandy, and in his youth favoured
velvet coats, gay waistcoats, coloured neck-cloths and white
hats; but he never quite achieved the effect he sought: people
were surprised and even shocked by his dress, which they
described as both slipshod and flashy.

His grandfather, William Dickens, began life as a footman,
married a housemaid and eventually became steward at
Crewe Hall, the seat of John Crewe, Member of Parliament for
Chester. William Dickens had two sons, William and John; but
the only one that concerns us is John, first because he was the
father of England’s greatest novelist, and secondly because he
served as a model for his son’s greatest creation, Mr. Micawber.
William Dickens died, and his widow stayed on at Crewe Hall
as housekeeper. After thirty-five years she was pensioned off,
and, perhaps to be near her two sons, went to live in London.
The Crewes educated her fatherless boys, and provided them
with a means of livelihood. They got John a post in the Navy
Pay Office. There he made friends with a fellow-clerk and
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presently married his sister, Elizabeth Barrow. From the
beginning of his married life he appears to have been in
financial trouble, and he was always ready to borrow money
from anyone who was foolish enough to lend it. But he was
kind-hearted and generous, no fool, industrious, though
perhaps but fitfully; and he evidently had a taste for good wine,
since the second time he was arrested for debt, it was at the
suit of a wine-merchant. He is described in later life as an old
buck who dressed well and was for ever fingering the large
bunch of seals attached to his watch.

Charles, the first son, but second child, of John and Elizabeth
Dickens, was born in 1812 at Portsea. Two years later his
father was transferred to London, and three years after that to
Chatham. There the little boy was put to school, and there he
began to read. His father had collected a few books, Tom
Jones, The Vicar of Wakefield, Gil Blas, Don Quixote, Roderick
Random, Peregrine Pickle; Charles read and re-read them. His
own novels show how great and persistent an influence they
had on him.

In 1822 John Dickens, who by this time had five children,
was moved back to London. Charles was left at Chatham to
continue his schooling, and did not rejoin his family for some
months. He found them settled in Camden Town on the out-
skirts of the city, in a house which he was later to describe as the
home of the Micawbers. John Dickens, though earning a little
more than three hundred pounds a year, which to-day would be
equivalent to at least four times as much, was apparently in
more than usually desperate straits, and it would seem that
there was not enough money to send little Charles to school
again. To the boy’s disgust, he was put to minding the children,
cleaning the boots, brushing the clothes and helping the maid
Mrs. Dickens had brought with her from Chatham with the
housework. In the intervals he roamed about Camden Town,
““a desolate place surrounded by fields and ditches”, and the
neighbouring Somers Town and Kentish Town, and sometimes
he was taken farther afield and got a glimpse of Soho and
Limehouse.

Things grew so bad that Mrs. Dickens decided to open a
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school for the children of parents living in India; she borrowed
money, presumably from her mother-in-law, and had hand-
bills printed for distribution, which her own children were sent
to push into the letter-boxes in the neighbourhood. Naturally
enough, no pupils were brought. Debts meanwhile grew more
and more pressing. Charles was sent to pawn whatever articles
they had on which cash could be raised; the books, the precious
books which meant so much to him, were sold. Then James
Lamert, vaguely related by marriage to Mrs. Dickens, offered
Charles a job at six shillings a week in a blacking factory ef
which he was part-owner. His parents thankfully accepted the
offer, but it cut the boy to the quick that they should be so
manifestly relieved to get him off their hands. He was twelve
years old. Shortly afterwards, John Dickens was arrested for
debt and taken to the Marshalsea; and there his wife, after
pawning the little that was left to pawn, joined him with her
children. The prison was filthy, insanitary and crowded, for
not only was it occupied by the prisoners, but by the families
they might, if they chose, bring with them; though whether
they were allowed to do this to alleviate the hardships of prison
life or because the unfortunate creatures had nowhere else to
go, I do not know. If a debtor had money, loss of liberty was
the worst of the inconveniences he had to endure, and this loss
in some cases might be mitigated: particular prisoners were
permitted, on observing certain conditions, to reside outside the
prison walls. In the past, the warden was in the habit of
practising outrageous extortion on the prisoners and often
treated them with barbarous cruelty; but by the time John
Dickens was consigned to jail the worst abuses had been done
away with, and he was able to make himself sufficiently com-
fortable. The faithful little maid lived out and came in daily
to help with the children and prepare meals. He still had his
salary of six pounds a week, but made no attempt to pay his
debt; and it may be supposed that, content to be out of reach
of his other creditors, he did not especially care to be released.
He soon recovered his usual spirits. The other debtors “made
him chairman of the committee by which they regulated the
internal economy of the prison”, and presently he was on
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cordial terms with everyone from the turnkeys to the meanest
inmate. The biographers have been puzzled by the fact that
John Dickens continued meanwhile to receive his wages. The
only explanation appears to be that, since government clerks
were appointed by influence, such an accident as being
imprisoned for debt was not considered so grave a matter as to
call for the drastic step of cutting off a salary.

At the beginning of his father’s imprisonment, Charles
lodged in Camden Town; but since this was a long way from
the blacking factory, which was at Hungerford Stairs, Charing
Cross, John Dickens found him a room in Lant Street, South-
wark, which was near the Marshalsea. He was then able to
breakfast and sup with his family. The work he was put to do
was not hard; it consisted in washing the bottles, labelling
them and tying them up. In April, 1824, Mrs. William
Dickens, the Crewes’ old housekeeper, died and left her savings
to her two sons. John Dickens’s debt was paid (by his brother),
and he regained his freedom. He settled his family once more
in Camden Town, and went back to work at the Navy Pay
Office. Charles continued to wash bottles at the factory for a
while, but then John Dickens quarrelled with James Lamert,
“quarrelled by letter”, wrote Charles later, “for I took the
letter from my father to him which caused the explosion.”
James Lamert told Charles that his father had insulted him,
and that he must go. ‘“With a relief so strange that it was like
oppression, I went home.” His mother tried to smooth things
down, so that Charles should retain his job and the weekly
wage, seven shillings by then, which she still sorely needed;
and for this he never forgave her. “I never afterwards forgot,
I never shall forget, I never can forget that my mother was
warm for my being sent back,” he added. John Dickens,
however, would not hear of it, and sent his son to a school,
very grandly called the Wellington House Academy, in the
Hampstead Road. He stayed there two and a half years.

It is difficult to make out how long the boy spent at the
blacking factory: he was there early in February and was back
with his family by June, so that at the outside he could not have
been at the factory for more than four months. It appears,
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however, to have made a deep impression upon him, and he
came to look upon the experience as so humiliating that he
could not bear to speak of it. When John Forster, his intimate
friend and first biographer, by chance hit upon some inkling
of it, Dickens told him that he had touched upon a matter so
painful that “even at the present hour”, and this was twenty-
five years later, “he could never lose the remembrance of it
while he remembered anything.”

We are so used to hearing eminent politicians and captains
of industry boast of having in their early youth washed dishes
and sold newspapers that it is hard for us to understand why
Charles Dickens should have worked himself up into looking
upon it as a great injury that his parents had done him when
they sent him to the blacking factory, and a secret so shameful
that it must be concealed. He was a merry, mischievous, alert
boy, and already knew a good deal of the seamy side of life.
From an early age he had seen to what a pass his father’s
improvidence reduced the family. They were poor people, and
they lived as poor people. At Camden Town he was put to
sweep and scrub; he was sent to pawn a coat or a trinket to
buy food for dinner; and, like any other boy, he must have
played in the streets with boys.of the same sort as himself. He
went to work at an age when at the time it was usual for boys
of his class to go to work, and at a fair wage. His six shillings
a week, presently raised to seven, was worth at least twenty-five
to thirty shillings to-day. For a short time he had to feed
himself on that, but later, when he lodged near enough to the
Marshalsca to have breakfast and supper with his family, he
only had to pay for his dinner. The boys he worked with were
friendly, and it is hard to see why he should have found it such
a degradation to consort with them. He had from time to
time been taken to see his grandmother in Oxford Street, and
he could hardly have helped knowing that she had spent her
life in ‘service’. It may be that John Dickens was a bit of a
snob and made pretensions that had no basis, but a lad of
twelve surcly has little sense of social distinctions. One must
suppose, further, that if Charles was sophisticated enough to
think himself a cut above the other boys at the factory, he
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would be smart enough to understand how necessary his
earnings were to his family. One would have expected it to be
a source of pride to him that he was become a wage-earner.

As a result, one may presume, of Forster’s discovery, Dickens
wrote, and gave Forster, the fragment of autobiography from
which the details of this episode in his life have been made
known to us. As his imagination went to work on his recollec-
tions, he was filled, I suspect, with pity for the little boy he had
been; he gave him the pain, the disgust, the mortification which
he thought he, famous, affluent, beloved, would have felt if he
had been in the little boy’s place. And seeing it all so vividly,
his generous heart bled, his eyes were dim with tears, as he wrote
of the poor lad’s loneliness and his misery at being betrayed by
those in whom he had put his trust. I do not think he con-
sciously exaggerated; he couldn’t help exaggerating: his talent,
his genius if you like, was based on exaggeration. It was by
dwelling upon, and emphasizing, the comic elcments in
Mr. Micawber’s character that he excited his readers’ laughter;
and it was by intensifying the pathos of Little Nell’s slow decline
that he reduced them to tears. He would not have been the
novelist he was if he had failed to make his account of the four
months he spent at the blacking factory as moving as he alone
knew how to make it; and, as everyone knows, he used it again
to harrowing effect in David Copperfield. For my part, I do not
believe that the cxperience caused him anything like the
suffering that in after years, when he was famous and respect-
able, a social as well as a public figure, he persuaded himself
that it had; and I believe even less that, as biographers and
critics have thought, it had a decisive effect on his life and
work.

While still at the Marshalsea, John Dickens, fearing that as
an insolvent debtor he would lose his job in the Navy Pay
Office, solicited the head of his department to recommend
him for a superannuation grant on the ground of his ill-health;
and eventually, in consideration of his twenty-years’ service and
six children, he was granted ‘“on compassionate grounds” a
pension of one hundred and forty pounds a year. This was little
enough for such a man as John Dickens to support a family and
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he had to find some means of adding to his income. He had
somehow acquired a knowledge of shorthand; and with the
help of his brother-in-law, who had connections with the press,
he got employment as a parliamentary reporter. Charles
remained at school till, at fifteen, he went to work as an errand-
boy in a lawyer’s office. He does not seem to have considered
this beneath his dignity. He had joined what we now call the
white-collar class. A few weeks later his father managed to
get him engaged as a clerk in another lawyer’s office at ten
shillings a week, which in course of time rose to fifteen shillings.
He found the life dull and, with the hope of bettering himself,
studied shorthand—to such purpose that after eighteen months
he was sufficiently competent to set up as a reporter in the
Consistory Court of Doctors’ Commons. By the time he was
twenty he was qualified to report the debates in the House of
Commons, and soon gained the reputation of being “the fastest
and most accurate man in the Gallery”.

Meanwhile, he had fallen in love with Maria Beadnell, the
pretty daughter of a bank clerk. They met first when Charles
was seventeen. Maria was a flirtatious young person, and she
seems to have given him a good deal of encouragement. There
may even have been a secret engagement between them. She
was flattered and amused to have a lover, but Charles was
penniless, and she can never have intended to marry him.
When after two years the affair came to an end, and in true
romantic fashion they returned one another’s presents and
letters, Charles thought his heart would break. They did not
meet again till many years later. Maria Beadnell, long a
married woman, dined with the celebrated Mr. Dickens and
his wife: she was fat, commonplace and stupid. She served
then as the model for Flora Finching in Little Dorrit. She had
already scrved as the model for Dora in David Copperfield.

In order to be near the paper for which he was working,
Dickens had taken lodgings in one of the dingy streets off the
Strand, but, finding them unsatisfactory, he presently rented
unfurnished rooms in Furnival’s Inn. But before he could
furnish these, his father was again arrested for debt, and he
had to provide money for his keep at the sponging-house. “As
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it had to be assumed that John Dickens would not rejoin his
family for some time,” Charles took cheap lodgings for his
family and camped out with his brother Frederick, whom he
took to live with him in the “three-pair back™ at Furnival’s
Inn. “Just because he was open-hearted as well as open-
handed,” wrote the late Una Pope-Hennessy in her very
readable biography of Charles Dickens, “and seemed able to
deal with difficulties of the kind easily, it became the custom
in his family, and later on in his wife’s family, to expect him to
find money and appointments for as spineless a set of people as
ever breadwinner was saddled with.”

(2)

When he had been working for a year or so in the Gallery of
the House of Commons, Dickens began to write a series of
sketches of London life; the first were published in The Monthly
Magazine, and later ones in The Morning Chronicle; he was paid
nothing for them, but they attracted the attention of a publisher
named Macrone, and on the author’s twenty-fourth birthday
they were issued in two volumes, with illustrations by Cruick-
shank, under the title Sketches by Boz. Macrone paid him one
hundred and fifty pounds for the first edition. The book was
well reviewed, and within a short time brought him an offer of
further work. There was a vogue at the time for anecdotic
novels of a humorous character, which were issucd in monthly
parts at a shilling, with comic illustrations. They were the
remote ancestors of the funnies of our own time, and they had
the same prodigious popularity. One day a partner in the
firm of Chapman and Hall called upon Dickens to ask him to
write a narrative about a club of amateur sportsmen to serve as
a vehicle for the illustrations of a well-known artist. There
were to be twenty numbers, and he offered fourteen pounds a
month for what we should now call the serial rights, with
further payments when later they were published as a book.
Dickens protested that he knew nothing about sport and did
not think he could write to order, but ‘“‘the emolument was too
tempting to resist”’. I need hardly say that the result was The

E*
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Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club. The first five numbers
had no great success, but with the introduction of Sam Weller
the circulation leaped up. By the time the work appeared in
book form, Charles Dickens was famous. Though the critics
made their reservations, his reputation was made. It is well to
record that The Quarterly Review, speaking of him, said that “it
requires no gift of prophecy to foretell his fate—he has risen
like a rocket and he will come down like a stick”. But indeed,
throughout his career, while the public devoured his books,
the critics carped.

A couple of days before the appearance of the first number
of The Pickwick Papers, in 1836, Dickens married Kate, the
eldest daughter of George Hogarth, a colleague of Dickens on
The Morning Chronicle. George Hogarth was the father of six
sons and eight daughters. The daughters were small, plump,
fresh-coloured and blue-eyed. Kate was the only one of
marriageable age. That seems to have been the reason why
Dickens married her rather than one of the others. After a
short honeymoon, they settled down in Furnival’s Inn and
invited Kate’s pretty sister, Mary Hogarth, a girl of sixteen,
to live with them. Dickens accepted a contract to write another
novel, Oliver Twist, and started it while he was still at work on
The Pickwick Papers. This also was to appear in monthly
numbers, and he devoted a fortnight to one and a fortnight to
the other. Most novelists are so absorbed in the characters
which are at the moment engaging their attention that, by no
effort of will, they thrust back into their unconscious what other
literary ideas they have had in mind; and that Dickens should
have been able to switch, apparently with ease, from one story
to another is an amazing feat.

He took a fancy to Mary Hogarth, and when Kate found
herself with child and could not go about with him, Mary
became his constant companion. Kate’s baby was born, and
as she might be expected to have several more, a move was
made from Furnival’s Inn to a house in Doughty Street.
Mary grew every day more lovely and more delightful. One
May evening, Dickens took Kate and Mary to a play; they
enjoyed themselves and came home in high spirits. Mary was
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taken ill. A doctor was sent for. In a few hours she was dead.
Dickens took the ring from her finger and put it on his own.
He wore it till his death. He was prostrated with grief. Not
long after, he wrote in his diary: “If she were with us now, the
same winning, happy, amiable companion, sympathizing with
all my thoughts and feelings more than anyone I know ever
did or will, I think I should have nothing to wish for but a
continuance of such happiness. But she is gone, and pray God
I may one day, through his mercy, rejoin her.” These are
significant words, and they tell us a great deal. He arranged
to be buried by Mary’s side. I think that there can be no doubt
that he had fallen deeply in love with her. We shall never
know whether he was aware of it.

At the time of Mary’s death, Kate was once more pregnant,
and the shock brought on a miscarriage. When she was well
enough, Charles took her for a short trip abroad so that they
might both recover their spirits. By the summer he, at all
events, had sufficiently done so to have a boisterous flirtation
with a certain Eleanor P.

(3)

With Oliver Tuwist, Nicholas Nickleby and The Old Curiosity
Shop, Dickens was soundly launched on his triumphant career.
He was a hard worker, and for several years started to write a
new book long before he had finished with the old one. He
wrote to please and kept his eye on the public reaction to the
monthly numbers in which many of his novels appeared, and
it is interesting to learn that he had no intention of sending
Martin Chuzzlewit to America till the declining sales showed
that his numbers were not so attractive as usual. He was not
the sort of author who looks upon popularity as something to
be ashamed of. His success was enormous. But the life of a
literary man who has achieved it is not as a rule eventful. It
follows a uniform pattern. His profession obliges him to devote
a certain number of hours a day to his work, and he discovers
a routine to suit him. He is brought into contact with the
celebrated people of the day, literary, artistic and polite. He is
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taken up by great ladies. He goes to parties and gives parties.
He travels. He makes public appearances. This, broadly, was
the pattern of Dickens’s life. The success he enjoyed, indeed,
was such as has been the fortune of few authors to experience.
His energy seemed inexhaustible. Not only did he produce
long novels in quick succession, he founded and edited
magazines and, for a short period, even edited a daily paper;
he wrote a quantity of occasional pieces; he delivered lectures,
he spoke at banquets, and later gave readings of his works. He
rode, he thought nothing of walking twenty miles a day, he
danced and played the fool with gusto, he did conjuring tricks
to amuse his children, he acted in amateur theatricals. He had
always been fascinated by the theatre, and once had seriously
thought of going on the stage; at that time he took lessons in
elocution from an actor, learned parts by heart and practised
before a mirror how to enter a room, sit down on a chair and
make a bow. One must suppose that these accomplishments
were useful to him when he was introduced into the world of
fashion. The censorious, notwithstanding, thought him
faintly vulgar and his mode of dress showy. Accent in England
has always “placed” a man, and it is likely enough that Dickens,
who had lived almost all his life in London, and in very modest
circumstances, had something of a cockney accent. But he
charmed by his good looks, the brightness of his eyes, his
exuberance, vivacity and joyous laugh. He may have been
dazzled by the adulation of which he was the object, but his
head was not turned. He retained an attractive modesty. He
was a genial, delightful, affectionate creature. He was one of
those persons who, when they come into a room, bring with
them delight.

Oddly enough, though he had an immense power of observa-
tion and, in course of time, came to be on familiar terms with
persons in the higher ranks of society, he never succeeded in
his novels in making such characters as he created in those
walks of life quite credible. One of the commonest charges
against him, during his lifetime, was that he couldn’t draw a
gentleman. His lawyers and lawyer’s clerks, whom he had
known when he worked in an office, have a distinctiveness of



CHARLES DICKENS AND ‘‘DAVID COPPERFIELD” 135

feature which is lacking in his doctors and parsons; he was at
his best when dealing with the ragtag and bobtail among whom
his boyhood was spent. It looks as though a novelist can only
know intimately enough, to use them with profit as models for
creatures of his own invention, the persons with whom he has
been connected at an early age. A child’s year, a boy’s year,
is much, much longer than the year of a grown-up man, and
he is thus given what seems like all the time in the world to
make himself aware of the idiosyncrasies of the people who
form his environment. “One reason why many English writers
have totally failed in describing the manners of upper life,”
wrote Henry Fielding, “may possibly be, that in reality they
knew nothing of it. . . . Now it happens that this higher order
of mortals is not to be seen, like all the rest of the human
species, for nothing, in the streets, shops, and coffee houses:
nor are they shown, like the upper ranks of animals, for so
much a-piece. In short, this is a sight to which no persons are
admitted without one or other of these qualifications, viz.,
either title or fortune, or, what is equivalent to both, the
honourable profession of gamester. And, very unluckily for
the world, persons so qualified very seldom care to take upon
themselves the bad trade of writing; which is generally entered
upon by the lower and poorer sort, as it is a trade which many
think requires no kind of store to set up with.”

As soon as circumstances permitted, the Dickenses moved
into a new house in a more fashionable quarter, and ordered
from firms of repute complete suites for the reception rooms and
bedrooms. Thick pile carpets were laid on the floors and
festooned curtains adorned the windows. They engaged a good
cook, three maids and a manscrvant. They set up a carriage.
They gave dinner parties, to which noble and distinguished
people came. The profusion somewhat shocked Jane Carlyle,
and Lord Jeffrey wrote to his friend, Lord Cockburn, that he
had dined in the new house and had “a rather too sumptuous
dinner for a man with a family and only beginning to be
rich”. It was part of the generosity of Dickens’s spirit that he
liked to surround himself with people, and after the meanness
of his origins it is only natural that it should have pleased him
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to be lavish, But it cost money. His father and his father’s
family, his wife’s family, were a constant drain on him. It was
partly to meet his heavy expenses that he founded the first of
his magazines, Master Humphrey’s Clock, and to give it a good
send-off published The Old Curiosity Shop in it.

In 1842, leaving the four children in the care of Georgina
Hogarth, Kate’s sister, but taking Kate with him, he went to
America. He was lionized as no author has ever been before
or since. But the trip was not a complete success. A hundred
years ago the people of the United States, though ready enough
to disparage things European, were exceedingly sensitive of any
criticism of themselves. A hundred years ago the press of the
United States was ruthless in its invasion of the privacy of any
hapless person who was “news”. A hundred years ago in the
United States the publicity-minded looked upon the distin-
guished foreigner as a God-given opportunity to get inio the
limelight, and called him conceited and supercilious when he
showed a disinclination to be treated like a monkey in a zoo.
A hundred years ago the United States was a land where speech
was free, so long as it did not offend the susceptibilities or affect
the interests of other people, and where everyone was entitled to
his own opinions, so long as they agreed with those of everyone
else. Ofall this Charles Dickens was ignorant, and he made bad
blunders. The absence of an International Copyright not only
deprived English authors of any profit in the United States
from the sale of their books, but also damaged American
authors, since the booksellers very naturally preferred to publish
books by English authors, which they could get for nothing,
rather than books by American authors, for which they had to
pay. But it was tactless of Dickens to introduce the subject in
the speeches he made at the banquets given for him on his
arrival. The reaction was violent, and the newspapers described
him as “no gentleman, but a mercenary scoundrel”. Though
he was mobbed by admirers, and at Philadelphia shook hands
for two hours with the crowd who wanted to meet him, his
rings and diamond pins, his gaudy waistcoats, excited a good
deal of criticism, and there were some who found his behaviour
far from well-bred. But he was natural and unpretending, and
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few in the end could resist his youth, comely looks and gaiety.
He made some good friends, with whom he remained on
affectionate terms till his death.

The Dickenses returned to England after four eventful, but
exhausting, months. The children had grown attached to their
Aunt Georgina, and the weary travellers asked her to make her
home with them. She was sixteen, the age of Mary when she
went to live at Furnival’s Inn with the newly-married couple,
and so like her that from a distance she might have been taken
for her. The resemblance was so strong ‘“‘that when she and
Kate and I are sitting together,” wrote Dickens, “I seem to
think that what has happened is a melancholy dream from
which I am just awakening.”” Georgy was pretty, attractive
and unassuming. She had a gift of mimicry by means of which
she could make Dickens roar with laughter. In course of time
he came to depend more and more on her. They took long
walks together, and he discussed his literary plans with her. He
found her a useful and reliable amanuensis. The style of living
Dickens had adopted was expensive, and soon he found himself
uncomfortably in debt. He decided to let his house and take
his family, including Georgy of course, to Italy, where living
was cheap and he could retrench. He spent a year there,
chiefly at Genoa, and though he did a good deal of sight-seeing
up and down the country, he was too insular, and his culture
too tenuous, for the experience to have any spiritual effect
on him. He remained the typical British tourist. But having
discovered how pleasant (and economical) it was to live abroad,
Dickens began to spend long periods on the Continent. Georgy,
as one of the family, went with them. On one occasion, when
they were going to settle in Paris for a considerable time, she
went there alone with Charles to find an apartment, while
Kate waited in England till they had made everything ready
for her.

Kate was of a placid and melancholy disposition. She was
not adaptable, and liked neither the journeys Charles took
her on, the parties she went to with him, nor the parties at
which she acted as hostess. She was clumsy, colourless and
rather stupid, it would appear; and it is likely enough that the
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great and important persons who were eager to enjoy the
celebrated author’s company found it a nuisance to have to
put up with his dull wife. Some of them, to her annoyance,
persistently treated her as a cipher. It is not easy to be the
wife of a distinguished man. She is unlikely to make a good job
of it, unless she has tact and a lively sense of humour. In default
of these, she must love her husband, and sufficiently admire him
to find it natural that people should be more interested in him
than in her. She must be clever enough to find solace in the
fact that he loves her and, whatever his intellectual infidelities
may be, in the end returns to her for comfort and reassurance.
Kate does not appear ever to have been in love with Dickens.
There is a letter he wrote to her during their engagement in
which he reproaches her for her coldness. It may be that she
married him because at that time marriage was the only
occupation open to a woman, or it may be that, as the eldest
of eight daughters, some pressure was put upon her by her
parents to embrace an offer that provided for her future. She
was a kindly, gentle little thing, but incapable of meeting the
claims which her husband’s eminence made on her. In fifteen
years she gave birth to ten children, and had four miscarriages.
During her pregnancies, Georgy accompanied Dickens on the
jaunts he was fond of taking, went to parties with him, and
increasingly presided at his table in Kate’s place. One would
have expected Kate to resent the situation: we do not know
that she did.

(4)

The years passed. In 1857 Charles Dickens was forty-five.
Of his nine surviving children, the elder ones were grown up,
the youngest was five. His reputation was world-wide and he
was the most popular author in England. He was influential.
He lived, as greatly appealed to his theatrical instincts, in the
public eye. Some years before, he had made the acquaintance
of Wilkie Collins, and the acquaintance quickly ripened into a
close friendship. Collins was twelve years younger than Dickens.
Mr. Edgar Johnson thus writes of him: “He loved rich food,
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champagne and music halls; he was often involved in intricate
tangles with several women at once; he was amusing, cynical,
good-humoured, unrestrained to the point of vulgarity.” For
Dickens, Wilkie Collins stood, again quoting Mr. Johnson,
“for fun and freedom”. They travelled about England together
and went to Paris to have a lark. It is likely enough that
Dickens took the opportunity, as many a man in his place
would do, to have a little flutter with any young person of easy
virtue who was at hand. Kate had not given him all he
expected, and for a long time he had been increasingly dis-
satisfied with her. ‘“‘She is amiable and complying,” he wrote,
“but nothing on earth would make her understand me.”
From early in their marriage she had been jealous of him. I
suspect he found the scenes she made him easier to bear when
he knew that she had no reason to be jealous than later when
she surely had. He persuaded himself then that she had never
suited him. He had developed, but she had remained what she
was at the beginning. Dickens was convinced that he had
nothing to reproach himself with. He was assured that he had
been a good father, and had done everything possible for his
children. The fact is that, though none too pleased at having
to provide for so many, for which he seems to have thought that
Kate alone was to blame, he liked them well enough when they
were small; but as they grew up he somewhat lost interest in
them, and at a suitable age packed the boys off to remote parts
of the world. Itis true that they were scarcely a promising lot.

But it is likely that, but for an unforeseen accident, nothing
very much would have changed the relations between Dickens
and his wife. Like many another uncongenial couple, they
might have drifted apart and yet to the world retained a
semblance of unity. Dickens fell in love. He had, as I have said,
a passion for the stage, and on more than one occasion had
given amateur performances of one play or another for
charitable purposes. At the time with which I am now dealing,
he was asked to give some performances in Manchester of a
play, The Frozen Deep, which Wilkie Collins had written with
his help, and which had been performed at Devonshire House
with great success before the Queen, the Prince Consort and
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the King of the Belgians. But when he agreed to repeat the
play at Manchester, since he did not think his daughters, who
had taken the girls’ parts before, would be heard in a big
theatre, he decided that their parts should be acted by pro-
fessionals. A young woman called Ellen Ternan was engaged
for one of them. She was eighteen. She was small and fair,
and her eyes were blue. The rehearsals took place in Dickens’s
house, and he directed the play. He was flattered by Ellen’s
adoring attitude and by her pathetic desire to please him.
Before the rehearsals were over, he was in love with her. He
gave her a bracelet, which by mistake was delivered to his wife,
and she naturally made him a scene. Charles seems to have
adopted the attitude of injured innocence which a husband in
such an awkward juncture finds it most convenient to adopt.
The play was produced, and he played the leading part, that
of a self-sacrificing Arctic explorer, with such pathos that there
was not a dry eye in the house. He had grown a beard to play it.

The relations between Dickens and his wife grew more and
more tense. He, who had always been so genial, so good-
humoured, so easy to get on with, now was moody, restless and
out of temper with everyone—but Georgy. He was very
unhappy. At last he came to the conclusion that he could live
with Kate no longer; but his position with the public was such
that he was fearful of the scandal that an open break might
cause. His anxiety is comprehensible. By his immensely
profitable Christmas Books he had done more than anyone to
make Christmas the symbolic festival to celebrate the domestic
virtues and the beauty of a united and happy family life. For
years he had assured his readers in moving terms that there was
no place like home. The situation was delicate. Various
suggestions were made. One was that Kate should have her
own suite of rooms apart from his, act as bastess at his partics
and accompany him to public functions. Another was that she
should stay in London while he was at Gad’s Hill (a house in
Kent Dickens had recently bought), and stay at Gad’s Hill when
he was in London. A third was that she should settle abroad.
All these proposals she rejected, and finally a complete separa-
tion was decided on. Kate was installed in a little house on the
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edge of Camden Town with an income of six hundred a year.
A little later, Dickens’s eldest son, Charles, went to live with
her for a period.

The arrangement is surprising. One cannot but wonder why,
placid as she was and stupid as she may have been, Kate
allowed herself to be driven from her own house, and why she
consented to leave her children behind. She knew of Charles’s
infatuation with Ellen Ternan, and one would have supposed
that, with this trump-card in her hand, she could have made
what terms she chose. In one of his letters Dickens refers to a
“weakness” of Kate’s, and in another letter, unfortunately
published at the time, he alludes to a mental disorder “which
caused his wife to think that she would be better away”. Itis
pretty well certain now that these were discreet references to
the fact that Kate drank. It would not be strange if her
jealousy, her sense of inadequacy, the mortification of feeling
that she was not wanted, had driven her to the bottle. If she
was become a confirmed alcoholic, it would explain why Georgy
should have managed the house and looked after the children,
why they should have remained at home when their mother
left it, why Georgy could write that “Poor Kate’s incapacity
for looking after children was no secret to anyone.” It may be
that her eldest son went to live with her to see that she did not
tipple overmuch.

Dickens was far too celebrated for his private affairs not to
give rise to gossip. Scandalous rumours were spread abroad.
He heard that the Hogarths, Kate’s and Georgy’s mother and
sister, were saying that Ellen Ternan was his mistress. He was
furious and forced them, by threatening to turn Kate out of her
house without a penny, to sign a declaration that they did not
believe there was anything reprehensible in his relations with
the little actress. The Hogarths took a fortnight before they
could bring themselves to be thus blackmailed. They must
have known that, if he carried out his threat, Kate could go to
law with a cast-iron case; if they dared not let things go to such
lengths, it can surely only have been because there were faults
on Kate’s side which they were unwilling to have divulged.
There was also a good deal of talk about Georgy. She is, indeed,
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the enigmatic figure in the whole affair. I wonder that no one
has been tempted to make her the central figure of a play.
Earlier in this chapter I remarked on the significance of what
Dickens wrote in his diary after Mary’s death. This made it
clear, it seemed to me, not only that he had been in love with
her, but was already dissatisfied with Kate. And when Georgy
came to live with them, he was charmed with her because of her
astonishing resemblance to Mary. Did he then fall in love
with her too? Did she love him? No one can tell. Georgy was
jealous enough of Kate to cut out all sentences in praise of her
when, after Charles’s death, she edited a selection of his letters;
but the attitude of Church and State towards marriage with a
deceased wife’s sister had given any connection of the sort an
incestuous aspect, and it may never have entered her head that
there could be more between herself and the man in whose
house she had lived for fifteen years than the fond affection a
sister might legitimately feel for a brother by blood. Perhaps it
was enough for her to be in the confidence of so famous a man,
and to have established a complete ascendancy over him. The
strangest part of it all is that when Charles fell passionately in
love with Ellen Ternan, Georgy made a friend of her and
welcomed her at Gad’s Hill. Whatever she felt, she kept to
herself.

The connection between Charles Dickens and Ellen Ternan
was dealt with, by those in a position to know, so discreetly that
the details are uncertain. It seems that she resisted his advances
for some time, but in the end yielded to his insistence. It is
believed that under the name of Charles Tringham he took a
house for her at Peckham, and there she lived till his death.
According to his daughter Katie, he had a son by her; since
nothing more was heard of him it is presumed that he died in
infancy. But Ellen’s surrender, it is said, did not bring Dickens
the radiant bliss he expected; he was more than twenty-five
years older than she was, and he could not but have known that
she was not in love with him. Few pains are harder to bear than
those of an unrequited passion. He left her a thousand pounds
in his will, and she married a parson. She told a clerical friend,
a certain Canon Benham, that she “loathed the very thought
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of the intimacy” Dickens had forced upon her. Like many
another member of the gentle sex, she seems to have been ready
enough to accept the perquisites of her position, but saw no
reason why she should be asked to give anything in return.
At about the time of the break with his wife, Dickens began
to give readings of his work, and for this purpose travelled over
the British Isles and again went to the United States. His
histrionic gift served him well, and his success was spectacular.
But the effort he exerted, and the constant journeys, wore
him out, and people began to notice that, though still in his
forties, he looked an old man. These readings were not his
only activity: during the twelve years between the separation
and his death he wrote three long novels and conducted an
immensely popular magazine called A// the Year Round. It is not
surprising that his health failed. He began to suffer from tire-
some ailments, and it was evident that the lectures were wearing
him out. He was advised to give them up, but he wouldn’t;
he loved the publicity, the excitement that attended his appear-
ances, the face-to-face applause, the thrill of power that he felt
as he swayed an audience to his will. And is it not just possible
that he felt it might make Ellen fonder of him when she saw
the adulation of the crowds that thronged his lectures? He
decided to make a final tour, but was taken so ill in the middle
of it that he had to abandon it. He went back to Gad’s Hill
and sat down to write The Mystery of Edwin Drood. But to make
up to his managers for the readings he had had to cut short,
he arranged to give twelve more in London. This was in
January 1870. “The audiences at St. James’s Hall were
immense and sometimes they rose and cheered in a body as
he entered and when he left.”” Back at Gad’s Hill, he resumed
work on his novel. One day in June, while he was dining alone
with Georgy, he was taken ill. She sent for the doctor, and for
his two daughters who were in London, and next day the
younger one, Katie, was despatched by her resourceful and
competent aunt to break the news to his wife that he was dying.
Katie returned to Gad’s Hill with Ellen Ternan. He died the
day after, June g, 1870, and was buried in Westminster Abbey.
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(5)

In a famous essay Matthew Arnold insists that poetry to be
truly excellent must have a high seriousness, and because he
finds it lacking in Chaucer, refuses him, though praising him
handsomely, a place among the greatest poets. Arnold was too
austere not to look upon humour without a faint misgiving, and
I don’t suppose he could ever have been brought to admit that
there might be as high a seriousness in Rabelais’ laughter as in
Milton’s desire to justify the works of God to man. But I see
his point, and it does not apply only to poetry. It may be that
it is because this high seriousness is lacking in Dickens’s novels
that, for all their great merits, they leave us faintly dissatisfied.
When we read them now with the great French and Russian
novels in mind, and not only theirs, but George Eliot’s, we are
taken aback by their naiveté. In comparison with them,
Dickens’s are scarcely adult. But, of course, we must remember
that we do not read the novels he wrote. We have changed,
and they have changed with us. It is impossible for us to
recapture the emotions with which his contemporaries read
them, as they came hot from the press. In this connection, I will
quote a passage from Una Pope-Hennessy’s book: “Mrs. Henry
Siddons, a neighbour and friend of Lord Jeffrey, peeped into
his library and saw Jeffrey with his head on the table. He
raised it with his eyes suffused with tears. She begged to be
excused, saying, ‘I had no idea that you had any bad news or
cause of grief or I would not have come. Is anyone dead?”
‘Yes, indeed,’ replied Lord Jeffrey. ‘I’'m a great goose to have
given away so, but I could not help it. You’ll be sorry to hear
that little Nelly, Boz’s little Nelly, is dead.”” Jeffrey was a
Scottish judge, a founder of The Edinburgh Review and a severe,
caustic critic.

For my part, I find myself still immensely amused by
Dickens’s humour, but his pathos leaves me cold. I am inclined
to say that he had strong emotions, but no heart. I hasten to
qualify that. He had a generous heart, a passionate sympathy
with the poor and oppressed, and, as we know, he took a
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persistent and effective interest in social reform. But it was an
actor’s heart, by which I mean that he could feel intensely an
emotion that he wished to depict in the same way as an actor
playing a tragic part can feel the emotion he represents. “What’s
he to Hecuba or Hecuba to him?” With respect to this, I am
reminded of something an actress, at one time in Sarah
Bernhardt’s Company, told me many years ago. The great
artist was playing Phédre and, in the midst of one of her most
moving speeches, when to all appearance she was distraught
with anguish, she became aware that some persons standing in
one of the wings were loudly talking; she moved towards them
and, turning away from the audience as though in her misery
to hide her face, hissed out what was the French equivalent to
*Stop that bloody row, you lousy bastards”; and then, turning
back with a magnificent gesture of woe, went on with her tirade
to its impressive end. The audience had noticed nothing. It
is hard to believe that she could have given expression so noble
and tragic to the words she had to utter unless she had truly
felt them; but her emotion was a professional emotion, skin-
deep, an affair of nerves rather than of heart which had no
effect on her self-possession. I have no doubt that Dickens was
sincere, but it was an actor’s sincerity; and that, perhaps, is
why now, no matter how he piled up the agony, we feel that
his pathos was not quite genuine and so are no longer moved
by it.

But we have no right to ask of an author more than he can
give, and if Dickens lacked that high seriousness which Matthew
Arnold demanded of the greatest pocts, he had much else. He
was a very great novelist. He had enormous gifts. He thought
David Copperfield the best of all his books. An author is not
always a good judge of his own work, but in this case Dickens’s
judgment seems to me correct. David Copperfield, as I suppose
everyone knows, is in great part autobiographical; but Dickens
was writing a novel, not an autobiography, and though he
drew much of his material from his own life, he made only such
use of it as suited his purpose. For the rest, he fell back on his
vivid imagination. He was never much of a reader, literary
conversation bored him, and such acquaintance with literature
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as he made later in life seems to have had little effect in lessening
the very strong impressions he had received from the works he
first read as a boy at Chatham. Of these it was, I think, the
novels of Smollett that in the long run chiefly influenced him.
The figures Smollett presents to the reader are not so much
larger than life as more highly coloured. They are “humours”
rather than characters.

So to see people well suited the idiosyncrasy of Dickens’s
temper. Mr. Micawber was drawn from his father. John
Dickens was grandiloquent in speech and shifty in money
matters, but he was no fool and far from incompetent; he was
industrious, kindly and affectionate. We know what Dickens
made of him. If Falstaff is the greatest comic character in
literature, Mr. Micawber is the greatest but one. Dickens has
been blamed, to my mind unjustly, for making him end up as a
respectable magistrate in Australia, and some critics have
thought that he should have remained reckless and improvident
to the end. Australia was a sparsely settled country. Mr.
Micawber was a man of fine presence, of some education and of
flamboyant address; I do not see why, in that environment and
with those advantages, he should not have attained official
position. But it was not only in his creation of comic characters
that Dickens was masterly. Steerforth’s smooth servant is
admirably drawn; he has a mysterious, sinister quality which
sends cold shivers down one’s back. Uriah Heep smacks of what
used to be called transpontine melodrama; but for all that he is
a powerful, horrifying figure, and he is most skilfully presented.
Indeed, David Copperfield is filled with characters of the most
astonishing variety, vividness and originality. There never
were such people as the Micawbers, Peggotty and Barkis,
Traddles, Betsy Trotwood and Mr. Dick, Uriah Heep and his
mother: they are the fantastic inventions of Dickens’s exultant
imagination; but they have so much vigour, they are so con-
sistent, they are presented with so much verisimilitude and with
so much conviction, that while you rcad you cannot but believe
in them. They may not be real; they are very much alive.

Dickens’s general method of creating character was to
exaggerate the traits, peculiarities, foibles, of his models and to
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put into the mouth of each one some phrase, or string of phrases,
which stamped his quintessence on the reader’s mind. He never
showed the development of characters and, on the whole, what
his creatures were at the beginning they remain at the end.
(There are in Dickens’s work one or two exceptions, but the
change of nature he has indicated is highly unconvincing; it is
occasioned to bring about a happy ending.) The danger of
drawing character in this way is that the limits of plausibility
may be exceeded, and the result is caricature. Caricature is all
very well when the author presents you with a character at
whom you can laugh, as you can at Mr. Micawber, but it will
not serve when he expects you to sympathize. Dickens was never
particularly successful with his female characters unless, like
Mrs. Micawber, with her “I will never desert Mr. Micawber”,
and Betsy Trotwood, they were caricatured. Dora, drawn after
Dickens’s first love, Maria Beadnell, is too silly and too childish;
Agnes, drawn after Mary and Georgy Hogarth, is too good and
too sensible: they are both fearfully tiresome. Little Em’ly
seems to me a failure. Dickens evidently meant us to feel pity
for her: she only got what she asked for. Her ambition was to
be a “lady”, and in the hope, presumably, that she would be
able to get Stecrforth to marry her, she ran away with him.
She seems to have made him a most unsatisfactory mistress,
sullen, tearful and sorry for herself; and it is no wonder that
he grew tired of her. The most baffling female character in
David Copperfield is Rosa Dartle. I suspect that Dickens meant
to make greater use of her in his story than he did, and if he
did not do so, it was because he feared to offend his public. I
can only suppose that Steerforth had been her lover and she
hated him because he had abandoned her, but, notwithstanding,
loved him still with a jealous, hungry, vindictive love. Dickens
here invented a character that Balzac would have made much
of. Of the leading actors in David Copperfield, Steerforth is the
only one that is drawn “straight”, using the word as actors do
when they speak of a “straight part”. Dickens has given the
reader an admirable impression of Steerforth’s charm, grace
and elegance, his friendliness, his kindliness, his amiable gift of
being able to get on with all kinds of people, his gaiety, his
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courage, his selfishness, his unscrupulousness, his recklessness,
his callousness. He has drawn here a portrait of the sort of man
that most of us have known, who gives delight wherever he
goes and leaves disaster behind him. Dickens brought him to
a bad end. Fielding, I think, would have been more lenient;
for, as Mrs. Honour, spcakmg of Tom Jones, put it: “And when
wenches are so coming, young men are not so much to be
blamed neither; for to be sure they do no more than what is
natural.” To-day, the novelist is under the necessity of making
the events he relates not only likely, but so far as possible
inevitable. Dickens was under no such constraint. That Steer-
forth, coming from Portugal by sea after an absence from
England of some years, should be wrecked and drowned in
sight of Yarmouth just when David Copperficld had gone there
on a brief visit to his old friends, is a coincidence that really puts
too great a strain on the reader’s credulity. If Steerforth had
to die in order to satisfy the Victorian demand that vice should
be punished, Dickens might surely have thought of a more
plausible way of bringing this about.

(6)

It was a misfortune for English literature that Keats died too
soon and Wordsworth too late; it was a misfortune almost as
serious that, just at the time when the greatest novelists our
country has produced were in full possession of their gifts, the
methods of publication then prevalent encouraged, to the
detriment of their production, the tendency to diffuseness and
prolixity and digression to which by their nature English
novelists have for the most part been inclined. The Victorian
novelists were working men who lived by their pen. They had
to accept contracts to provide a definite amount of copy for
eighteen, twenty or twenty-four numbers, and they had so to
arrange their narrative as to end each number in such a way as
to induce the reader to buy the following one. They doubtless
had in mind the main lines of the story they set out to tell, but
we know that they were satisfied if they had two or three
numbers written before publication started. They wrote the
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rest as they were needed, trusting that their invention would
provide them with enough material to fill the requisite number
of pages; and we know, from their own admissions, that on
occasion their invention failed them and they had to make the
best job they could when they had nothing to write about.
Sometimes it happened that their story was finished when there
were perhaps two or three numbers still to be written, and then
they had to use any device they could think of to delay the
conclusion. Naturally their novels were shapeless and long-
winded; they were forced to digression and prolixity.

Dickens wrote David Copperfield in the first person. This
straightforward method served him well, since his plots were
often complicated, and the reader’s interest was sometimes
diverted to characters and incidents that have no bearing on
the story’s course. In David Copperfield there is only one major
digression of this kind, and that is the account of Dr. Strong’s
relations with his wife, his mother and his wife’s cousin; it does
not concern David and is in itself tedious. I surmise that he
uscd this episode to cover on two occasions a lapse of time which
otherwise he didn’t know what to do with: the first was the
years that David spent at school at Canterbury, and the second
was the period between David’s disappointment with Dora and
her death.

Dickens did not escape the danger that confronts the author
of a semi-biographical novel in which himself is the principal
character. David Copperfield at the age of ten was put to work
by his stern stepfather, as Charles Dickens was by Ais father,
and suffered from the “degradation” of having to mix with
boys of his own age whom he did not consider his social equals,
in the same way as Dickens, in the fragment of autobiography
which hegave to Forster, persuaded himself that he had suffered.
Dickens did all he could to excite the reader’s sympathy for his
hero, and indeed on the celcbrated journey to Dover, when
David ran away in order to scek the protection of his aunt Betsy
Trotwood, a delightful, amusing character, he loads his dice
without scruple. Innumerable readers have found the narration
of this escapade wonderfully pathetic. I am made of sterner
stuff. I am surprised that the little boy should have been such
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a ninny as to let everyone he came across rob and cheat him.
After all, he had been in the factory for some months and had
wandered about London early and late; one would have
thought that the other boys at the factory, even though they
were not up to his social standard, would have taught him a
thing or two; he had lived with the Micawbers and pawned
their bits and pieces for them, and had visited them at the
Marshalsea: if he had really been the bright boy he is described
to be, even at that tender age he would surely have acquired
some knowledge of the world and enough sharpness to fend
for himself. But it is not only in bis childhood that David
Copperfield shows himself sadly incompetent. He is incapable
of coping with a difficulty. His weakness with Dora, his lack
of common sense in dealing with the ordinary problems of
domestic life, are almost more than one can bear; and he is so
obtuse that he docs not guess that Agnes is in love with him. I
cannot persuade myself that in the end he became the successful
novelist we are told he did. If he wrote novels, I suspect that
they were more like those of Mrs. Henry Wood than those of
Charles Dickens. It is strange that his creator should have
given him none of his own drive, vitality and exuberance. David
was slim and good-looking; and he had charm, or he would
not have attracted the affection of almost everyone he encoun-
tered; he was honest, kindly and conscientious; but he was
surely a bit of a fool. He remains the least interesting person
in the book. Nowhere does he show himself in so poor a light,
so feckless, so incapable of dealing with an awkward situation,
as in the monstrous scene between Little Em’ly and Rosa Dartle
in the attic in Soho which David witnesses but, for the very
flimsiest reason, makes no attempt to stop. This scene affords a
good example of how the method of writing a novel in the first
person may result in the narrator being forced into a position
so shockingly false, so unworthy of a hero of fiction, that the
reader is justly indignant with him. If described in the third
person, from the standpoint of omniscience, the scene would
still have been melodramatic and repellent, but, even though
with difficulty, credible. But of course the plecasure one gets
from reading David Copperfield does not arise from any per-
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suasion one may have that life is, or ever was, anything like
what Dickens describes. That is not to depreciate him. Fiction,
like the kingdom of heaven, has many mansions, and the author
may invite you to visit whichever he chooses. One has just as
much right to exist as another, but you must suit yourselves to
the surroundings into which you are led. You must put on
different spectacles to read The Golden Bowl and to read Bubu
de Montparnasse. David Copperfield is a fantastication, some-
times gay, sometimes pathetic, on life, composed out of recollec-
tions and wish-fulfilments by a man of lively imagination and
warm feelings. You must read it in the same spirit as you read
As You Like It. It provides an entertainment almost as delightful.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Flaubert and Madame Bovary

(1)
Ir, as I believe, the sort of books an author writes depends on
the sort of man he is, and so it is well to know what is relevant
in his personal history, this, as will presently appear, in the
case of Flaubert is essential. He was a very unusual man. No
writer that we know of devoted himself with such a fierce and
indomitable industry to the art of literature. It was not with
him, as it is with most authors, an activity of paramount
importance but one that allows for other activities which rest
the mind, refresh the body or enrich experience. He did not
think that to live was the object of life; for him the object of life
was to write: no monk in his cell more resolutely sacrificed the
pleasures of the world to the love of God than Flaubert sacri-
ficed the fullness and variety of life to his ambition to create a
work of art. He was at once a romantic and a realist. Now,
at the bottom of romanticism, as I said in speaking of Balzac,
is a hatred of reality and a passionate desire to escape from it.
Like the rest of the romantics, Flaubert sought refuge in the
extraordinary and the fantastic, in the Orient and in antiquity;
and yet, for all his hatred of reality, for all his loathing for the
meanness, the platitude, the imbecility of the bourgeois, he was
fascinated by it; for there was something in his nature that
horribly attracted him to what he most detested. Human
stupidity had a revolting charm for him, and he took a morbid
delight in exhibiting it in all its odiousness. It got on his nerves
with the force of any obsession; it was like a sore on the body
that is pain to touch and that yet you can’t help touching. The
realist in him pored over human nature as though it were a
pile of garbage, not to find something he could value, but to
show to all and sundry how base, for all their outward seeming,
were human beings.
152
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(2)

Gustave Flaubert was born at Rouen in 1821, His father, a
doctor, was head of the hospital and lived there with his wife
and children. It was a happy, highly respected and affluent
family. Flaubert was brought up like any other French boy
of his class; he went to school, made friends with other boys,
worked little but read much. He was emotional and imagina-
tive, and, like many another child and boy, was troubled by
that sense of inner loneliness which the sensitive carry with them
all their lives. “I went to school when I was only ten,” he
wrote, “and I very soon contracted a profound aversion to the
human race.” This is not just a quip; he meant it. He was a
pessimist from his youth up. It is true that then romanticism
was in full flower and pessimism the fashion: one of the boys at
Flaubert’s school blew his brains out, another hanged himself
with his necktie; but one cannot quite see why Flaubert, with
a comfortable home, affectionate and indulgent parents, a
doting sister and friends to whom he was devoted, should have
really found life intolerable and his fellow-creatures hateful.
He was well-grown and to all appearance healthy.

When he was fifteen, he fell in love. His family went in
summer to Trouville, then a modest village by the sea with
one hotel; and there, that year, they found staying Maurice
Schlesinger, a music publisher and something of an adventurer,
with his wife and child. It is worth while to transcribe the
portrait Flaubert drew of her later: “She was tall, a brunette
with magnificent black hair that fell in tresses to her shoulders;
her nose was Greek, her eyes burning, her eyebrows high and
admirably arched, her skin was glowing and as if it were misty
with gold; she was slender and exquisite, one saw the blue
veins meandering on her brown and purple throat. Add to
that a fine down that darkened her upper lip and gave her face
a masculine and energetic expression such as to throw blonde
beauties into the shade. She spoke slowly, her voice was
modulated, musical and soft.”” I hesitate to translate pourpré
with purple, which does not sound alluring, but that is the
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translation, and I can only suppose that Flaubert used the word
as a synonym for bright-hued.

Elisa Schlesinger, then twenty-six, was nursing her baby.
Flaubert was timid, and would never have summoned up the
courage even to spcak to her if her husband had not becn a
jovial, hearty fellow with whom it was easy to make friends.
Maurice Schlesinger took the boy riding with him and, on one
occasion, the three of them went for a sail. Flaubert and Elisa
sat side by side, their shoulders touching and her dress against
his hand; she spoke in a low, sweet voice, but he was in such a
turmoil that he could not remember a word she said. The
summer came to an end, the Schlesingers left, the Flauberts
went back to Rouen and Gustave to school. He had entered
upon the one genuine passion of his life. Two years later, he
returned to Trouville and was told that Elisa had been and
gone. He was seventeen. It seemed to him then that before he
had been too stirred really to love her; he loved her differently
now, with a man’s desire, and her absence only exacerbated his
passion. When he got home, he took up again a book he had
started and abandoned, Les Mémoires d’un Fou, and told the
story of the summer when he fell in love with Elisa Schlesinger.

At nineteen, to reward him for having matriculated, his father
sent him with a certain Dr. Cloquet on a trip to the Pyrenees
and Corsica. He was then full-grown and broad-shouldered.
His contemporaries have described him as a giant, and so he
called himself, though he was not quite six feet tall, which
nowadays is no great height; but the French at that time were
a good deal shorter than they are now, and he evidently
towered over his fellows. He was thin and graceful; his black
lashes veiled enormous, sea-green eyes, and his long fair hair
fell to his shoulders. Forty years later, a woman who knew
him as a youth said that then he was as beautiful as a Greek
God. On the way back from Corsica, the travellers stopped at
Marseilles, and one morning, coming in from a bathe, Flaubert
noticed a young woman sitting in the courtyard of the hotel.
He addressed her, and they got into conversation. She was
called Eulalie Foucaud and was waiting till the ship sailed to
take her back to her husband, an official, in French Guiana.
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Flaubert and Eulalie Foucaud passed that night together, a
night, according to his own account, of that flaming passion
which is as beautiful as the setting of the sun on the snow. He
left Marseilles and never saw her again. The experience made
a deep impression upon him.

Shortly after this, he went to Paris to study law, not because
he wanted to be a lawyer, but because he had to adopt some
profession; he was bored there, bored by his law-books, bored
by the life of the university; and he despised his fellow-students
for their mediocrity, their poses and their bourgeois tastes.
While in Paris, he wrote a novelette called Novembre in which
he described his adventure with Eulalie Foucaud. But he
gave her the high arched eycbrows, the upper lip with its
bluish down and the lovely neck of Elisa Schlesinger. He had
got in touch with the Schlesingers again by calling on the
publisher at his office, and was asked by him to dine with him
and his wife. Elisa was as beautiful as ever. When last
Flaubert had seen her, he was a hobbledehoy; now he was a
man, eager, passionate and handsome. He was soon on
intimate terms with the couple, dined with them regularly and
went on little trips with them. But he was no less timid than
before, and for long he hadn’t the courage to declare his love.
When at last he did, Elisa was not angry, as he had feared she
might be, but made it plain that she was not prepared to be
anything more to him than a good friend. Her story was
curious. When first Flaubert met her, in 1836, he thought, as
did everyone else, that she was the wife of Maurice Schlesinger;
she was not; she was married to a certain Emile Judéa who
through dishonesty had got into serious trouble, whereupon
Schlesinger had come forward with the offer to provide money
sufficient to save him from prosecution on the condition that he
left France and gave up his wife. This he did, and Schlesinger
and Elisa Judéa lived togcther, there being at the time no
divorce in France, till Judéa’s death in 1840 enabled them to
marry. It is said that, notwithstanding his absence and death,
it was this abject creature that Elisa continued to love; and it
may be that this, and a sense of loyalty to the man who had
given her a home and was the father of her child, combined to

F
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make her hesitate to accede to Flaubert’s desires. But he was
ardent, Schlesinger was flagrantly unfaithful, and perhaps she
was touched by Flaubert’s boyish devotion; at length he
persuaded her to come one day to his apartment; he awaited
her with feverish anxiety: she never came. Such is the story
that Flaubert’s biographers have accepted on the strength of
what he wrote in L’Education Sentimentale, and since it is
plausible, it may well be a faithful account of the facts. What
is certain is that Elisa never became his mistress.

Then, in 1844, an event occurred that was to change
Flaubert’s life and, as I hope to show later, affect his literary
production. One dark night he was driving back to Rouen
with his brother from a property of their mother’s which they
had been visiting. His brother, nine years older than he, had
adopted his father’s profession. Suddenly, without warning,
Flaubert “felt himself carried away in a torrent of flames and
fell like a stone to the floor of the trap”. When he recovered
consciousness, he was covered with blood; his brother had
carried him into a neighbouring house and bled him. He was
taken to Rouen, where his father bled him again; he was dosed
with valerian and indigo, and he was forbidden to smoke,
drink wine or eat meat. He continued for some time to have
fits of great violence. For days after, his shattered nerves
were in a state of frantic tension. A great deal of mystery has
surrounded this illness, and the doctors have discussed it from
various points of view. Some have frankly said it was epilepsy,
and that is what his friends thought it was; his niece in her
recollections has passed the matter over in silence; M. Réne
Dumesnil, himself a doctor and the author of an important
work on Flaubert, claims that it was not epilepsy, but what he
calls hystero-epilepsy. But whatever it was, the treatment was
very much the same: Flaubert for some years was given
enormous doses of quinine sulphate, and later, and more or
less for the rest of his life, potassium bromide.

It is possible that the attack did not come as a complete
surprise to Flaubert’s family. He is reputed to have told
Maupassant that he had first had auditory and visual hallucina-
tions when he was twelve. When at the age of nineteen he was
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sent on a journey, it was with a doctor and, since change of
scene was part of the treatment his father afterwards prescribed,
it does not seem unlikely that he had already had something
in the nature of a fit. The Flauberts, though rich, were
provincial, humdrum and thrifty: it is hard to believe that they
would have thought of letting their son go on a trip, with a
medical man, merely because he had passed the examination
which every educated French boy has to undergo. Even as a
lad, Flaubert had never felt himself quite like the people with
whom he came in contact, and it scems probable that the
sombre pessimism of his carly youth had its cause in the
mysterious disease which, even then, must have been affecting
his nervous system. Anyhow, he was faced now with the fact
that he was afflicted with a terrifying malady, the attacks of
which were unpredictable, and it was necessary to change his
mode of life. He decided, willingly enough, it may be supposed,
to abandon the law, and made up his mind never to marry.

In 1845 his father died, and two or three months later
Caroline, his only sister, whom he adored, after giving birth to
a daughter died also. As children they had been inseparable,
and till her marriage she was his dearest companion.

Some time before his death, Dr. Flaubert had bought a
property, called Croisset, on the banks of the Seine, with a
fine stone house two hundred years old, a terrace in front of it
and a little pavilion looking over the river. Here the widow
settled with her son, Gustave, and the baby daughter of
Caroline; her elder son, Achille, was married and succeeded
his father at the Rouen hospital. Croisset was to be Flaubert’s
home for the rest of his life. He had been writing off and on
from a very early age, and now, unable through his illness to
live a normal life, he made up his mind to devote himself
wholly to literature. He had a large work-room on the ground
floor, with windows on the river and the garden. He adopted
methodical habits. He got up about ten, read his letters and
the papers, lunched lightly at eleven and, till one, lounged about
the terrace or sat in the pavilion reading. At one, he set to
work and worked till dinner at seven, then he took another
stroll in the garden and went back to work till far into the night.
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He saw nobody but the few friends whom, now and then, he
invited to stay with him so that he might discuss his work with
them. They were thrce: Alfred Le Poittevin, older than
Flaubert, but a friend of the family; Maxime du Camp, whom
he had met when reading law in Paris; and Louis Bouilhet,
who carned his meagre living by giving lessons in Latin and
French at Rouen. They were all interested in literature, and
Bouilhet was a poet. Flaubert had an affectionate disposition
and was devoted to his friends, but he was possessive and
exacting. When Le Poittevin, who had had a considerable
influence over him, married a Mademoiselle de Maupassant
he was outraged. “It meant to me,” he said later, “what the
news of a great scandal caused by a bishop would have meant
to a believer.” Of Maxime du Camp and Louis Bouilhet I
shall have something to say presently.

When Caroline died, Flaubert took a cast of her face and
hands, and some months later went to Paris to commission
Pradier, then a well-known sculptor, to make a bust of her.
At Pradier’s studio he met a poetess called Louise Colet. She
was one of those writers, far from rare in the world of letters,
who suppose that push and pull are an adequate substitute for
talent; and, with beauty to help, she had acquired something of
a position in literary circles. She had a salon frequented by
celebrities, and was known as ‘the Muse.” Her husband,
Hippolite Colet, was a professor of music; her lover, by whomshe
had a child, was Victor Cousin, philosopher and statesman. She
wore her fair hair in ringlets that framed her face, and her
voice was passionate and tender. She acknowledged to thirty,
but was in fact some years older. Flaubert was twenty-five.
Within forty-eight hours, after a slight contretemps owing to
his nervousness and excitement, he became her lover, not of
course displacing the philosopher, whose attachment, though
according to her by then platonic, was official; and three days
later, leaving Louise in tears, he returned to Croisset. The same
night Flaubert wrote to her the first of as strange a series of
love letters as ever lover wrote to his mistress. Many years later,
he told Edmond de Goncourt that he had loved Louise Colet
“furiously”; but he was always prone to exaggeration and the
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correspondence hardly bears out the statement. I think we
may surmise that he was proud to have a mistress who was in
the public eye; but he lived a rich life of the imagination and,
likc many another day-dreamer, found that he loved his
mistress more when he was away from her than when he was
with her. Somewhat unnecessarily, he told her so. She urged
him to come and live in Paris; he told her that he could not
leave his mother, broken by the death of her husband and her
daughter; then she begged him at least to come more often to
Paris; he told her that he could only get away if he had a
rcasonable excuse, whereupon she answered angrily: “Does
that mean that you’re watched over like a girl?”” That is, in
point of fact, pretty well what it did mean. His epileptiform
fits left him for days weak and depressed, and it was natural
that his mother should be anxious. She would not let him
swim in the river, which was his delight, nor go in a boat on the
Seine, without somcone to look after him. He could not ring
the bell for a servant to bring him something he wanted
without his mother rushing upstairs to see if he was well. He
told Louisc that his mother would raise no objection if he
proposcd leaving her for a few days, but he could not bear the
distress it would causc her. Louise can hardly have failed to
see that, if he loved her as passionately as she loved him, that
would not have prevented him from joining her. Even at this
time of days, it is easy to think of plausible reasons he could have
given that made it essential for him to go to Paris. He wasa
very young man, and if he consented to see Louise so seldom,
it is likely enough that, constantly under the influence of
powerful sedatives as he was, his sexual desires were not
pressing.

“Your love isn’t love,” Louise wrote, “‘in any case it doesn’t
mean much in your life.”” To this he replied: “You want to
know if I love you. Well, yes, as much as I can love; that’s to
say, for me love isn’t the first thing in life, but the second.”
Flaubert prided himself on his frankness; it was indeed brutal.
His tactlessness was amazing. On one occasion, he asked
Louise to find out from a friend of hers who had lived at
Cayenne what had happened to Eulalie Foucaud, the object of
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his adventure at Marseilles, and even asked her to have a letter
delivered to her; he was frankly astonished when she accepted
the commission with irritation. He even told her of his
encounters with prostitutes, for whom he had, according to his
own story, an inclination which he frequently gratified. But
there is nothing men lie about so much as about their sex life,
and it is probable that he was boasting of powers which he did
not possess. He certainly treated Louise cavalierly. Once,
yielding to her importunity, he suggested a meeting at a hotel
at Mantes, where, if she started carly from Paris and he from
Rouen, they could spend an afternoon together, and he could
still get home by nightfall. He was astounded when the
proposal excited her indignation. In the two years the affair
lasted thcy met six times, and it was apparently she who broke
it off.

Meanwhile, Flaubert had been busy writing La Tentation de
St. Antoine, a book that he had long had in mind; and it had
been settled that as soon as he was through with it, he and
Maxime du Camp should go on a jaunt to the Near East.
Madame Flaubert’s consent had been obtained because her
son, Achille, and Dr. Cloquet, the medical man who had years
before accompanied Flaubert to Corsica, agreed that a sojourn
in warm countries would benefit his health. When then the
book was finished, Flaubert summoned du Gamp and Bouilhet
to Croisset so that he might read it to them. He read for four
days, four hours in the afternoon and four hours at night. It
was decided that no opinion should be given till the whole
work had been heard. At midnight on the fourth day, Flaubert,
having read to the end, banged his fist on the table and said:
“Well?”” One of them answered: “We think you ought to
throw it on the fire and not speak of it again.” It was a
shattering blow. They argued for hours, and finally Flaubert
accepted their verdict. Then Bouilhet suggested that Flaubert,
taking Balzac as his model, should write a realistic novel. By
this time it was eight in the morning, and they went to bed.
Later in the day, they met again to continuc the discussion and,
according to Maxime du Camp in his Souvenirs Littéraires, it was
then that Bouilhet proposed the story that eventually became



FLAUBERT AND ‘“MADAME BOVARY” 161

Madame Bovary; but since, on the journey on which Flaubert
and du Camp soon after set out, Flaubert in his letters home
mentioned various subjects for novels that he was considering,
but not Madame Bovary, it is pretty certain that du Camp was
mistaken. The two friends visited Egypt, Palestine, Syria and
Greece. They returned to France in 1851. Flaubert was still
undecided about what he should try his hand at, and it is
probably then that Bouilhet told him the story of Eugéne
Delamare. Declamare had been an interne, house surgeon or
house physician, at the hospital at Rouen, and he had a
practice in a small town near-by. On the death of his first wife,
a widow much older than himself, he married the pretty young
daughter of a neighbouring farmer. She was pretentious and
extravagant. She soon grew bored with her dull husband and
took a series of lovers. She spent on clothes money she could
not afford and ran hopelessly into debt. Finally she took
poison, and eventually Dclamare killed himself. As everyone
knows, Flaubert followed this mean little story very closely.
Soon after his return to France, he again met Louise Colet.
During his absence things had gone badly with her. Her
husband had died, Victor Cousin had ceased to assist her
financially, and she could get no one to accept a play she had
written. She wrote to Flaubert that she was passing through
Rouen on her way back from England; they met, and their
correspondence was renewed. After a while he went to Paris
and again became her lover. One wonders why. She was by
now in her forties, a blonde, and blondes don’t wear well, and
at that time women with any pretentions to respectability did
not make up. Perhaps he was touched by her feeling for him;
she was the only woman who had ever been in love with him,
and perhaps, sexually uncertain as he seems to have been, he
felt at his ease with her on the rare occasions on which they
had sexual intercourse. Her letters were destroyed, but his
remain. From them you can gather that Louise had learnt
nothing: she was as domineering, as exacting and as tiresome
as she had been from the first. Her letters seem to have become
increasingly acrimonious. She continued to press Flaubert to
come to Paris, or to let her come to Croisset; and he continued
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to find excuses not to do the one nor to let her do the other.
His letters are chicfly concerned with literary subjects, and they
end with very perfunctory expressions of affection; their chief
interest lies in the remarks he makes on the difficult progress of
Madame Bovary, which he was by then absorbed in. Every now
and then Louise sent him a poem she had written. His
criticism was harsh. It was inevitable that the affair should
come to an end. Louise brought it about by her own rashness.
It appears that, for the sake of their daughter, Victor Cousin
had offered to marry her, and she seems to have let Flaubert
know that it was on his account that she had refused. She had
in point of fact made up her mind to marry Flaubert, and very
imprudently told friends that she was going to. When it came
to his ears, he was aghast; and after a series of violent scenes,
which not only frightened but humiliated him, he told her
that he would never sce her again. Undeterred, however, she
arrived at Croisset one day to make yet another scene; he threw
her out so brutally that even his mother was outraged. Not-
withstanding the stubborn determination of her sex to believe
only what they want to believe, ‘the Muse’ was at last obliged to
face the fact that Flaubert was finished with her for good and
all. She revenged hersclf by writing a novel, said to be very
poor, in which she drew a vicious portrait of him.

(3)

Now I must hark back. When the two friends returned from
the East, Maxime du Camp settled in Paris and bought an
interest in the Revue de Paris. He came to Croisset to urge
Flaubert and Bouilhet to write for him. After Flaubert’s death,
du Camp published two stout volumes of reminiscences which
he called Souvenirs Littéraires. All who have written about
Flaubert have made free use of them, and it seems ungrateful
that they should have treated their author with contumely.
In this book du Camp wrote: “Authors are divided into two
classes: those for whom literature is a means, those for whom
literature is an end. I belonged, I have always belonged, to the
former category; I have never asked from literature more than
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the right to love it and to cultivate it as best I could.” The class
of literary men to which Maxime du Camp was satisfied to
belong has always been a large one. These are the men who
have literary inclinations, a love of literature, and often talent,
taste, culture and facility; but no gift of creation. In their
youth they are apt to write accomplished verse or an indifferent
novel, but after a while they settle down to what they find
comes more easily to them. They review books, or become
cditors of literary magazines; write prefaces to the sclected
works of dead authors, biographies of eminent persons, essays
on literary subjects; and in the end, like du Camp, their remini-
scences. They perform a useful function in the world of letters,
and since they often write with elegance, their productions are
generally pleasant to read. There is no reason to regard them
with the scorn with which Flaubert came to regard du Camp.

People have said, I think unjustly, that du Camp was
jealous of Flaubert. In his reminiscences he wrote: “Never has
the thought come to me of so exalting myself as to compare
myself with Flaubert, and never have I allowed myself to
dispute his superiority.” No man could say fairer than that.
As lads in the Latin Quarter, when Flaubert was reading law,
they had been intimate; they had eaten in the same inex-
pensive restaurants, and interminably talked of literary subjects
in the same cafés. Later, on their travels in the Near East they
had becen sea-sick together in the Mediterranean, got drunk
together in Cairo and whored together when they had the
opportunity. Flaubert was not easy to get on with, for he was
impatient of contradiction, irritable and overbearing. For all
that, du Camp felt a sincere affection for him and thought
highly of him as a writer; but he knew the man too well to be
unaware of his weaknesses; it is not in human nature that he
should have looked upon the boon-companion of his youth
with the veneration with which he was regarded by his fanatical
admirers. For this the poor wretch has been unmercifully
abused.

Du Camp thought that his old friend made a mistake in
burying himself at Croisset; and on one of his numerous visits
urged him to settle down in Paris, where he could meet people,

X
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and by mixing in the intellectual life of the capital, by exchang-
ing ideas with his fellow writers, widen his mind. On the face
of it, there was much to say for the notion. The novelist must
live among his raw material. He cannot wait for experience
to come to him; he must go in search of it. Flaubert had lived
a very narrow life. He knew little of the world. The only
women with whom he had been more than casually acquainted
were his mother, Elisa Schlesinger and ‘the Muse.” But he was
impetuous and imperious. He resented interference. Du
Camp, however, would not let well alone, and in a letter he
wrote from Paris went so far as to tell Flaubert that if he
continued to lead that constricted life he would soon suffer
from softening of the brain. The remark infuriated Flaubert
and he never forgot it. It was of course an unfortunate one
to make, since he was always afraid that these epileptiform
attacks of his would result in something of the sort. In fact, in
one of his letters to Louise he said that in four years he might
become an idiot. Flaubert replied to du Camp with an angry
letter, in which he told him that the life he led was exactly
what suited him, and that he had only contempt for the
wretched hacks who composed the literary life of Paris. An
estrangement ensued, and though later the old friends renewed
relations, they were never cordial. Du Camp was an active,
energetic man, and he quite frankly wanted to make his way
in the literary world of his day; but that he should wish to do
this seemed to Flaubert disgusting: “he is lost to us,” he wrote,
and for the next three or four years never mentioned his name
without contempt. He found his productions despicable, his
style abominable and his borrowings from other authors
scandalous. Flaubert was glad, all the same, that du Camp
should print in his magazine the poem in three thousand lines
that Bouilhet had written on a Roman subject, and when
Madame Bovary was finished, he accepted du Camp’s offer to
serialize it in the Revue de Paris.

Louis Bouilhet remained his only intimate friend. Flaubert,
mistakenly it is held now, thought him a great poet and
trusted his judgment as he trusted that of no one else. He owed
a great deal to him. Except for Bouilhet, Madame Bovary would
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very likely never have been written, and certainly would not
have been the book it is. It was he who after interminable
arguments persuaded Flaubert to write a synopsis, which Mr.
Francis Steegmuller in his excellent work, Flaubert and Madame
Bovary, has printed. Bouilhet found it very promising and at
last, in 1851, Flaubert, being then thirty, set to work. With the
exception of La Tentation de St. Antoine, the more important of
his early works had been strictly personal; they were, in fact,
novelizations of his amorous experience: his aim now was to be
strictly objective. He determined to tell the truth without bias
or prejudice, narrating the facts and exposing the characters
of the persons he had to deal with without comment of his own,
neither condemning nor praising: if he sympathized with one,
not to show it; if the stupidity of another exasperated him, the
malice of a third outraged him, not to allow word of his to
reveal it. This, on the whole, is what he succeeded in doing,
and that is perhaps why many readers have found a certain
coldness in the novel. There is nothing heart-warming in this
calculated, obstinate detachment. Though it may be a weak-
ness in us, my impression is that, as readers, we find comfort in
knowing that the author shares the emotions he has made
us feel.

But the attempt at complete impersonality fails with Flaubert,
as it fails with every novelist, because complete impersonality
is impossible to achieve. It is very well that the writer should
let his characters explain themselves and, as far as may be, let
their actions be the outcome of their natures, and he may
easily make a nuisance of himself when he draws your attention
to his heroine’s charm or his villain’s malevolence, when he
moralizes or irrelevantly digresses, when, in short, he is a person-
age in the story he is telling; but this is only a matter of method,
one that some very good novelists have used and, if it happens
to have gone out of fashion at the moment, that is not to say it
is a bad one. But the author who avoids it keeps his per-
sonality only out of the surface of his novel; he reveals it willy-
nilly by his choice of subject, his choice of characters and the
point of view from which he describes them. Flaubert eyed the
world with gloomy indignation. He was violently intolerant.
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He had no patience with stupidity. The bourgeois, the
commonplace, the ordinary filled him with exasperation. He
had no pity. He had no charity. Most of his adult life he was a
sick man, oppressed by the humiliation which his distemper
caused him to fecl. His nerves were in a constant state of
perturbation. He was, as I have said, at once a romantic and a
realist; and he flung himself into the sordid story of Emma
Bovary with the fury of a man revenging himself by wallowing
in the gutter because life has not met the demands of his passion
for the ideal. We are introduced to many persons in the course
of the novel’s five hundred pages, and but for Dr. Lariviére, a
minor character, they have hardly a redeeming feature. They
are base, mean, stupid, trivial and vulgar. A great many
people are, but not all; and it is inconceivable that in a town,
however small, there should not be found one person at least,
if not two or three, who is sensible, kindly and helpful. Flaubert
failed to keep his personality out of his novel.

His deliberate intention was to choose a set of characters
who were thoroughly commonplace, and devise incidents that
would inevitably arise from their nature and their circumstances;
but he was well aware of the possibility that no one would be
interested in persons so dull, and that the incidents he had to
relate would prove tedious. How he proposed to deal with this
I will come to later. Before doing so, I want to consider how
far he succeeded in his attempt. The characters are drawn
with consummate skill. We are persuaded of their truth. We
no sooner meet them than we accept them as living creatures,
standing on their own feet, in the world we know. We take
them for granted, as we take our plumber, our grocer, our
doctor. It never occurs to us that they arc figures in a novel.
Homais, to mention one, is a creature as humorous as Mr.
Micawber, and he has become as familiar to the French as
Mr. Micawber is to us; and we believe in him as we can never
quite believe in Mr. Micawber, for, unlike Mr. Micawber, he is
always consistently himself. But Emma Bovary is not by any
means the ordinary farmer’s daughter. That there is in her
something of every woman and of every man is true. We are
all given to extravagant and absurd reveries, in which we see
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ourselves rich, handsome, successful, the heroes or heroines of
romantic adventures; but most of us are too sensible, too
timorous or too unadventurous to let our day-dreams seriously
affect our behaviour. Emma Bovary was exceptional in that
she tried to live her fantasies; she was exceptional in her
becauty. As is well known, when the novel was published
author and printer were prosecuted on the charge that it
was immoral. I have read the speeches of the public prosecutor
and of the defending counsel. The prosecutor recited a
number of passages which he claimed were pornographic:
they make one smile now, they are so restrained in comparison
with the descriptions of sexual intercourse to which modern
novelists have accustomed us; but one cannot believe that even
then (in 1875) the prosecutor was shocked by them. The
defending counsel plecaded that the passages were necessary,
and that thc moral of the novel was good because Emma
Bovary suffered for her misconduct. The judges accepted this
view, and the defendants were acquitted. It is evident, how-
ever, that if Emma came to a bad end, it was not, as the
morality of the time demanded, because she had committed
adultery, but because she ran up bills that she hadn’t the
money to pay, and if she had had the notoriously thrifty
instincts of the Norman peasant, there was no reason why she
should not have gone from lover to lover without coming to
harm.

On publication, Flaubert’s great novel was cnthusiastically
received by rcaders and immediately became a best-scller, but
the critics were, when not hostile, indifferent. Strange as it
may seem, they were more inclined to attach importance to a
novel called Fanny by a certain Ernest Feydeau, which was
issucd about the same time; and it was only the deep impression
that Madame Bovary made on the public, and the influence it
had on subsequent writers of fiction, that obliged them in the
end to take it scriously.

Madame Bovary is a hard-luck story rather than a tragedy. I
should say that the difference between the two is that in a
hard-luck story the events that occur are brought about by
chance, whereas in a tragedy they are the result of the characters
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of the persons engaged. It was bad luck that, with her good
looks and charm, Emma should have married such a dull fool
as Charles Bovary. It was bad luck that when she was pregnant
and wanted a son to make up for the disillusionment of her
marriage, she should have a daughter. It was bad luck that
Rodolphe Boulanger, Emma’s first lover, was a selfish, brutal
fellow who let her down. It was bad luck that her second was
mean, weak and timorous. It was bad luck that when she was
desperate, the village priest, to whom she went for help and
guidance, should be a callous and fatuous dolt. It was bad
luck that when Emma found herself hopelessly in debt and,
threatened with proceedings, so far humiliated herself as to
ask Rodolphe for money, he couldn’t give it her, though we
are told he would have been ready to do so, because he didn’t
happen to have any by him. It was bad luck that it never
occurred to him that his credit was good and his lawyer would
immediately have given him the required sum. The story
Flaubert had to tell necessarily ended in Emma’s death, but
it must be confessed that the means by which he brought it
about strains the reader’s credulity to the breaking-point.
Some have found it a fault that, though Emma is the central
character, the novel begins with an account of Bovary’s early
youth and his first marriage, and ends with his disintegration
and death. I surmise that Flaubert’s idea was to enclose the
story of Emma Bovary within that of her husband, as you
enclose a painting in a frame. He may have felt that thus he
rounded off his narrative and gave it the unity of a work of art.
If this was his intention, it would have been more evident if the
end were not hurried and arbitrary. Throughout the book,
Charles Bovary has been shown to be weak and easily led.
Flaubert tells us that after Emma’s death he changed utterly.
That is very summary. Broken as he was, it is hard to credit
that he should have become quarrelsome, self-willed and
obstinate. Though a stupid man, he was conscientious, and it
seems strange that he should have neglected his patients. He
badly needed their money. He had Emma’s debts to pay and
his daughter to provide for. The radical change in Bovary’s
character requires a good deal more explanation than Flaubert
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has given it. Finally he dies. He was a robust man in the prime
of life, and the only reason one can give for his death is that
Flaubert, after fifty-five months of exhausting labour, wanted
to be done with the book. Since we are expressly told that
Bovary’s memories of Emma with time grew dim, and so
presumably less poignant, one cannot but ask oneself why
Flaubert did not let Bovary’s mother arrange a third marriage
for him, as she had arranged the first. It would have added
one more note of futility to the story of Emma Bovary, and
accorded well with Flaubert’s ferocious sense of irony.

A work of fiction is an arrangement of incidents devised to
display a number of characters in action and to interest the
reader. It is not a copy of life as it is lived. Just as in a novel
conversations cannot be reproduced exactly as they take place
in real life, but have to be summarized so that only the essential
points are given, and then with clearness and concision, so
facts have to suffer some deformation in order to accord with
the author’s plan and to hold the reader’s attention. Irrelevant
incidents must be omitted; repetitions must be avoided—and,
heaven knows, life is full of repetitions; isolated occurrences
and events that in real life would be separated by a passage of
time may often have to be brought into proximity. No novel is
entirely free of improbabilities, and to the more usual ones
readers have become so accustomed that they accept them as a
matter of course. The novelist cannot give a literal transcript
of life, he draws a picture for you which, if he is a realist, he
tries to make life-like; and if you believe him he has succeeded.

On the whole, Madame Bovary gives an impression of intense
reality, and this arises, I think, not only because Flaubert’s
characters are eminently lifelike, but because he has described
detail with extreme accuracy. The first four years of Emma’s
married life were passed in a village called Tostes; she was
hideously bored there, but for the balance of the book this
period had to be described at the same pace and with the same
detail as the rest. Now, it is difficult to describe a boring time
without boring the reader; yet you read the long passage with
interest. Flaubert has narrated a series of very trivial incidents,
and you are not bored because you are reading something
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fresh all the time; but since each little incident, whether it is
something Emma does, feels or sees, is so commonplace, so
trivial, you do get a vivid sensation of her boredom. There is
a set description of Yonville, the little town in which the
Bovarys settled after leaving Tostes, but it is the only one; for
the rest, the descriptions of country and town, beautifully done
iall of them, are interwoven with the narrative and enforce its
finterest. Flaubert introduces his characters in action, and we
learn of their appearance, their mode of living, their sctting, in
a continuous process; as, in fact, we come to know peoplec in rcal
life.

(4)

I remarked a few pages back that Flaubert was aware that
in setting out to write a book about commonplace people he
ran the risk of writing a dull one. He desired to produce a work
of art, and he felt that he could only surmount the difficultics
presented by the sordid nature of his subject and the vulgarity
of his characters by means of beauty of style. Now, I do not
know whether such a creature exists as the natural born stylist;
certainly Flaubert was not; his early works, unpublished in his
lifetime, are said to be verbose, turgid and rhetorical. It is
generally stated that his letters show little sign that he had a
feeling for the elegance and distinction of his native tongue. I
don’t think thatis true. They were, for the most part, written
late at night, after a hard day’s work, and sent to their recipients
uncorrected. Words are misspelt and the grammar is often
faulty; they are slangy and sometimes vulgar; but there are in
them brief descriptions of scenery so real, so rhythmical, that
they would not have seemed out of place in Madame Bovary; and
there are passages, when he was moved to fury, that are so
incisive, so direct, that you feel no revision would have served
to improve them. You hear the sound of his voice in the short,
crisp sentences. But that was not the way in which Flaubert
wanted to write a book. He was prejudiced against the con-
versational style, and was blind to its advantages. He took for
his models La Bruyére and Montesquieu. His aim was to write
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a prose that was logical, precise, swift and various, rhythmical,
sonorous, musical as poetry, and yet preserving the qualities of
prose. He was of opinion that there were not two ways of
saying a thing, but only one, and that the wording must fit the
thought as the glove fits the hand. “When I find an assonance
or a repetition in one of my phrases,” he said, “I know that I
am ensnared in something false.”” (As examples of assonance,
the Oxford Dictionary gives man and hat, nation and traitor,
penitent and reticent.) Flaubert claimed that an assonance
must be avoided, even if it took a week to manage it. He would
not allow himself to use the same word twicc on a page. That
docs not seem sensible: if it is the right word in each place, it is
the right word to use, and a synonym or a periphrase can never
be as apt. He was careful not to allow the sense of rhythm which
was natural to him, as it is to every writer, to obsess him (as
George Moore in his later works was obsessed) and took pains
to vary it. He exercised all his ingenuity to combine words and
sounds to give an impression of speed or languor, lassitude or
intensity; in short, of whatever statc he desired to express.
When writing, Flaubert would sketch out roughly what he
wished to say, and then work on what he had written, elaborat-
ing, cutting, re-writing, till he got the effect he wanted. That
done, he would go out on his terrace and shout out the words
he had written, convinced that if they did not sound well, there
must be something wrong with them. In that case, hec would
take them back and work over them again till he was satisfied.
Théophile Gautier thought that Flaubert attached too great a
value to the cadence and harmony with which he sought to
enrich his prosc; they were, according to him, only evident
when Flaubert in his booming voice read them aloud; but a
phrase, he added, is made to read to oneself, not to be bellowed.
Gautier was inclined to mock at Flaubert’s fastidiousness: ‘““You
know,” he said, “‘the poor chap suffers from a remorse that
poisons his life. You don’t know what the remorse is; it’s to
have put two genitives together in Madame Bovary, one on the
top of the other: une couronne de fleurs d’oranger. It tortures him,
but however hard he tried, he found it impossible to avoid.”
It is fortunate for us that by means of our English genitive we
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can escape this difficulty. We can say: “Where is the bag of
the doctor’s wife”’; but in French you would have to say:
“Where is the bag of the wife of the doctor.” It must be con-
fessed that it is not pretty.

Louis Bouilhet would come to Croisset of a Sunday; Flaubert
read to him what he had written during the week, and Bouilhet
criticized. Flaubert stormed and argued, but Bouilhet held his
ground, and in the end Flaubert accepted the emendations, the
elimination of superfluous incidents and irrelevant metaphors,
the correction of false notes, which his friend insisted on. No
wonder the novel proceeded at a snail’s pace. In one of his
letters Flaubert wrote: “The whole of Monday and Tuesday
was taken up with the writing of two lines.”” This does not
mean that he wrote only two lines in two days, he may well
have written a dozen pages; it means that with all his labour
he only succeeded in writing two lines to his satisfaction.
Flaubert found the strain of composition exhausting. Alphonse
Daudet believed that this was attributable to the bromide that
his malady obliged him to make constant use of. If there is
anything in this, it may account for the effort it evidently was
to him to set down on paper in coherent order the huddle of
ideas in his mind. We know how laborious a task he found it
to write the well-known scene in Madame Bovary of the agricul-
tural show. Emma and Rodolphe are seated at a window of
the local inn. A representative of the préfet has come to deliver
a speech. What Flaubert wanted to do he told in a letter to
Louise Colet’ “I have to situate together in the same conversa-
tion five or six people (who talk), several others (of whom one
hears), the spot where this occurs, the feel of the place, while
giving physical descriptions of people and things, and to show
in the midst of all a man and a woman who begin (by their
common sympathies of taste) to feel a little attracted to one
another.” Thatdoes not seem a very difficult thing to do, and
Flaubert has in fact done it extremely well, but, though it was
only twenty-seven pages long, it took him two solid months.
Balzac would have written it in his own way no less well in the
inside of a week. The great novelists, Balzac, Dickens and
Tolstoy, had what we are accustomed to call inspiration. It is
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only in a scene here and there that you feel that Flaubert had
it; for the rest he seems to have depended on sheer hard work,
the advice and suggestions of Bouilhet, and his own acuteness of
observation. This is not to depreciate Madame Bovary; but it is
strange that so great a work should have been produced, not
as we feel Le Pére Goriot or David Copperfield was produced
in the free flow of an exuberant fancy, but by almost pure
ratiocination.

It is not unreasonable to ask oneself how near Flaubert came,
by taking the immense pains I have described, to achieve the
perfect style at which he aimed. Style is a matter of which a
foreigner, even though he knows a language pretty well, can
be but an uncertain judge: the finer points, the music, the
subtlety, the aptness, the rhythm, can hardly fail to escape him.
He must accept the opinions of the native born. For a genera-
tion after Flaubert’s death his style was highly regarded in
France; now it is less admired. The French writers of to-day
find in it a lack of spontaneity. He had, as I have before
mentioned, a horror of “this new maxim that one must write as
one speaks”. And of course one must no more write as one
speaks than one must speak as one writes; but written language
has life and vitality only if it is firmly grounded on current
speech. Flaubert was a provincial, and in his prose was apt to
use provincialisms which offend the purists; I don’t suppose that
a forcigner, unless they were pointed out to him, would be
aware of them; nor would he notice the grammatical mistakes
of which Flaubert, like nearly every writer who ever wrote, was
sometimes guilty. Few Englishmen, though able to read French
with ease and pleasure, could point out what is grammatically
wrong with the following phrase: “Ni moi! reprit vivement
M. Homais, quoiqu’il lui faudra sutvre les autres au risque de passer
pour un Fésuite”; and fewer still could tell how to put it right.

The French language tends to rhetoric, as the English to
imagery (thereby marking a profound difference between the
two peoples), and the basis of Flaubert’s style is rhetorical. He
made abundant, even excessive, use of the triad. This is the
sentence of three members which are arranged, as a rule, either
in an ascending or descending scale of importance. It is both
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an casy and a satisfying way of achieving balance, and orators
have taken full advantage of it. Here is an example from
Burke: ‘“Their wishes ought to have great weight with him;
their opinion, high respect; their business, unremitted atten-
tion.”” The danger of this sort of sentence, and one from which
Flaubert did not escape, is that when used too often it is mono-
tonous. Flaubert in one of his letters wrote: “I’m devoured
with similes as one is with lice, and I spend all my time crushing
them, my phrases swarm with them.” Critics have observed
that in his letters the similes are spontaneous, whereas in
: Madame Bovary they are too studied, too neatly balanced, to be
matural. Here is a good example: Charles Bovary’s mother has
come to pay Emma and her husband a visit. “Elle observait le
bonheur de son fils, avec un silence triste, comme quelqu’un de ruiné qui
regarde, @ travers les carreaux, des gens attablés dans son ancienne
maison.”” This is admirably put, but the simile is in itself so
striking that it distracts your attention from the mood it is
supposed to illustrate; the object of a simile, however, is to add
force and importance to a statement, not to weaken it.

The best French writers of to-day, so far as I have been able
to discover, deliberately avoid rhetoric. They attempt to say
what they have to say simply and naturally. They eschew the
effective triad. They avoid similes, as though they were indeed
the vermin to which Flaubert likened them. That, I believe,
is why they are apt to hold his style in small esteem, at least the
style of Madame Bovary, for when he came to writec Bouvard et
Pécuchet he abandoned every form of ornament and decoration;
and that is why they prefer the easy, flowing, animated and
natural manner of his letters to the laboured manner of his
greater novels. This is, of course, merely a matter of fashion,
and justifies us in forming no judgment on the merits of
Flaubert’s style. A style may be stark, like Swift’s, flowery, like
Jeremy Taylor’s, or grandiloquent, like Burke’s: cach is good,
‘and whether you prefer one to another depends merely on your
individual taste.
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(5)

After the publication of Madame Bovary Flaubert wrote
Salammbd, which is generally considered a failure, then another
version of L’Education Sentimentale, in which he again described
his love for Elisa Schlesinger. Many men of lctters in France
look upon it as his masterpiece. It is confused and hard to read.
Frédéric Moreau, the hero, is partly a portrait of Flaubert, as
he saw himself, and partly a portrait of Maxime du Camp, as
he saw him; but the two men were too different to make a
plausible amalgam, and the character remains unconvincing.
He is singularly uninteresting. The book, however, begins
admirably, and towards the end there is a parting scene
between Madame Arnoux (Elisa Schlesinger) and Frédéric
(Flaubert) of rare beauty. Then, for the third time, he wrote
La Tentation de St. Antoine. Though Flaubert said he had enough
ideas for books to last him to the end of his life, they remained
vague projects. It is curious that with the exception of Madame
Bovary, the story of which was given him ready-made, the only
novels he wrote were founded on ideas he had had early in life.
He aged prematurely. At thirty he was already bald and pot-
bellied. It may well be, as Maxime du Camp said, that his
nerve storms and the depressing sedatives he took to counteract
them impaired his power of imaginative creation.

Time passed, and Caroline, his niece, married. Flaubert and
his mother were left alone. His mother died. For some years
he had had an apartment in Paris, but there he lived almost as
solitarily as at Croisset. He had few friends, except the literary
men who met once or twice amonth to dine together at Magny’s.
He was a provincial, and Edmond de Goncourt said that the
more he lived in Paris the more provincial he became. When
dining at a restaurant, he insisted on a private room, becausc
he could not bear noise or to have people near him; and he
could not eat at his ease without taking off his coat and his
boots. After the defeat of France in 1870, Caroline’s husband
found himself in financial difficulties, and finally, to save him
from bankruptcy, Flaubert handed over his entire fortune. He
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was left with little except his old home. The worry of this
brought on again the fits from which for some years he had
been free, and when he dined out, Guy de Maupassant went to
fetch him to see him safely home. Goncourt describes him at
this time as irritable, sarcastic, irascible and quick to take
offence at anything or nothing; but, he added in another note
in his journal, *“so long as you give him the principal part and
let yourself catch cold because he keeps on opening the
windows, he’s an agreeable companion. He has a ponderous
gaiety and the laughter of a child, which is contagious, and in
the contact of everyday life a hearty affectionateness which is
not without charm.” There Goncourt did him no less than
justice. Du Camp said of him: “This impetuous, imperious
giant, exploding at the least contradiction, was the most
respectful, the gentlest, the most attentive son that a mother
could dream of.” And you have only to read his charming
letters to his niece to see of what tenderness he was capable.

Flaubert’s last years were lonely. He spent most of the year
at Croisset. He smoked too much. He ate too much and drank
too much. He took no exercise. His means were straitened.
Friends eventually got him the offer of a sinecure which would
bring him in three thousand francs a year, and though it deeply
humiliated him, he was obliged to accept it. He did not live
long enough to profit by it.

The last work he published was a volume of three stories, one
of which, Un Coeur Simple, is of a rare excellence. He engaged
upon a novel called Bouvard et Pécuchet, in which he determined
to have still another fling at the stupidity of the human race,
and with his usual thoroughness he read fifteen hundred books
to provide himself with the material he thought necessary. It
was to be in two volumes, and he almost reached the end of
the first. On the morning of May 8, 1880, the maid went into
the library at eleven to bring him his lunch. She found him
lying on the divan, muttering incomprehensible words. She
ran for the doctor and brought him back with her. He could
do nothing. In less than an hour Gustave Flaubert was dead.

The only woman he sincerely, devotedly and disinterestedly
loved in his life was Elisa Schlesinger. One evening at dinner
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chez Magny, when Théophile Gautier, Taine and Edmond de
Goncourt were present, Flaubert made a curious statement: he
said that he had never really possessed a woman, that he was
virgin, that all the women he had had were never anything but
“mattresses’”’ for another woman, the woman of his dreams.
Maurice Schlesinger’s speculations had ended in disaster, and
he took his wife and children to live in Baden. In 1871 he died.
Flaubert, after loving Elisa for thirty-five years, wrote his first
love letter to her. Instead of beginning as he had been used to
do, “Chére Madame,” he began: “My old love, my only loved
one.” She came to Croisset. Both were greatly changed since
they had last seen one another. Flaubert was gross and fat, his
face red and blotchy; he wore an immense moustache and to
cover his baldness a black cap. Elisa had grown thin, her skin
had lost its delicate hucs and her hair was white. The lovely
description in L’Education Sentimentale of the last meeting of
Madame Arnoux and Frédéric Moreau probably faithfully
describes the meeting of Flaubert and Elisa after so many years.
They met once or twice after that, and then, so far as anyone
knows, never again.

A year after Flaubert’s death, Maxime du Camp spent the
summer at Baden, and one day, when he was out shooting,
found himself near the lunatic asylum of Illenau. The gates
were opened to allow the female inmates, under the care of
keepers, to take their daily walk. They came out two by two.
Among them was one who bowed to him. It was Elisa
Schlesinger, the woman whom Flaubert so long and so vainly
loved.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Herman Melville and Moby Dick

(1)

HrruerTo I have been dealing with novels which, with all their
differences, descend in a fairly direct line from the novels of a
remote past. ‘““The novel,” I learn from The Encyclopaedia
Britannica, “has been made a vehicle for satire, for instruction,
for political or religious exhortation, for technical information;
but thesc are side issues. The plain and direct purpose of the
novel is to amuse by a succession of scenes painted from nature,
and by a thread of emotional narrative.” This puts the matter
in a nutshell. The novel, I learn further, came into favour in
Alexandrian times, when life was sufficiently easy for people
to take pleasure in accounts, realistic or fanciful, of the adven-
tures and emotions of imaginary characters; but the first work
of fiction that has come down to us which can strictly be called
a novel is one that was written by a Greek called Longus and
entitled Daphnis and Chloe. From this, through unnumbered
generations, with many ups and downs, with many diversions,
are derived the novels I have been briefly considering, whose
direct purpose is, as the Encyclopaedia puts it, to amuse by a
succession of scenes painted from nature, and by a thread of
emotional narrative.

But now I come to a small group of novels which are so
different in their effect on the reader, which seem to be written
with an intention so extrancous, that they must be put in a
class by themselves. Such novels are Moby Dick, Wuthering
Heights and The Brothers Karamazov; and such are the novels of
James Joyce and Kafka. Novelists are, of course, mutations
from the common stock of bishops and bar-tenders, policemen
and politicians, and so forth; and mutations occur repeatedly.
But biologists tell us that most are harmful, and many lethal.
Now, since the sort of book an author writes depends on the
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sort of man he is, and this depends partly on the association in
the chromosome of genes from different parents and partly on
the environment, it is surely significant that novelists are
inclined to sterility; there are only two in history, Tolstoy and
Dickens, who were greatly fertile. The mutation is evidently
lethal. But perhaps that is just as well, since, whereas oysters
when they proliferate produce oysters, novelists generally
produce nitwits. The particular mutation I am now concerned
with has left, so far as I know, no literary descendants.

I am going to take first the author of that strange and
powerful book, Moby Dick. 1 have read Raymond Weaver’s
Herman Melville, Mariner and Mpystic, Lewis Mumford’s Herman
Melville, Charles Roberts Anderson’s Melville in the South Seas,
William Ellery Sedgwick’s Herman Melville: The Tragedy of Mind,
and Newton Arvin’s Melville. 1 have read them with interest,
profited by most of them, and lcarnt from them a number of
facts useful to my modest purpose; but I cannot persuade myself
that I know more about Melville, the man, than I knew before.

According to Raymond Weaver, an “uncircumspect critic at
the time of Melville’s centenary in 1919” wrote: “Owing to
some odd psychological experience, that has never been
definitely explained, his style of writing, his view of life under-
went a complete change.” I don’t quitec know why this un-
named critic should be described as uncircumspect. He hit
upon the problem which must puzzle everyone who is interested
in Melville. It is on this account that one scrutinizes every
known detail of his life and reads his letters and books, books
some of which can only be read by a dctermined effort of will,
to discover some hint that may help to elucidate the mystery.

But first let us take the facts, so far as they are made known to
us by the biographers. On the face of it, but only on the face
of it, they are simple enough.

Herman Melville was born in 1819. His father, Allan
Melville, and his mother, Maria Gansevoort, were gentlefolk.
Allan was a cultivated, travelled man, and Maria an elegant,
wcll-bred and pious woman. For the first five years of their
marriage they lived at Albany, and after that settled in New
York, where Allan’s business—he was an importer of French
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dry goods—for a time prospered, and where Herman was born.
He was the third of their eight children. But by 1830 Allan
Melville had fallen on evil days and moved back to Albany,
where two years later he died bankrupt and, it is said, insane.
He left his family penniless. Herman went to the Albany
Classical Institute for boys and, on leaving school at the age of
fifteen, was employed as a clerk in the New York State Bank;
in 1835 he worked in his brother Gansevoort’s fur store, and the
following year on his uncle’s farm at Pittsfield. For a term he
was a teacher at the common school in the Sykes district. At
seventeen he went to sea. Much has been written to account for
this, butI cannot see why any further reason need besought than
the one he gives himself: “Sad disappointments in several plans
whichI had sketched out for my future life; the necessity of doing
something for myself, united to a naturally roving disposition,
had now conspired within me, to send me to sea as a sailor.” He
had tried his hand without success at various occupations, and
from what we know of his mother we may surmise that she did
not hesitate to express her displeasure. He went to sea, as many
a boy before and after has done, because he was unhappy at
home. Melville was a very strange man, but it is unnecessary
to look for strangeness in a perfectly natural proceeding.

He arrived in New York wet through, in patched trousers
and a hunting jacket, without a penny in his pocket, but with
a fowling-piece his brother Gansevoort had given him to sell;
he walked across town to the house of a friend of his brother’s,
where he spent the night, and next day with this friend went
down to the waterfront. After some search, they came across a
ship that was sailing for Liverpool, and Melville was signed on
as a “boy” at three dollars a month. Twelve years later he
wrote in Redburn an account of the voyage there and back, and
of his stay in Liverpool. He looked upon it as hack-work; but
it is vivid and interesting, and it is written in English that is
simple, straightforward, easy and unaffected. It is one of the
most readable of his works.

Nothing much is known about how he spent the next three
years. According to the accepted accounts, he “taught school”
in various places: at one, Greenbush, N.Y., he received six
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dollars a quarter and board; and he wrote a number of articles
for provincial papers. One or two of them have been dis-
covered. They are without interest, but give signs that he had
done a lot of desultory reading; and they have a mannerism of
which to the end of his life he could never rid himself, namely
that of bringing in without rhyme or reason allusions to mytho-
logical gods, to historical and romantic characters, and to all
kinds of authors. As Raymond Weaver ncatly puts it: “He
called up Burton, Shakespeare, Byron, Milton, Coleridge and
Chesterfield, as well as Prometheus and Cinderella, Mahomet
and Cleopatra, Madonna and Houris, Medici and Mussulman,
to strew carelessly across his pages.”

But he had an adventurous spirit, and it may be supposed
that in the end he could no longer endure the tameness of life to
which it seemed circumstances had condemned him. Though
he had disliked life before the mast, he made up his mind to go
to sea again; and in 1841 he sailed from New Bedford in the
whaler Acushnet, bound for the Pacific. With one exception, the
men in the forecastle were coarse, brutal and uneducated; the
exception was a boy of seventeen called Richard Tobias Greene.
This is how Melville describes him: “Toby was endowed with
a remarkably prepossessing exterior. Arrayed in his blue frock
and duck trousers, he was as smart a looking sailor as ever
stepped upon a deck; he was singularly small and slightly made,
with great flexibility of limb. His naturally dark complexion
had been deepened by exposurc to the tropical sun, and a mass
of jetty locks clustered about his temples, and threw a darker
shade into his large black eyes.”

After fiftcen months of cruising, the Acushnet put in at
Nuku-Hiva, an island of the Marquesas. The two lads, disgusted
with the hardship of life aboard the whaler and the brutality
of the captain, decided to desert. They stowed away as much
tobacco, ship’s biscuit and calico (to give the natives) as they
could get into the front of their frocks, and made off for the
interior of the island. After several days, during which they
had sundry mishaps, they reached the valley inhabited by the
Typees, and were by them hospitably received. Shortly after
their arrival, Toby was sent away on the pretext of getting
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medical help, for Melville on the way had hurt his leg so badly
that he could only walk with pain, but in fact to arrange their
escape. The Typees were reputed to be cannibals, and
prudence suggested that it would be unwise to reckon too long
on the continuance of their good will. Toby never returned,
and it was discovered much later that, on reaching the coast, he
had been kidnapped on to a whaler. Melville, by his own
account, spent four months in the valley. He was well treated.
He made friends with a girl called Fayaway, swam and boated
with her, and except for his fear of being eaten was happy
enough. Then it chanced that the captain of a whaler, coming
to anchor at Nuka-Hiva, heard that there was a sailor in the
hands of the Typees. Many of his own crew having deserted,
he sent a boatload of taboo natives to secure the man’s release.
Melville, again by his own account, persuaded the natives to
let him go down to the beach and, after a skirmish in which
he killed a man with a boat-hook, effected his escape.

Life in the ship he now boarded, the Fulia, was even worse
than in the Acushnet, and after some weeks of fruitless cruising
on the look-out for whales, the skipper hove his craft to off the
island of Tahiti. The crew mutinied and presently, after trial
at Papeete, were consigned to the local jail. The Fulia, having
signed on a new crew, sailed, and the prisoners were in a short
time released. With another member of the old crew, a medical
man who had come down in the world and whom he calls
Doctor Long Ghost, Melville sailed to the neighbouring island
of Moorca, and there the pair hired themsclves out to two
planters to hoe potatoes. Melville had not liked farming when
he worked for his uncle in Massachusetts, and he liked it less
still under the tropical sun of Polynesia. With Doctor Long
Ghost he wandercd off, living on the natives, and eventually,
leaving the doctor behind, persuaded the captain of a whaler
which he calls the Leviathan to sign him on. In this ship he
reached Honolulu. What he did there is uncertain. It is
supposed that he found employment as a clerk. Then he
shipped as an ordinary scaman in an American frigate, the
United States, and after a year, upon the ship’s arrival home,
was discharged from the service.
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We have now reached the year of 1844. Melville was twenty-
five. No portrait of him in youth exists, but, from those taken
in middle age, we can picture him in his twenties as a tall,
well-set-up man, strong and active, with rather small eyes,
but with a straight nose, a fresh colour and a fine head of
waving hair.

He came home to find his mother and sisters settled at
Lansingburg, a suburb of Albany. His elder brother, Ganse-
voort, had given up his fur shop and was become a lawyer and
a politician; his sccond brother, Allan, a lawyer too, had settled
in New York; and his youngest, Tom, soon to go to sea like
Herman, was still in his teens. Herman found himself the
centre of interest as “‘the man who had lived among cannibals”,
and he told the story of his adventures to eager listeners; they
urged him to write a book, and this forthwith he set out to do.

He had tried his hand at writing before, though with little
success; but he had to earn money, and to write seemed to him,
as to many another misguided author, before and since, an
easy way to do so. When Typee, the book in which he described
his sojourn on the island of Nuka-Hiva, was finished, Ganse-
voort Meclville, who had gone to London as secretary to the
American Minister, submitted it to John Murray, who accepted
it, and some time later Wiley and Putnam published it in
America. It was well received and Melville, encouraged,
wrote the continuation of his adventures in the South Pacific
in a book which he called Omoo.

It appeared in 1847, and in this year he married Elizabeth,
the only daughter of Chief Justice Shaw, whose family had long
been known to the Melvilles. The young couple moved to New
York, where they lived in Allan Melville’s house at 103 Fourth
Avenue, together with Herman’s and Allan’s sisters, Augusta,
Fanny and Helen. We are not told why the three young
women left their mother and Lansingburg. Herman settled
down to write. In 1849, two years after his marriage and a
few months after the birth of his first child, a boy named
Malcolm, he crossed the Atlantic again, this time as a passenger,
to see publishers and arrange for the publication of White Jacket,
the book in which he describes his experiences in the frigate
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United States. From London he went to Paris, Brussels and up
the Rhine. His wife wrote as follows in her arid memoir:
“Summer of 1849 we remained in New York. He wrote
Redburn and White Jacket. Same fall went to England and
published the above. Took little satisfaction in it from mere
home-sickness, and hurried home, leaving attractive invitations
to distinguished people—one from the Duke of Rutland to pass
a week at Belvoir Castle—see his journal. We went to Pittsfield
and boarded in the summer of 1850. Moved to Arrowhead in
fall—October 1850.”

Arrowhead was the name Melville gave to a farm at Pittsfield
which he bought on money advanced by the Chief Justice, and
here he settled with his wife, child and sisters. Mrs. Melville,
in her matter-of-fact way, says in her journal: “Wrote White
Whale or Moby Dick under unfavourable circumstances—would
sit at his desk all day not writing anything till four or five
o’clock—then ride to the village after dark—would be up early
and out walking before breakfast—sometimes splitting wood for
exercise. We all felt anxious about the strain on his health in
the Spring of 1853.”

When Melville established himself at Arrowhead, he found
Hawthorne living in the neighbourhood. He took something
that very much resembles a schoolgirl crush for the older writer,
a crush which may have somewhat disconcerted that reserved,
self-centred and undemonstrative man. The letters he wrote
to him were impassioned: “I shall leave the world, I feel, with
more satisfaction for having come to know you,” he said in one
of them. “Knowing you persuades me more than the Bible
of our immortality.” Of an evening he would ride over to
the Red House at Lenox to talk—a little, it appears, to Haw-
thorne’s weariness—of ‘‘Providence and futurity and of every-
thing else that lies beyond human ken.” While the two authors
discoursed, Mrs. Hawthorne sewed at her stand, and in a letter
to her mother she thus described Melville: “I am not quite
sure that I do not think him a very great man . .. A man
with a true, warm heart, and a soul and an intellect—with life
to his finger-tips; earnest, sincere and reverent; very tender and
modest . . . He has very keen perceptive power; but what
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astonishes me is, that his eyes are not large and deep. He seems
to see everything very accurately; and how he can do so with his
small eyes, I cannot tell. They are not keen eyes, either, but quite
undistinguished in any way. His nose is straight and rather
handsome, his mouth expressive of sensibility and emotion. He
is tall, and erect, with an air free, brave and manly. When
conversing, he is full of gesture and force, and loses himself in
his subject. There is no grace, nor polish. Once in a while, his
animation gives place to a singularly quiet expression, out of
these eyes to which I have objected; an indrawn, dim look, but
which at the same time makes you feel that he is at that moment
taking deepest note of what is before him. It is a strange, lazy
glance, but with a power in it quite unique. It does not seem
to penetrate through you, but to take you into itself.”

The Hawthornes left Lenox; and the friendship, eager and
deep-felt on Melville’s side and on Hawthorne’s sedate, and
perhaps embarrassed, came to an end. Melville dedicated
Moby Dick to him. The letter he wrote after reading the book
no longer exists, but from Melville’s reply it looks as though he
guessed that Hawthorne did not like it. Nor did the public,
nor did the critics; and Pterre, with which he followed it, fared
even worse. It was received with contemptuous abuse. He
made very little money from his writings, and he had to provide
not only for his wife, his two sons and two daughters, but also,
presumably, for his three sisters. Melville, to judge from his
letters, found farming his own land as little to his taste as he
had found cutting his uncle’s hay at Pittsficld or digging
potatoes in Moorea. The fact is that he had never cared for
manual labour: “See my hand—four blisters on this palm,
made by hoes and hammers within the last few days. Itis a
rainy morning, so I am indoors, and all work suspended. I feel
cheerfully disposed . . .” A farmer with hands as soft as that
is unlikely to have farmed with profit.

His father-in-law, the Chief Justice, seems periodically to
have come to the financial assistance of the family; and as he
was a sensible man, besides being a very kind one, it may be
supposed that it was he who suggested to Melville that he
should look for some other way of earning his living. Various
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strings were pulled to obtain a consulship for him, but without
success, and he was obliged to go on writing. He ailed, and the
Chief Justice once more came to the rescue; in 1856 he went
abroad again, this time to Constantinople, Palestine, Greece
and Italy, and on his return managed to earn a little money by
lecturing. In 1860 he made his last journey. Tom, his youngest
brother, commanded a clipper in the China trade, the Meteor,
and in this Melville sailed, round the Horn, to San Francisco;
one would have expected him to have still enough of the spirit
of adventure to seize the opportunity to go to the Far East, but
for some unknown reason, either because he was bored with his
brother or his brother had grown impatient of him, he left the
ship at San Francisco and went home. For some years the
Melvilles had lived in great poverty, but in 1861 the Chief
Justice died and left his daughter a handsome legacy; they
decided to leave Arrowhead and bought a house in New York
from Allan, Herman’s prosperous brother, and in part payment
turncd Arrowhead over to him. In this house, 104 East Twenty
Sixth Street, Melville lived for the rest of his life.

At this time, according to Raymond Weaver, it was a good
year if he earned a hundred dollars in royaltics on his books; in
1866 he managed to secure an appointment as Inspector of
Customs; for this he was paid four dollars a day. In the follow-
ing year Malcolm, his eldest son, shot himself in his room, but
whether by design or accident is not clear; his seccond son,
Stanwix, ran away from home and of him nothing more is
heard. Melville held his modest post in the Customs for twenty
years; and then his wife inherited money from her brother,
Samuel, and he resigned. In 1878 he published, at the expense
of his Uncle Gansevoort, a poem of twenty thousand lines called
Clarel. Shortly before his death he wrote, or re-wrote, a novelette
called Billy Budd. He died, forgotten, in 18g91. He was seventy-
two.

(2)

Such, in brief, is the story of Melville’s life as it is told by his
biographers, but it is evident that therc is much that they have



HERMAN MELVILLE AND ‘‘MOBY DICK” 187

not told. They pass over Malcolm’s death, and the flight of
Stanwix from home, as though they were matters of no con-
sequence. Surely the untoward death of their elder son dis-
tressed his parents; surely the disappearance of their second
perturbed them; letters must have passed between Mrs.
Melville and her brothers when the boy, eighteen years of age,
shot himself; one can only suppose that they have been sup-
pressed; it is true that by 1867 Melville’s fame had dwindled,
but one would expect that such an event would have reminded
the press of his existence, and that some mention would have
been made of it in the newspapers. It was news, and American
papers have never hesitated to make the most of it. Was there
no enquiry into the circumstances of the boy’s death? Ifhe com-
mitted suicide, what made him do so? And why did Stanwix
run away? What were the conditions of his life at home that
drove him to such a step, and how does it happen that nothing
more is heard of him? Mrs. Melville, so far as we know, was a
good and affectionate mother: it is strange that, again so far as
we know, she seems to have taken no steps to get in touch with
him. From the fact that only she and her two daughters
attended Melville’s funeral, the only members, we are told, of
his immediate family still alive, we must suppose that Stanwix
was dead. The records show that in his old age Melville was
fond of his grandchildren, but his feeling for his own children
is ambiguous. Lewis Mumford, whosc biography of Melville is
scnsible, and to all appearance trustworthy, gives a grim picture
of his relations with them. He seems to have been a harsh,
impatient parent. “One of his daughters could not recur to
the image of her father without a certain painful revulsion . . .
When he purchased a work of art, a print or a statuc for ten
dollars, when there was scarcely bread to go round who can
wonder at their black memories?”” Revulsion is a strong word:
one would have thought impatience or irritation better suited
to express what his daughters may have felt when their father
showed himself thus thoughtless. There must have been some-
thing more to cause their bitterness. Melville, it appears, had
a jocularity which was little to their taste, and if you read
between the lines, you can hardly escape the suspicion that he
G
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sometimes came home the worse for liquor. I hasten to add that
this is mere surmise. Professor Stoll, in an article published in
The Fournal of the History of Ideas, suggests that Melville was “‘an
emphatic teetotaller”. I cannot believe it. He was a convivial
creature and surely it is very probable that as a sailor before
the mast he drank with the rest. We know that on his first
journey to Europe as a passenger he sat up until all hours,
drinking whisky punches and talking metaphysics with a young
scholar named Adler, and later at Arrowhead, when friends
came up from the city to visit him, “one hears a good deal
about champagne, gin and cigars” on the excursions taken to
neighbouring places of interest. Part of Melville’s duty was to
inspect incoming ships, and unless American skippers have
changed very much from that day to this, it is pretty well
certain that he would not have been long on board before being
taken below to have a drink. It would be very natural if in his
disappointment with life he sought solace in liquor. I should
add that, unlike many of his fellows in the Customs, he per-
formed his duties with the greatest integrity.

Melville was a very singular fellow, and there is little definite
evidence for any view you may take of his character; but from
his first two books you can get a pretty good idea of what he
was like as a young man. For my part, I find Omoo more read-
able than Typee. Itis a straightforward narrative of his experi-
ence on the island of Moorea, and on the whole may be accepted
as true: Typee, on the other hand, seems to be a hotch-potch of
fact and fancy. According to Charles Roberts Anderson,
Melville spent only a month on the island of Nuku-Hiva and
not four, as he pretended, and his adventures on his way to the
valley of the Typees were not so startling as he makes out, nor
the dangers he ran from their supposed predilection for human
flesh so great; and the story of his escape, as he gives it, is
highly improbable: “the whole scene of the rescue itself is
romantic and unconvincing, apparently written in haste and
more with a view to making himself a hero than with a proper
regard to logic and dramatic finesse.” Melville should not be
found fault with for this; we are told that he repeatedly gave an
account of his adventures to willing listeners, and everyone
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knows how hard it is to resist the temptation to make a story
a little better, and a little more exciting, each time you tell it.
It would have been embarrassing for him when he came to
write it to state the sober and not peculiarly thrilling facts
when in numberless talks he had freely embroidered upon
them. Typee, in fact, appears to be a compilation of matter
which Melville found in contemporary travel books, combined
with a highly coloured version of his own experiences. The
industrious Mr. Anderson has shown that on occasion he not
only repeated the errors these travel books contained, but in
various instances used the very words of their authors. I think
this accounts for a certain heaviness the reader may find in it.
But both Typee and Omoo are well enough written in the idiom
of the period. Melville was already inclined to use the literary
word rather than the plain one: so, for example, he prefers to
call a building an edifice; one hut is not near another, nor even
in its neighbourhood, but in the vicinity; he is more apt to be
fatigued than, like most people, tired; and he prefers to evince,
rather than to show, feeling.

But the portrait of the author of both these books emerges
clearly, and you need make no imaginative effort to see that he
was a hardy, brave and determined youth, high-spirited and
fond of fun, werk-shy but not lazy; gay, amiable, friendly and
carefree. He was charmed with the prettiness of the Polynesian
girls, as any young fellow of his age would be, and it would be
strange if he did not accept the favours they were certainly
willing to grant him. If there was anything unusual in him, it
was that he took a keen dclight in beauty, something to which
youth is apt to be indifferent; and there is some intensity in his
admiring descriptions of the sea and the sky and the green
mountains. Perhaps the only indication there is that there was
more in him than in any other sailor-man of three-and-twenty
is that he was of “a pondering turn”, and conscious of it. “I
am of a meditative humour”, he wrote much later, “and at sea
used often to mount aloft at night, and, seating myself in one
of the upper yards, tuck my jacket about me and give loose to
reflection.”

How is oneto accountfor the transformation of thisapparently
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normal young man into the savage pessimist who wrote Pierre?
What turned the undistinguished writer of Typee into the darkly
imaginative, powerful, inspired and eloquent author of Moby
Dick? Some have thought, an attack of insanity. This has been
hotly denied by his admirers, as though it were something dis-
graceful: it is, of course, no more disgraceful than to have an
attack of jaundice. I have not in this essay to deal with Pierre.
It is a preposterous book. There are in it pregnant sayings:
Melville wrote in pain and bitterness, and his passion from
time to time gave rise to passages that are powerful and
eloquent; but the incidents are improbable, the motives uncon-
vincing and the conversations stilted. Pierre gives one the
impression that it was written in a condition of advanced
neurasthenia. But that is not insanity. If there is any evidence
that Melville was ever out of his mind, it has not, so far as 1
know, been produced. It has been suggested, also, that Melville
was so profoundly affected as to become a different man by the
intensive reading he undertook when he moved from Lansing-
burg to New York; the notion that he was crazed by Sir Thomas
Browne, as Don Quixote was crazed by romances of chivalry, is
really too naive to carry conviction. In some unknown way
the commonplace writer became a writer of something very
like genius. In these days of sex-consciousness, it is natural to
look for a sexual cause to explain so strange a circumstance.
Typee and Omoo were written before Melville married
Elizabeth Shaw. During the first year of their union he wrote
Mardi. 1t begins as a straightforward continuation of his adven-
tures before the mast, but then it becomes wildly fanciful. It
is long-winded and, to my mind, tedious. I cannot put its theme
better than has been done by Raymond Weaver: ‘“Mardi is a
quest after some total and undivided possession of that holy
and mysterious joy that touched Melville during the period of
his courtship: a joy he had felt in the crucifixion of his love for
his mother; a joy that had dazzled him in his love for Elizabeth
Shaw . .. And Mardi is a pilgrimage for a lost glamour . . .
It is a quest after Yillah, a maiden from Oroolia, the Island of
Delight. A voyage is made through the civilized world for her;
and though they (the persons of the novel) find occasion for
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much discourse on international politics, and an array of other
topics, Yillah is not found.”

If one wants to indulge in conjecture, one may take this
strange story as the first sign of his disappointment with the
married state. One has to guess what Elizabeth Shaw, Mrs.
Melville, was like from the few letters of hers that remain. She
was not a good letter-writer, and it may be that there was more
in her than they reveal; but they show, at least, that she was in
love with her husband and that she was a sensible, kindly,
practical, though narrow and conventional, woman. She bore
poverty without complaint. She was doubtless puzzled by her
husband’s development, and perhaps regretful that he scemed
bent on throwing away the reputation and popularity Typee
and Omoo had won him, but she continued to believe in
him and to admire him to the end. She was not a woman
of intellect, but she was a good, tolerant and affectionate
wife.

Did Melville love her? No letters that he may have written
during his courtship remain, and it is no more than a senti-
mental assumption that he was then touched by a ‘“holy and
mysterious joy”’. He married her. But men do not only marry
for love. It may be that he had had enough of a wandering
life, and wanted to settle down: one of the strange things about
this strange man is that though, as he says himself, of “a
naturally roving disposition,” after his first journey as a boy to
Liverpool and his three years in the South Seas, his thirst for
adventure was quenched. Such journeys as he took later were
mere tourist trips. It may be that Melville married because
his family and friends thought it was high time he did, or it
may be that he married in order to combat inclinations that
dismayed him. Who can tell? Lewis Mumford says that “he
was never quite happy in Elizabeth’s company, nor was he
quite happy away from it”, and suggests that he felt not merely
affection for her, but “on these long absences, passion would
gather within him”, only to be followed by quick satiety. He
would not have been the first man to find that he loved his wife
more when he was parted from her than when he was with her,
and that the expectation of sexual intcrcourse was more
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exciting than the realization. I think it probable that Melville
was impatient with the marriage tic; it may be that his wife
gave him less than he had hoped, but he continued to have
marital relations long enough for her to bear him four children.
He remained, so far as anyone knows, faithful to her.

No one who has occupied himself with Melville has failed to
notice his delight in male beauty. In a lecturc he gave on
sculpture after his return from Palestine and Italy, he singled
out for special comment the Greco-Roman statue known as the
Apollo Belvedere. Its chief merit is that it represents a very
handsome young man. I have already described the impression
made on Melville by Toby, the boy in whose company he
deserted the Acushnet, and in Typee he dwells on the physical
perfection of the youths with whom he consorted. They are
much more vividly presented than the girls with whom he
flirted. But before that, at the age of seventeen, he sailed in a
ship bound for Liverpool. There he made friends with a boy
called Harry Bolton. This is how he described him in Redburn:
“He was one of those small, but perfectly formed beings with
curling hair, and silken muscles, who seem to have been born
in cocoons. His complexion was a mantling brunette, feminine
as a girl’s; his feet were small, his hands very white; and his
eyes were large, black and womanly; and, poctry aside, his
voice was as the sound of a harp.” Doubt has been thrown on
the hurried jaunt the two boys made to London, and even on
the existence of such a person as Harry Bolton; but if Melville
invented him to add an interesting episode to his narrative, it is
queer that such a manly fellow as he should have invented a
character who was so obviously homosexual.

In the frigate United States, Melville’s great friend was an
English sailor, Jack Chase, “tall and well-knit, with a clear
open eye, a fine brow, and an abounding nut-brown beard.”
“There was such an astounding air of good sense and good
feeling about the man,” he wrote in White Facket, “that he who
could not love him, would thereby pronounce himsclf a knave,”
and further: “Wherever you may be now rolling over the blue
billows, dear Jack, take my best love with you, and God bless
you, wherever you go.” A touch of tenderness rare in Melville.
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So deep an impression did this sailor make on him that he
dedicated to him the novelette, Billy Budd, which he completed
only three months before his death, fifty years later. The story
hangs on the hero’s amazing beauty. It is this that causes
everyone in the ship to love him, and it is this that indirectly
brings about his tragic end.

It seems fairly evident that Melville was a repressed homo-
sexual, a type which, if we may believe what we read, was more
common in the United States of his time than it is to-day. The
sexual proclivities of an author are no business of his readers,
cxcept in so far as they influence his work, as is the case with
André Gide and Marcel Proust; when they do, and the facts are
put before you, much that was obscure or even incredible may
be made plain. IfI have dwelt on this idiosyncrasy of Melville’s,
it is because it may account for his dissatisfaction with married
life; and it may be that a sexual frustration occasioned the
change in him which has puzzled all those who have interested
themselves in him. The probabilities are great that his moral
sense prevailed; but who can tell what instincts, perhaps even
unrecognized and, even if recognized, angrily repressed and
never, except perhaps in imagination,indulged in—who can tell,
I say, svhat instincts may dwell in a man’s being which, though
never yielded to, may yet have an overwhelming effect on his
disposition?

(3)

Melville’s reading, though desultory, had always been wide.
It seems that he was chiefly attracted by the poets and prose
writers of the seventeenth century, and one must presume that
he found in them something that peculiarly accorded with his
own confuscd propensities. Whether their influence was harmful
to him or beneficial is a matter of personal opinion. His early
education was slight and, as often happens in such cases, he did
not quite assimilate the culture he acquired in later years.
Culture is not something you put on like a ready-made suit of
clothes, but a nourishment you absorb to build up your per-
sonality, just as food builds up the body of a growing boy; it is
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not an ornament to decorate a phrase, still less to show off your
knowledge, but a means, painfully acquired, to enrich the
soul.

Melville was making a dangerous experiment when, in order
to write Moby Dick, he devised for himself a style founded on
that of the seventeenth-century writers. At its best, it is impres-
sive and has a poetic power; but after all it remains a pastiche.
That is not to belittle it. A pastiche may have great beauty.
The Venus of Milo, a work of the first century B.c., is a pastiche;
and so is the even later Spinario in Rome. Both were formerly
supposed to be works of mid-fifth-century sculptors. Duccio,
the great Siennese painter, based his style on early twelfth-
century Byzantine painting, and not on the Byzantine painting
current in his own day, two centuries later. When, however, a
writer attempts pastiche, he is faced with the difficulty that con-
sistency is practically unattainable. Just as Dr. Johnson’s old
schoolfellow, Mr. Edwards, found it impossible to philosophize
because cheerfulness would break in, so in a pastiche the con-
temporary idiom natural to the author breaks in to jar with
the idiom he has affected. “To produce a mighty book,”” wrote
Melville, “you must choose a mighty theme,” and it is pretty
clear that he thought it must be dealt with in the grand style.
Robert Louis Stevenson claimed that Melville had no ear; I
don’t know what he meant by that. Melville had a true sense
of rhythm, and the balance of his sentences, however long, is in
general excellent. He liked the high-sounding phrase, and the
stately vocabulary he employed in fact enabled him frequently
to get effects of great beauty. Sometimes this inclination led
him to tautology, as when he speaks of the “‘umbrageous shade”,
which only means the shady shade; but you can scarcely deny
that the sound is rich. Sometimes one is pulled up by such a
tautology as “hasty precipitancy” only to discover with some
awe that Milton wrote: “Thither they hasted with glad precipi-
tance.” Sometimes Melville uses common words in an un-
expected way, and often obtains by this means a pleasant
novelty of effect; and even when it seems to you that he has
used them in a sense they cannot bear, it is rash to blame him
with “hasty precipitancy”, for he may well have authority to
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go on. When he speaks of “redundant hair”’, it may occur to
you that hair may be redundant on a maiden’s lip, but hardly
on a young man’s head; but if you look it out in the dictionary
you will find that the second sense of redundant is copious, and
Milton wrote of “redundant locks”.

The difficulty of the kind of writing Melville set himself to
use in Moby Dick is that the rhetorical level must be maintained
throughout. The matter must fit the manner. The writer
cannot afford to be sentimental or humorous. Melville was
too often both, and then you read him with embarrassment.

His taste was unsure and sometimes, attempting the poetic,
he only succecded in being absurd: “But few thoughts of Pan
stirred Ahab’s brain, as standing like an iron statue at his
accustomed place beside the mizzen rigging, with one nostril
he unthinkingly sniffed the sugary musk from the Banshee isles
(in whose sweet woods mild lovers must be walking), and with
the other consciously inhaled the salt breath of the new-found
sea....” To smell one odour with one nostril and, at the same
time, another with the other is more than a remarkable feat; it
is an impossible one. I have little sympathy with Melville’s
partiality for archaic words and words only in poetic usage:
o’er for over; nigh for near; ere for before; anon and eftsoons; they
give a fusty, meretricious air to prose that at its best is solid and
virile. He had an extensive vocabulary, and sometimes it ran
away with him. He found it hard to set down a noun without
tacking on to it an adjective and often two or threce. He was
peculiarly fond of the adjective mystic, and used it as though it
meant strange, mysterious, awe-inspiring, frightening, in fact
whatever at the moment he wanted it to mean. Professor Stoll
in the article to which I have already referred, and which is as
eminently, and even as devastatingly, sensible as everything he
writes, has justly stigmatized this as pseudo-poetic. In this
article Professor Stoll has remarked on a characteristic that
must disturb all readers of Melville, and that is his predilection
for adverbs formed out of participles. It may be that it is on
this account that Stevenson claimed that Melville had no ear,
for one has to admit that these constructions seldom have
euphony to recommend them. The most ill-sounding that I

G*
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have noticed is whistlingly, but Professor Stoll has quoted others,
burstingly, suckingly, and he might have quoted a hundred more
that run it pretty close. Newton Arvin in his painstaking, but
to my mind wrong-headed, book in the American Men of Letters
Series has given examples of Melville’s coining of words: foot-
manism, omnitooled, uncatastrophied, domineerings; and appears to
think that they add a peculiar excellence to his style. They add
certainly to its idiosyncrasy, but surely not to its beauty. If
Melville had had an education more catholic, and a taste less
uncertain, he could have achieved the effects he was presumably
aiming at without the distortions of language he affected.
Melville’s dialogue has little resemblance to ordinary speech.
It is highly stylized. Since the principal persons on the Pequod
are Quakers, it is natural enough that Melville should have used
the second person singular, but I think, moreover, that he found
it suited the deliberate purpose he had in view. He may well
have felt that it gave an hieratic turn to the conversations he
reported and a poetic flavour to the words used. He had no
great skill in differentiating the speech of different characters:
they all talk very much like one another, Ahab like his mates,
the mates like the carpenter and the blacksmith, in a highly
figurative manner, with an abundant use of metaphor and
simile. Queequeg, thinking he is about to die, is lying in the
coffin he has made for himself, and Pip, a little coloured boy
who has lost his wits, ““drew nigh to him where he lay, and
with soft sobbings, took him by the hand; in the other, holding
his tambourine’’; and this is how he addressed the Kanaka:
“Poor rover! will ye never have done with all this weary roving?
Where go ye now? But if the currents carry ye to those sweet
Antilles where the beaches are only beat with water-lilies, will
ye do one little errand for me? Seek out one Pip, who’s now
been missing long, for he must be very sad for look! he’s left
his tambourine behind;—I found it. Rig-a-dig, dig, dig! Now,
Queequeg, die; and I’ll beat ye your dying march.” Starbuck,
the first mate, is “‘gazing down the scuttle” on this scene, and
he murmurs as follows: “I have heard that in violent fevers,
men, all ignorance, have talked in ancient tongues; and that
when the mystery is probed, it turns out always that in their
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wholly forgotten childhood those ancient tongues have been
really spoken in their hearing by some lofty scholars. So, to my
fond faith, poor Pip, in this strange sweetness of his lunacy,
brings heavenly vouchers of all our heavenly homes. Where
learned he that, but there?”’

Of course, in fiction dialogue is necessarily stylised. To
reproduce it accurately would be intolerable. It is a question
of degree. It should surely have such verisimilitude as not to
shock the reader. Ahab, speaking to Stubb, the second mate,
about the white whale, cries: “I’ll ten times girdle the un-
measured globe; yea and dive straight through it, but I’ll slay
him yet!” You dismiss the high-sounding bombast with a
laugh.

But for all that, notwithstanding the reservations one may
make, Melville wrote English uncommonly well. Sometimes,
as I have pointed out, the manner he had acquired led him to
rhetorical extravagance, but at its best it has a copious magnifi-
cence, a sonority, a grandeur, an eloquence that no modern
writer, so far as I know, has achieved. It does, indeed, at times
recall the majestic phrase of Sir Thomas Browne and the stately
period of Milton. I should like to call the reader’s attention
to the ingenuity with which Melville wove into the elaborate
pattern of his prose the ordinary nautical terms used by sailor-
men in the course of their daily work. The effect is to bring a
note of rcalism, a savour of the fresh salt of the sea, to the
sombre symphony which is the strange and powerful novel of
Moby Dick. Every author has the right to be judged by his best.
How good Melville’s best is the reader can judge for himself by
reading the chapter entitled “The Great Armada.” When he has
action to describe, he does it magnificently, with force, and then
his formal manner of writing grandly enhances the thrilling
effect.

(4)

No one who has read anything I have written will expect me
to speak of Moby Dick, Melville’s only title to rank with the
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great writers of fiction, as an allegory. Readers must go else-
where for that. I can only deal with it from my own standpoint
of a not inexperienced novelist. The purpose of fiction is to
give @sthetic pleasure. It has no practical ends. The business
of the novelist is not to advance philosophical theories; that is
the business of the philosopher, who can do it better. But since
some very intelligent persons have taken Moby Dick for an
allegory, it is proper that I should deal with the matter. They
have regarded as ironical Melville’s own remark: “Hefeared,” he
wrote, ‘“‘that his work might be looked upon as a monstrous
fable, or still worse and more detestable, a hideous and intoler-
able allegory.” Is it rash to assume that when a practised
writer says a thing, he is more likely to mean what he says than
what his commentators think he means? It is true that in a
letter to Mrs. Hawthorne he stated that he had, while writing,
“some vague idea that the whole book was susceptible of an
allegorical construction”; but that is slender evidence that he
had the intention of writing an allegory. May it not be possible
that if, in fact, it is susceptible to such an interpretation, it
is something that came about by accident and, as his words
to Mrs. Hawthorne seem to indicate, not a little to his dismay?
I don’t know how critics write novels, but I have some notion
how novelists write them. They do not take a general proposi-
tion, such as Honesty is the Best Policy or All is not Gold that
Glitters, and say: “Let’s write an allegory about that.”” A group
of characters, generally suggested by persons they have known,
excites their imagination, and sometimes simultaneously,
sometimes after an interval, an incident or a string of incidents,
experienced, heard of or invented, appears to them out of the
blue to enable them to make suitable use of it in the develop-
ment of the theme that has arisen in their minds by a sort of
collaboration between the characters and the incidents.
Melville was not fanciful, or at least, when he attempted to be
so, as in Mardi, he came a cropper. To imagine, and his
imagination was powerful, he needed a solid basis of fact.
Indeed, certain critics have on this account accused him of
lacking invention—I think, without reason. It is true that he
invented more convincingly when he had a substratum of
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experience, his own or that of others, to sustain him; but then
so do most novelists; and when he had this, his imagination
worked freely and with power. When, as in Pierre, he had not,
he wrote absurdly. Itis true that Melville was of a “pondering”
turn and, as he grew older, he became absorbed in metaphysics,
which Raymond Weaver, strangely enough, states is ‘“‘but
misery dissolved in thought”. That is a narrow view: there is
no subject to which a man can more fitly give his attention, for
it decals with the greatest problems that confront his soul.
Melville’s approach to them was not intellectual, but emotional;
he thought as he did because he felt as he did; but this does not
prevent many of his reflections from being memorable. I
should have thought that deliberately to write an allegory
required an intellectual detachment of which Melville was
incapable.

Professor Stoll has shown how ridiculous and contradictory
are the symbolic interpretations of Moby Dick that have been
hurled at the heads of an inoffensive public. He has done it so
conclusively that there is no need for me to enlarge upon the
topic. In defence of these critics, however, I would say this:
the novelist does not copy life, he arranges it to suit his purpose.
He disposes of the data given him according to the peculiarity
of his own temperament. He draws a coherent pattern, but the
pattern he draws varies according to the attitude, interests and
idiosyncrasy of the reader. According to your proclivities, you
may take a snow-clad Alpine peak, as it rises to the empyrean
in radiant majesty, as a symbol of man’s aspiration to union
with the Infinite; or since, if you like to believe that, a mountain
range may be thrown up by some violent convulsion in the
earth’s depths, you may take it as a symbol of the dark and
sinister passions of man that lour to destroy him; or, if you want
to be in the fashion, you may take it as a phallic symbol.
Newton Arvin regards Ahab’s ivory leg as ‘““an equivocal
symbol both of his own impotence and of the independent male
principle directed cripplingly against him”, and the white
whale as “the archetypal Parent; the father, yes, but the mother
also, so far as she becomes a substitute for the father”. For
Ellery Sedgwick, who claims that it is its symbolism that makes
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the book great, Ahab is “Man—Man sentient, speculative,
purposive, religious, standing his full stature against the
immense mystery of creation. His antagonist, Moby Dick, is
that immense mystery. He is not the author of it, but is
identical with that galling impartiality in the laws and law-
lessness of the universe which Isaiah devoutly fathered on the
Creator”. Lewis Mumford takes Moby Dick as a symbol of
evil, and Ahab’s conflict with him as the conflict of good and
evil in which good is finally vanquished. There is a certain
plausibility in this, and it accords well with Melville’s moody
pessimism.

But allegories are awkward animals to handle; you can take
them by the head or by the tail, and it seems to me that an
interpretation quite contrary is equally plausible. Why should
it be assumed that Moby Dick is a symbol of evil? It is true
that Melville causes Ishmael, the narrator, to adopt Ahab’s
crazy passion to revenge himself on the dumb beast that had
maimed him; but that is a literary artifice which he had to
make use of, first, because there was Starbuck already there to
represent common sense, and second, because he needed
someone to share, and to an extent sympathize with, Ahab’s
tenacious purpose, and so induce the reader to accept it as not
quite unreasonable. Now, the “empty malice” of which
Professor Mumford speaks consists in Moby Dick defending
himself when he is attacked.

““Cet animal est trés méchant,
Quand on attaque, 1l se défend.”

Why should the White Whale not represent goodness rather
than evil? Splendid in beauty, vast in size, great in strength,
he swims the seas in freedom. Ahab, with his insane pride, is
pitiless, harsh, cruel and vindictive; /e is evil; and when the
final encounter comes and Ahab with his crew of “mongrel
renegades, castaways and cannibals” is destroyed, and the
White Whale, imperturbable, justice having been done, goes
his mysterious way, evil has been vanquished and good at last
triumphed. This seems to me as plausible an interpretation as
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any other; for let us not forget that Typee is a glorification of
the noble savage, uncorrupted by the vices of civilization, and
that Melville looked upon the natural man as good.
Fortunately Moby Dick may be read, and read with intense
interest, without a thought of what allegorical or symbolic
significance it may or may not have. I cannot repeat too often
that a novel is not to be read for instruction or edification, but
for intelligent enjoyment, and if you find you cannot get this
from it you had far better not read it at all. But it must be
admitted that Melville secms to have done his best to hinder
his readers’ enjoyment. He was writing a strange, original and
thrilling story, but a perfectly straightforward one. The
romantic beginning is admirable. Your interest is aroused and
held. The characters, as they are introduced one by one, are
clearly presented, alive and plausible. The tension rises and,
with the acceleration of the action, your excitement increases.
The climax is intensely dramatic. It is hard to understand why
Melville should have deliberately sacrificed the grip he had got
on his readers by pausing here and there to write chapters
dealing with the natural history of the whale, its size, skeleton,
amours and so forth. It is as senseless, on the face of it, as it
would be for a man telling a story over the dinner table to stop
now and then to tell you the etymological meaning of some
word he had used. Montgomery Belgion, in a judicious intro-
duction to an edition of Moby Dick, has supposed that since it
is a tale of pursuit, and the end of a pursuit must be perpetually
delayed, Melville wrote these chapters merely to do so. I
cannot believe that. Had he had any such purpose, during
the three years he spent in the Pacific he must surely have
witnessed incidents, or been told tales, that he could have woven
into his narrative more fitly to effect it. I myself think that
Melville wrote these chapters for the simple reason that, like
many another self-educated man, he attached an exaggerated
importance to the knowledge he had so painfully acquired
and could not resist the temptation to parade it, just as in
his earlier writings he “called up Burton, Shakespeare, Byron,
Milton, Coleridge and Chesterficld, as well as Prometheus
and Cinderella, Mahomet and Clcopatra, Madonna and
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Houris, Medici and Mussulman, to strew carelessly across his
pages’’.

For my part, I can read most of these chapters with interest,
but it cannot be denied that they are digressions which sadly
impair the tension. Melville lacked what the French call
Uesprit de suite, and it would be stupid to assert that the novel is
well-constructed. But if he composed it in the way he did, it
is because that is how he wanted it. You must take it or leave
it. He knew very well that Moby Dick would not please. He
was of an obstinate temper, and it may be that the neglect of
the public, the savage onslaught of the critics, and the lack of
understanding in those nearest to him only confirmed him in
his determination to write exactly as he chose. You must put
up with his vagaries, his faulty taste, his ponderous playfulness,
his errors of construction, for the sake of his excellencies, the
frequent splendour of his language, his vivid and thrilling
descriptions of action, his delicate sense of beauty and the tragic
power of his “mystic’” ponderings which, perhaps because he
was somewhat muddle-headed, with no striking gift for ratio-
cination, for just that reason are emotionally impressive. But,
of course, it is the sinister and gigantic figurc of Captain Ahab
that pervades the book and gives it its unique force. You must
go to the Greek dramatists for anything like that sense of doom
with which everything you are told about him fills you, and to
Shakespeare to find beings of such terrible power. It is because
Herman Melville created him that, notwithstanding any
reservation one may make, Moby Dick is a great book.

I have said, and said again, that in order to get a recal insight
into a great novel you must know what there is to be known
about the man who wrote it. I have an idea that in the case
of Melville something like the contrary obtains. When one
reads, and re-reads, Moby Dick, it seems to me that one gets a
more convincing, a more definite, impression of the man than
from anything one may learn of his life and circumstances; an
impression of a man endowed by nature with a great gift
blighted by an evil genius, so that, like the agave, no sooner
had it put forth its splendid blooming than it withered; a
moody, unhappy man tormented by instincts he shrank from
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with horror; a man conscious that the virtue had gone out of
him, and embittered by failure and poverty; a man of heart
craving for friendship, only to find that friendship too was
vanity. Such, as I sce him, was Herman Melville, a man
whom one can only regard with deep compassion.



CHAPTER NINE

Emily Bronté and Wuthering Heights

(1)
Hucr PrunTy, a young peasant-farmer in County Down, in
1776 married Elinor McClory; and on St. Patrick’s Day in the
following year the eldest of his ten children was born and given
the name of Ireland’s patron saint. It looks as though he could
neither read nor write, for he scems to have been uncertain
how his name was spelt. In the baptismal register it is given
as Brunty and Bruntee. The small-holding he farmed was
insufficient to provide for his large family, and he worked in a
lime-kiln and, when things were slack, as a labourer on the
estate of one of the neighbouring gentry. It may be supposed
that Patrick, his eldest son, did odd jobs about his father’s bit
of land till he was old enough to earn a wage. Then he became
a hand-loom weaver. But he was a clever lad, and ambitious;
and, somehow or other, by the time he was sixteen he had got
enough education to become a teacher at a village school near
his birth-place. Two years later he got a similar job at the
parish school at Drumballyroney, and held it for eight years.
There are two accounts of what happened then: one states
that Methodist ministers, impressed by his ability and expecting
him to train himself for the ministry, subscribed a few pounds
which, added to the little he had saved, enabled him to go to
Cambridge; another states that he left the parish school to
become a tutor in a clergyman’s family, and it was with his
help that he entered St. John’s College. He was then twenty-
five, old to enter a university, a tall, very strong young man,
handsome and vain of his good looks. He subsisted on a
scholarship, two exhibitions and what he was able to earn by
coaching. He took his B.A. at the age of twenty-nine, and was
ordained in the Church of England. If the Methodist ministers
204
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really helped him to go to Cambridge, they must have felt that
they had made a bad investment.

It was while he was at Cambridge that Patrick Branty, as
his surname is spelt in the list of admissions, changed it to
Bronte, but it was not till later that he adopted the dizresis,
and signed himself Patrick Bronté. He was appointed to a
curacy at Withersficld in Essex and there fell in love with a
Miss Mary Burder. She was eighteen and, though not rich,
well off. They became engaged. For some reason that has
remained obscure, Mr. Bronté jilted her, and it has been
supposed that, having a good opinion of his advantages, he
thought that by waiting he could do better for himself. Mary
Burder was bitterly hurt. It may be that the handsome curate’s
behaviour caused a good deal of acid comment in the parish,
for he left Withersfield and took a curacy at Wellington in
Shropshire and, after a few months, another at Hartshead in
Yorkshire. There he met a plain little woman of thirty called
Maria Branwell. She had fifty pounds a year of her own and
belonged to a respectable middle-class family; Patrick Bronté
was thirty-five and perhaps thought that by then, notwith-
standing his good looks and agreeable brogue, this was about
as well as he could expect to do for himself. He proposed, was
accepted and in 1812 the couple were married. While still at
Hartshead Mrs. Bronté had two children, and they were named
Maria and Elizabeth. Then Mr. Bronté was appointed to still
another curacy, this time near Bradford, and here Mrs. Bronté
had four more children. They were named Charlotte, Patrick
Branwell, Emily and Anne. A year before his marriage Mr.
Bronté had published at his own expense a volume of verse
entitled Cottage Poems, and a year after that another, The Rural
Minstrel. While living near Bradford he wrote a novel, called
The Cottage in the Wood. People who have read these productions
say that they are devoid of merit. In 1820 Mr. Bronté was
appointed to the “perpetual curacy” of Haworth, a Yorkshire
village, and therc he remained, his ambitions, one may suppose,
satisfied, till his death. He never went back to Ireland to see the
parents, brothers and sisters he had left there, but as long as
she lived he sent his mother twenty pounds a year.
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In 1821, after nine years of marriage, Maria Bronté died of
cancer. The widower persuaded his sister-in-law, Elizabeth
Branwell, to leave Penzance, where she lived, to come and look
after his six children; but he wanted to marry again, and after
a decent interval he wrote to Mrs. Burder, mother of the girl
he had treated so ill fourteen years before, to enquire whether
she was still single. After some weeks he received a reply and
forthwith wrote to Mary herself. The letter is smug, self-
complacent, unctuous and, considering the facts, in execrable
taste. He had the impudence to say that his ancicnt love was
rekindled and that he had a longing desire to see her. It was
in effect a proposal of marriage. Her reply was stinging, but,
undeterred, he wrote again. With amazing tactlessness he told
her: “You may think and write as you please, but I Aave not the
least doubt that if you had been mine you would have been
happier than you now are, or can be as one in single life.”” (The
italics are his.) Having failed with Mary Burder, he turned his
thoughts in another direction. It does not seem to have
occurred to him that a widower of forty-five, with six young
children, was no great catch. He made an offer to Miss
Elizabeth Frith, whom he had known when he was a curate
near Bradford, but she also refused him; upon which he seems
to have given it up as a bad job. It was, at all events, some-
thing to be thankful for that Elizabeth Branwcll was there to
look after the house and take care of the children.

Haworth Parsonage was a small brownstone house on the
brow of the steep hill down which the village straggled. There
was a tiny strip of garden in front of it and behind, and, on
either side, the graveyard. Biographers of the Brontes have
thought this depressing, and to a doctor it might have been,
but a clergyman may well have thought it an edifying and even
consoling sight; anyhow, this particular clergyman’s family
must have grown so accustomed to it that in all probability
they noticed it as little as the fisherman at Capri notices the
view of Vesuvius or of Ischia in the setting sun. There was a
parlour, a study for Mr. Bronté, a kitchen and a storeroom on
the ground floor, and four bedrooms and a lobby on the floor
above. There were no carpets, except in the parlour and the
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study, and no curtains to the windows because Mr. Bronté had
the greatest dread of fire. The floors and the stairs were of
stone, cold and damp in winter, and Miss Branwell, for fear of
catching cold, always went about the house in pattens. A
narrow pathway led from the house to the moor. With the
idea, perhaps barely conscious, of making the story of the
Brontés more poignant, it has been customary for authors to
write as though it were always bleak, bitter cold and dreary at
Haworth. But, of course, even in winter there were days of blue
sky and brilliant sunshine, when the frosty air was invigorating,
and meadows, moor and woods were painted in the tender
colours of pastel. On such a day I went to Haworth. The
countryside was bathed in a haze of silver-grey so that the
distance, its outlines dim, was mysterious. The leafless trees
had the elegance of trees in a wintry scene in a Japanese print,
and the hawthorn hedges by the roadside glistened white with
hoar frost. Emily’s poems and Wuthering Heights tell you how
thrilling the spring was on the moor, and how rich in beauty
and how sensuous in summer.

Mr. Bronté walked long and far on the moor. In his old age
he boasted that he had been able to walk forty miles a day. He
was a man who shunned company—somewhat of a change, for
as a curate he had been a social creature, fond of parties and
flirtations; and, with the exception of the neighbouring parsons
who sometimes came down the hills to drink a dish of tea, he
saw no one but the churchwardens and his parishioners. If
these sent for him he went to see them, and if they asked a
service he was glad to do it, but he and his family ‘“kept them-
selves very close”. He, the son of a poverty-stricken Irish
peasant, would not let his children associate with the village
children, and they were driven to sit in the cold little lobby on
the first floor, which was their study, reading or whispering
low in order not to disturb their father, who, when annoyed or
displeased, maintained a sullen silence. He gave them their
lessons in the morning, and Miss Branwell taught them sewing
and housework.

Even before his wife’s death, Mr. Bronté had taken to having
his meals in his study by himself, and this habit he retained for
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the rest of his life. The reason given for this is that he suffered
from indigestion. Emily wrote in a diary: “We are going to
have for dinner boiled beef, turnips, potatoes and apple
pudding.” And in 1846 Charlotte wrote from Manchester:
“Papa requires nothing you know but plain beef and mutton,
tea and bread and butter.” This does not seem a very good
régime for someone who suffers from chronic dyspepsia. I am
inclined to think that if Mr. Bronté took his meals by himself,
it was because he did not much care for the company of his
children and was irritable when they interrupted him. At
eight o’clock at night he read family prayers, and at nine locked
and barred the front door. As he passed the room in which his
children were sitting, he told them not to sit up late and, half-
way up the stairs, stopped to wind the clock.

Mrs. Gaskell knew Mr. Bronteé for several years, and the con-
clusion she came to was that he was selfish, irascible and
domineering; and Mary Taylor, one of Charlotte’s intimate
friends, wrote to another of her friends, Ellen Nussey: “I can
never think without gloomy anger of Charlotte’s sacrifices to
the selfish old man.” Of late, attempts have been made to
whitewash him. But no whitewashing can get over the letters
he wrote to Mary Burder. They are published in full in
Clement Shorter’s The Brontés and their Circle. Nor can white-
washing get over his behaviour when his curate, Mr. Nicholls,
proposed to Charlotte. I will come to that later. Mrs. Gaskell
writes as follows: “Mrs. Bronté’s nurse told me that one day
when the children had been on the moors, and rain had come
on, she thought they would be wet, and accordingly she
rummaged out some coloured boots which had been given
them by a friend. These little pairs she ranged round the
kitchen fire to warm; but when the children came back, the
boots were nowhere to be found; only a very strong odour of
burnt leather was perccived. Mr. Bronté had come in and
seen them; they were too gay and luxurious for his children; so
he had put them into the fire. He spared nothing that offended
his antique simplicity. Long before this, someone had given
Mrs. Bronté a silk gown; either the make, the colour, or the
material was not according to his notions of consistent propriety,
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and Mrs. Bronté in consequence had never worn it. But, for
all that, she kept it treasured up in her drawers, which were
generally locked. One day, however, while in the kitchen, she
remembered that she had left the key in her drawer, and hear-
ing Mr. Bronté upstairs, she augured some ill of her dress, and,
running up in haste, she found it cut into shreds.” The story
is circumstantial, but it is hard to see why the nurse should
have invented it. “Once he got the hearthrug, and stuffing it
up the grate, deliberately set it on fire, and remained in the
room in spite of the stench, until it had smouldered and
shrivelled away into uselessness. Another time he took some
chairs, and sawed away at the backs till they were reduced to
the condition of stools.” It is only fair to add that Mr. Bronté
declared that these stories were untrue. But no one has doubted
that he had a violent temper, nor that he was stern and
peremptory. I have asked myself whether these unamiable
traits of Mr. Bronté’s may not be ascribed to his disappoint-
ment with life. Like many another man of humble origins who
has had a galling struggle to raise himself above the class in
which he was born and to get an education, he may well have
had an exaggerated opinion of his abilities. We know that he
was vain of his good looks. His literary efforts had met with no
success. It would not be strange if it embittered him to realize
that the only reward he had got for his long tussle with adversity
was a perpetual curacy in the wilds of Yorkshire.

The hardships and loneliness of life at the parsonage have
been made too much of. The talented sisters seem to have been
quite satisfied with it; and indeed, if they ever stopped to
consider their father’s origin, they may well have thought
themselves far from unlucky. They were neither better nor
worse off than hundreds of parsons’ daughters all over England
whose lives were as isolated and whose means as limited. The
Brontés had neighbours, clergymen within walking distance,
gentry, mill-owners and manufacturers in a small way, with
whom they might have consorted; and if they lived secluded
lives it was by choice. They were not rich, but neither were
they poor. Mr. Bronté’s benefice provided him with a house
and two hundred pounds a year, his wife had fifty pounds a
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year which, on her death, he presumably inherited, and
Elizabeth Branwell, when she came to live at Haworth,
brought her fifty pounds a year with her. The household thus
had three hundred pounds a year to dispose of, which at that
time was worth at least twelve hundred pounds now. Many a
clergyman to-day, even with income-tax as it is, would look
upon such a sum as riches. Many a clergyman’s wife to-day
would be thankful to have one maid: the Brontés generally
had two, and whenever there was pressure of work, girls were
brought in from the village to help.

In 1824 Mr. Bronté took his four elder daughters to a school
at Cowan Bridge. It had been recently established to give an
education to the daughters of poor clergymen. The place was
unhealthy, the food bad and the administration incorapetent.
The two elder girls died, and Charlotte and Emily, whose
health was affected, were, though strangcly enough only after
another term, removed. Such schooling as they got, from then
on, seems to have been given them by their aunt. Mr. Bronté
thought more of his son than of the three girls and, indeed,
Branwell was looked upon as the clever onc of the family. Mr.
Bronté would not send him to school, but undertook his educa-
tion himself. The boy had a precocious talent, and his manners
were engaging. His friend, F. H. Grundy, thus describes
him: “He was insignificantly small—one of his lifc’s trials. He
had a mass of red hair, which he wore brushed high off his
forehead—to help his height, I fancy—a great, bumpy, intel-
lectual forchead, nearly half the sizc of the whole facial contour;
small ferrcty eyes, deep sunk and still further hidden by the
never removed spectacles, prominent nose, but weak lower
features. He had a downcast look, which never varied, save for
a rapid momentary glance at long intervals. Small and thin
of person, he was the reverse of attractive at first sight.” He
had parts, and his sisters admired him and cxpected him to do
great things. He was a brilliant, eager talker, and from some
Irish ancestor, for his father was a morose, silent man, he had
inherited a gift for social intercourse and an agreeable loquacity.
When a traveller, putting up for the night at the Black Bull,
seemed lonely, the landlord would ask him: “Do you want
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someone to help you with your bottle, sir? if so, I’ll send up for
Patrick.” Branwell was always glad to be of service. I should
add that when, years later, Charlotte Bronté then being famous,
the landlord was asked about this, he denied that he had ever
done anything of the kind: “Branwell,”” he said, “never needed
to be sent for.”” You are still shown at Haworth the room at
the Black Bull, with its windsor chairs, in which Branwell
tippled with his friends.

When Charlotte was just under sixteen, she went to school
once more, this time at Roe Head, and was happy there; but
after a year she came home again to teach her two younger
sisters. Though the family, as I have pointed out, were not so
poor as has been made out, the girls had nothing to look
forward to. Mr. Bronte’s stipend would naturally cease at his
death, and Miss Branwell was leaving the little money she had
to her amusing nephew; they decided, therefore, that the only
way they could earn a living was by training themselves to be
governcsses or school-mistresses. At that time there was no
other calling open to women who looked upon themselves as
ladics. Branwell, by now, was eighteen and a decision had to
be made on what trade or profession he was to adopt. He had
some facility for drawing, as his sisters had too, and he was
eager to become a painter. It was scttled that he should go to
London and study at the Royal Academy. He went, but
nothing came of the project, and after a while, which he spent
in sightseeing and presumably having as good a time as he
could, he returned to Haworth. He tried writing, but with no
success; then he persuaded his father to set him up in a studio
in Bradford where he might earn a living by painting portraits
of the local people; but this failed too, and Mr. Bronté called
him home. Then he became tutor to a Mr. Postlethwaite at
Barrow-in-Furness. He seems to have done well enough there,
but, for reasons unknown, after six months Mr. Bronte brought
him back to Haworth. Presently, a job was found for him as
clerk-in-charge at the station of Sowerby Bridge on the Leeds
and Manchester Railway, and later at Luddenden Foot. He
was bored and lonely, he drank too much, and eventually was
discharged for gross neglect of his duties. Meanwhile, in 1835,
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Charlotte had returned to Roe Head as a teacher, and taken
Emily with her as a pupil. But Emily became so desperately
homesick that she fell ill, and had to be sent home. Anne, who
was of a calmer, more submissive temper, took her place.
Charlotte held her job for three years, at the end of which, her
health failing, she too went home.

She was twenty-two. Branwell was not only a source of
worry, but a source of expense; and Charlotte, as soon as she
was well enough, felt herself obliged to take a situation as a
nursery governess. It was not work she liked. Neither she nor
her sisters liked children, any more than their father did. “I
find it so hard to repel the rude familiarity of children,” she
wrote to Ellen Nussey. She hated to be in a dependent position,
and was continually on the look-out for affronts. She was not
an easy person to get on with and, so far as one can judge from
her letters, seems to have expected to be asked to do as a favour
what her employers quite naturally thought they could demand
as a right. She left after three months and returned to the
parsonage, but some two years later took another situation with
a Mr. and Mrs. White at Rawdon, near Bradford. Charlotte
did not think them refined. “Well can I believe that Mrs. W.
has been an exciseman’s daughter, and I am convinced also
that Mr. W’s extraction is very low.” She was, however, fairly
happy in this place, but, as she wrote to the same intimate
friend: “No one but myself can tell how hard a governess’s life
is to me—for no one but myself is aware how utterly averse my
whole mind and nature are for the employment.” She had long
been toying with the idea of keeping a school of her own, with
her two sisters, and now she took it up again; the Whites, who
seem to have been very kind, decent people, encouraged her,
but suggested that before she could hope to be successful she
must acquire certain qualifications. Though she could read
French, she could not speak it, and knew no German, so she
decided that she must go abroad to learn languages. Miss
Branwell was persuaded to advance money for the cost of this;
and then Charlotte and Emily, with Mr. Bronté to look after
them on the journey, set out for Brussels. The two girls,
Charlotte being then twenty-six, Emily twenty-two, became
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pupils at the Pensionnat Héger. After ten months they were
recalled to England by the illness of Miss Branwell. She died,
and having disinherited Branwell, owing to his bad behaviour,
left the little she had to her nieces. It was enough for them to
carry out the plan they had so long discussed of having a school
of their own; but since their father was old and his sight
failing, they made up their minds to set it up at the parsonage.
Charlotte did not think she was sufficiently equipped, and so
accepted Monsieur Héger’s offer to go back to Brussels and
teach English at his school. She spent a year there and on her
return to Haworth the three sisters issued prospectuses, and
Charlotte wrote to her friends asking them to recommend the
school they intended to start. How they expected to house
pupils in the parsonage, which had only four bedrooms, all of
which they occupied themselves, has never been explained,
and as no pupils came it certainly never will be.

(2)

They had bcen writing off and on since they were children,
and in 1846 the three of them published a volume of verse at
their own expense under the names of Currer, Ellis and Acton
Bell. It cost them fifty pounds, and two copies were sold. Each
of them then wrote a novel. Charlotte’s (Currer Bell) was
called The Professor, Emily’s (Ellis Bell) Wuthering Heights and
Anne’s (Acton Bell) Agnes Grey. They were refused by pub-
lisher after publisher; but when Smith, Elder & Co., to whom
Charlotte’s The Professor had finally been sent, returned it, they
wrote to say that they would be glad to consider a longer novel
by her. She was finishing one, and within a month was able to
send it to the publishers. They accepted it. It was called Fane
Eyre. Emily’s novel, and Annc’s, had also at last been accepted
by a publisher, Newby by name, “on terms somewhat im-
poverishing to the two authors”, and they had corrected the
proofs before Charlotte sent fane Eyre to Smith, Elder & Co.
Though the reviews of jane Eyre were not particularly good,
readers liked it and it became a best-seller. Mr. Newby, upon
this, tried to persuade the public that Wuthering Heights and
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Agnes Grey, which he then published together in three volumes,
were by the author of Jane Eyre. They made, however, no im-
pression, and indeed were regarded by a numberof criticsasearly
and immature work by Currer Bell. Mr. Bronté had consented,
after some persuasion, to read jane Eyre. When he came in to
tca, after finishing it, he said: “Girls, do you know Charlotte
has been writing a book, and it is much better than likely?”

At the time of Miss Branwell’s death, Anne was in a situation
at Thorpe Green as governess to the children of a certain Mrs.
Robinson. Her nature was sweet and gentle, and she was
apparently better able to get on with people than the exacting
and prickly Charlotte. She was not unhappy in her situation.
She went back to Haworth for her aunt’s funeral, and on her
return to Thorpe Green took with her Branwell, then idling at
home, as tutor to Mrs. Robinson’s son. Mr. Edmund Robinson,
a wealthy clergyman, was an elderly invalid with a youngish
wife, and Branwell, though she was seventecn years older than
he, fell in love with her. What their relations were is uncertain.
Anyhow, whatever they were, they were discovered. Branwell
was sent packing, and Mr. Robinson ordered him “never to see
again the mother of his children, never set foot in her house,
never write or spcak to her.” Branwell “stormed, raved, sworc
he could not live without her; cried out against her for staying
with her husband. Then prayed the sick man might die soon;
they would yet be happy.” Branwell had always drunk too
much; now in his distress he took to cating opium. It seems,
however, that he was able to communicate with Mrs. Robinson,
and, some months after his dismissal, they appear to have met
at Harrogate. “It is said that she proposed flight together,
ready to forfcit all her grandeur. It was Branwell who advised
patience and a little longer waiting.” Since this can only have
been told by Branwell himself, and is in any casc very unlikely
to be true, we may accept it as an invention of a young man
who was both silly and conceited. Suddenly he reccived a
letter to announce the death of Mr. Robinson; “he fair danced
down the churchyard as if he was out of his mind; he was so
fond of that woman,” someone told Mary Robinson, Emily’s
biographer.
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“The next morning he rose, dressed himself with care and
prepared for a journey; but before he had even set out from
Haworth, two men came riding to the village post-haste. They
sent for Branwell and when he arrived, in a great state of excite-
ment, one of the riders dismounted and went with him into
the Black Bull.” He brought a message from the widow
begging him not to come near her again, for if she even saw
him once she would lose her fortune and the custody of her
children. This is what he told, but since the letter was never
produced and it has been discovered that Mr. Robinson’s will
contained no such clause, there is no knowing whether he told
the truth. The only thing sure is that Mrs. Robinson let him
know that she wanted to have nothing more to do with him,
and it may be that she made up this excuse to render the blow
less mortifying. The Bronté family were convinced that she
had been Branwell’s mistress, and ascribed his consequent
behaviour to her evil influence. It is possible that she was, but
it is just as possible that, like many a man before and after him,
he boasted of a conquest he had never made. But if she had
been for a brief period infatuated with him, there is no reason
to suppose that it had ever entered her head to marry him. He
proceeded to drink himself to death. When he knew the end
was near, one who attended him in his last illness told Mrs.
Gaskell that, wanting to stand up to die, he insisted upon
getting up. He had only been in bed a day. Charlotte was so
upset that she had to be led away, but her father, Anne and
Emily looked on while he rose to his feet and after a struggle
that lasted twenty minutes died, as he wished, standing.

Emily never went out of doors after the Sunday following
his death. She had a cold and a cough. It grew worse, and
Charlotte wrote to Ellen Nussey: “I fear she has pain in the
chest, and I sometimes catch a shortness in her breathing, when
she has moved at all quickly. She looks very, very thin and
pale. Her reserved nature causes me great uneasiness of mind.
It is useless to question her; you get no answer. It is still more
useless to recommend remedies; they are never adopted.” A
week or two later, Charlotte wrote to another friend: “I would
fain hope that Emily is a little better this evening, but it is
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difficult to ascertain this. She is a real stoic in illness; she
neither secks nor will accept sympathy. To put any questions,
to offer any aid, is to annoy; she will not yield a step before
pain or sickness till forced; not one of her ordinary avocations
will she voluntarily renounce. You must look on and see her
do what she is unfit to do, and not dare say a word . . .”
One morning Emily got up as usual, dressed herself and began
to sew; she was short of breath and her eyes were glazed, but
she went on working. She grew steadily worse. She had
always refused to see a doctor, but at last, at midday, asked
that one should be sent for. It was too late. At two she died.

Charlotte was at work on another novel, Shirley, but she put
it aside to nurse Anne, who was attacked by what was then
known as galloping consumption, the disease from which
Branwell and Emily had died, and did not finish it till after the
gentle creature’s death only five months after Emily’s. She
went to London in 1849 and 1850, and was made much of; she
was introduced to Thackeray and had her portrait painted by
George Richmond. A Mr. James Taylor, a member of the firm
of Smith, Elder, whom she described as a stern and abrupt
little man, asked her to marry him, but she refused. Before
that, two young clergymen had proposed to her, only to be
rejected, and two or three curates, her father’s or those of
neighbouring parsons, had shown her marked attention; but
Emily discouraged suitors (her sisters called her the Major,
because of the effective way she dealt with them), and her
father disapproved, so that nothing had come of it. It was,
however, a curate of her father’s whom she at last married.
This was the Rev. Arthur Nicholls. He went to Haworth in
1844. Writing to Ellen Nussey in that year, she said of him:
“I cannot for my life see those interesting germs of goodness
you discovered; his narrowness of mind always strikes me
chiefly.” And, a couple of years later, she included him in her
sweeping contempt of curates in general. ‘“They regard me as
an old maid, and I regard them, one and all, as highly un-
interesting, narrow and unattractive specimens of the coarser
sex.”” Mr. Nicholls, an Irishman, went to Ireland on his
holiday, and Charlotte wrote to her usual correspondent: “Mr.
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Nicholls is not yet returned. I am sorry to say that many of the
parishioners express a desire that he should not trouble himself
to recross the Channel.”

In 1852 Charlotte wrote a long letter to Ellen Nussey. She
enclosed a note from Mr. Nicholls which, she said, “has left on
my mind a feeling of decp concern . . .” “What papa has
seen or guessed I will not inquire, though I may conjecture.
He has irritably noticed all Mr. Nicholls’s low spirits, all his
threats of expatriation, all his symptoms of impaired health—
noticed them with little sympathy and much indirect sarcasm.
On Monday evening Mr. Nicholls was here to tea. I vaguely
felt without clearly secing, as without seeing I have felt for
some time, the meaning of his constant looks, and strange
feverish restraint. After tea I withdrew to the dining-room as
usual. As usual Mr. Nicholls sat with papa till between eight
and nine o’clock; I then heard him open the parlour door as if
going. I exnected the clash of the front door. He stopped in
the passage; he tapped; like lightning it flashed on me what
was coming. He entered; he stood before me. What his words
were you can guess; his manner you can hardly realize, nor can
I forget it. Shaking from hcad to foot, looking deadly pale,
speaking low, vehemently, yet with difficulty, he made me for
the first time feel what it costs a man to declare affection where
he doubts response.

“The spectacle of one ordinarily so statue-like thus trembling,
stirred, and overcome, gave me a kind of strange shock. He
spoke of sufferings he had borne for months, of sufferings he
could endure no longer, and craved leave for some hope. I
could only entreat him to leave me then and promise a reply
on the morrow. I asked him if he had spoken to papa. He said
he dared not. I think I half led, half put him out of the room.
When he was gone I immediately went to papa, and told him
what had taken place. Agitation and anger disproportionate to
the occasion ensued; if I had loved Mr. Nicholls, and had heard
such epithets applied to him as were uscd, it would have trans-
ported me past my patience; asit was, my blood boiled with a sense
of injustice. But papa worked himselfinto a state not to be trifled
with; the veins on his temples started up like whipcord, and his



218 TEN NOVELS AND THEIR AUTHORS

eyes became suddenly bloodshot. I made haste to promise that
Mr. Nicholls should on the morrow have a distinct refusal.”

In another letter, dated three days later, Charlotte writes:
“You ask how papa demeans himself to Mr. Nicholls. I only
wish you were here to see papa in his present mood: you would
know something of him. He just treats him with a hardness not
to be bent, and a contempt not to be propitiated. The two have
had no interview as yet; all has been done by letter. Papa
wrote, I must say, a most cruel note to Mr. Nicholls on
Wednesday.” She went on to say that her father thought
“a little too much about his want of money; he says the
match would be a degradation, that I should be throwing
myself away, that he expects me, if I marry at all, to do very
differently.” Mr. Bronté, in fact, behaved as badly as he had
behaved years before to Mary Burder. Relations between Mr.
Bronté and Mr. Nicholls grew so strained that the latter resigned
his curacy. But his successors at Haworth did not give Mr.
Bronté satisfaction, and Charlotte, at last exasperated by his
complaints, told him that he had only himself to blame. He
had only to let her marry Mr. Nicholls and all would be well.
Papa continued “very, very hostile, bitterly unjust,” but she
saw and corrcsponded with Mr. Nicholls. They became
engaged and in 1854 were married. She was then thirty-
eight. She died in childbirth nine months later.

So the Rev. Patrick Bronté&, having buried his wife, her
sister and his six children, was left to eat his dinner alone in
the solitude he liked, walk on the moors as far as his waning
strength permitted, read the papers, preach his sermons and
wind up the clock on his way to bed. There is a photograph of
him in his old age. A man in a black suit with an immense
white choker round his neck, with white hair cut short, a fine
brow and a large straight nose, a tight mouth and ill-tempered
eyes behind his spectacles. He died at Haworth at the age of
eighty-four.

(3)

It is not without intention that in writing of Emily Bronté
and Wouthering Heights, I have said so much more about her
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father, her brother and her sister Charlotte than about her; for
in the books written about the family it is of them that we hear
most. Emily and Anne hardly come into the picture. Anne
was a gentle, pretty little thing, but insignificant; and her talent
was small. Emily was very different. She is a strange,
mysterious and shadowy figure. She is never seen directly,
but reflected, as it were, in a moorland pool. You have to
guess what sort of woman she was from her one novel, her
poems, from an allusion here and there and from scattered
anecdotes. She was aloof, an intense, uncomfortable creature;
and when you hear of her given over to unrestrained gaiety, as
on walks over the moor she sometimes was, it makes you uneasy.
Charlotte had friends, Anne had friends, Emily had none. Her
character was full of contradictions. She was harsh, dogmatic,
self-willed, sullen, angry and intolerant; and she was pious,
dutiful, hard-working, uncomplaining, tender to those she
loved and patient.

Mary Robinson describes her at fifteen as “a tall, long-armed
girl, full grown, elastic as to tread; with a slight figure that
looked queenly in her best dresses, but loose and boyish when
she slouched over the moors, whistling the dogs, and taking
long strides over the rough earth. A tall, thin, loose-jointed
girl—not ugly, but with irregular features and a pallid thick
complexion. Her dark hair was naturally beautiful, and in
later days looked well, loosely fastened with a tall comb at the
back of her head; but in 1833 she wore it in an unbecoming
tight curl and frizz. She had beautiful eyes of a hazel colour.”
Like her father, her brother and her sisters, she wore spectacles.
She had an aquiline nose and a large, expressive, prominent
mouth. She dressed regardless of fashion, with leg-of-mutton
sleeves long after they had ceased to be worn; in straight long
skirts clinging to her lanky figure.

She went to Brussels with Charlotte. She hated it. Friends,
wishing to be nice to the two girls, asked them to spend Sundays
and holidays at their house, but they were so shy that to go was
agony for them, and after a while their hosts came to the con-
clusion that it was kinder not to invite them. Emily had no
patience with social small-talk, which of course is for the most

H
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part trivial; it is merely an expression of general amiability,
and people take part in it because they have good manners.
Emily was too shy to take part in it and was irritated by those
who did. There was in her shyness both diffidence and
arrogance. If she was so retiring, it is strange that she should
have made herself so conspicuous in her dress. The very shy
not uncommonly have in them a streak of exhibitionism, and
it may occur to one that she wore those absurd leg-of-mutton
sleeves to flaunt her contempt for the commonplace people in
whose company she was tongue-tied.

At school, during the hours of recreation, the two sisters
always walked together, Emily leaning heavily on her sister,
and generally in silence. When they were spoken to, Charlotte
answered. Emily rarely spoke to anyone. They were both of
them several years older than the rest of the girls, and they dis-
liked their noisiness, their high spirits and the sillinesses natural
to their age. Monsieur Héger found Emily intelligent, but so
stubborn that she would listen to no reason when it intcrfered
with her wishes or belicfs. He found her egotistical, exacting
and, with Charlotte, tyrannical. But he recognized that there
was something unusual in her. She should have been a man,
he said: “Her strong, imperious will would never have been
daunted by opposition or difficulty; never have given way but
with life.”

When Emily went back to Haworth after Miss Branwell’s
death, it was for good. She never left it again. It looks as
though only there was she able to live the reveries which were
the solace and the torment of her life.

She got up in the morning beforc anyone else and did the
roughest part of the day’s work before Tabby, the maid, who
was old and frail, came down. She did the household ironing
and most of the cooking. She made the brcad, and the bread
was good. While kneading the dough, she would glance at the
book propped up before her. “Those who worked with her in
the kitchen, young girls called in to help in stress of business,
remember how she would keep a scrap of paper, a pencil at her
side, and how when the moment came that she could pause in
her cooking or her ironing, she would jot down some impatient
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thought and then resume her work. With these girls she was
always friendly and hearty—pleasant, sometimes quite jovial
like a boy! So genial and kind, a little masculine, ‘say my
informants’, but of strangers she was exceedingly timid, and if
the butcher’s boy or the baker’s man came to the kitchen door
she would be off like a bird into the hall or the parlour till she
heard their hobnails clumping down the path.” The people
of the village said that she “was more like a boy than a girl”,
and that her figure looked “loose and boyish when she slouched
over the moors, whistling to her dogs and taking long strides”.
She disliked men and, with one exception, was not even
ordinarily polite to her father’s curates; this was the Rev.
William Weightman. He is described as young and fair,
eloquent and witty; and there was about him “a certain girlish-
ness of looks, manner and taste”’. He was known in the family
as Miss Celia Amelia. Emily got on famously with him. Itis
not difficult to know why. May Sinclair, in her book called
The Three Brontés, constantly uses the word virile when she
speaks of her. Romer Wilson, speaking of Emily, asks: “Did
the lonely father see himself in her and feel that she was the
only other male spirit in his house? . . . She early knew the boy
in herself, and later knew the man.” Shirley, in Charlotte’s
novel, is understood to have been modelled on Emily; it is
curious that Shirley’s old governess should reprove her for
constantly speaking of hersclf as though she were a male; it is
not a usual thing for a girl to do, and one can only suppose that
it was a habit of Emily’s. Much in her character and behaviour
that disconcerted her contemporaries can to-day be easily
explained. Homosexuality was not at that period openly dis-
cussed as it is now, often to an embarrassing extent, but it
existed, both in men and women, as it has always done, and it
may well be that neither Emily herself, her family nor her
family’s friends, for, as I have said, she had none of her own,
recognized what made her so strange.

Mrs. Gaskell did not like her. Someone told her that Emily
“never showed regard to any human creature; all her love was
reserved for animals”. She liked them wild and intractable.
She was given a bulldog called Keeper, and concerning him
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Mrs. Gaskell tells a curious story: “Keeper was faithful to the
depths of his nature so long as he was with friends; but he who
struck him with stick or whip, roused the relentless nature of
the brute, who flew at his throat forthwith, and held him there
till one or the other was at the point of death. Now Keeper’s
household fault was this. He loved to steal upstairs, and stretch
his square, tawny limbs on the comfortable beds, covered over
with delicate white counterpanes. But the cleanliness of the
parsonage arrangements was perfect; and this habit of Keeper’s
was so objectionable, that Emily, in reply to Tabby’s remon-
strances, declared that, if he was found again transgressing, she
herself, in defiance of warning and his well-known ferocity of
nature, would beat him so severely that he would never offend
again. In the gathering dusk of an autumn evening Tabby
came, half-triumphantly, half-tremblingly, but in great wrath,
to tell Emily that Keeper was lying on the best bed, in drowsy
voluptuousness. Charlotte saw Emily’s whitening face and set
mouth, but dared not speak to interfere, no one dared when
Emily’s eyes glowed in that manner out of the paleness of her
face, and when her lips were compressed into stone. She went
upstairs, and Tabby and Charlotte stood in the gloomy passage
below, full of the dark shadows of the coming night. Down-
stairs came Emily, dragging after her the unwilling Keeper, his
hind legs set in a heavy attitude of resistance, held by the ‘skuft
of his neck’, but growling low and savagely all the time. The
watchers would fain have spoken, but durst not, for fear of
taking off Emily’s attention, and causing her to avert her head
for a moment from the enraged brute. She let him go, planted
in a dark corner at the bottom of the stairs; no time was there
to fetch stick or rod, for fear of the strangling clutch at her
throat—her bare clenched fist struck against his red fierce eyes,
before he had time to make his spring, and in the language of
the turf, she ‘punished’ him till his eyes were swelled up, and
the half-blind stupefied beast was led to his accustomed lair, to
have his swollen head fomented and cared for by the very
Emily herself.”

Charlotte wrote of her: “Disinterested and energetic she
certainly is; but if she be not quite so tractable and open to
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conviction as I could wish, I must remember perfection is not
the lot of humanity.” Emily’s temper was uncertain and her
sisters appear to have been not a little afraid of her. From
Charlotte’s letters one gathers that she was puzzled and often
irritated by Emily, and it is plain that she didn’t know what to
make of Wuthering Heights; she had no notion that her sister had
produced a book of astonishing originality, and one compared
with which her own were commonplace. She felt constrained
to apologize for it. When it was proposed to republish it, she
undertook to edit it. “I am likewise compelling myself to read
it over, for the first time of opening the book since my sister’s
death,” she wrote. “Its power fills me with renewed admira-
tion; but yet I am oppressed: the reader is scarcely permitted a
taste of unalloyed pleasure, every beam of sunshine is poured
down through black bars of threatening cloud; every page is
surcharged with a sort of moral electricity; and the writer was
unconscious of it.” And again: “If the auditor of her work,
when read in manuscript, shuddered under the guiding
influence of natures so relentless and so implacable—of spirits
so lost and fallen; if it was complained that the mere hearing
of certain vivid and fearful scenes banished sleep by night, and
disturbed mental peace by day, Ellis Bell would wonder what
was meant, and suspect the complainant of affectation. Had
she but lived, her mind would of itself have grown like a strong
tree—loftier, straighter, wider-spreading—and its matured
fruits would have attained a mcllower ripeness and sunnicr
bloom; but on that mind time and experience alone could
work; to the influence of other intellects it was not amenable.”
One is inclined to think that Charlotte never knew her sister.

(4)

Wauthering Heights is an extraordinary book. For the
part, novels betray their period, not only in the ma-
writing common to the time at which they were wr’
also by their concurrence with the climate of opir
day, the moral outlook of their authors, the pr
accept or reject. Young David Copperfield
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have written (though with less talent) the same sort of novel as
Jane Eyre, and Arthur Pendennis might have written a novel
something like Villette, though the influence of Laura would
doubtless have led him to eschew the naked sexuality which
gives Charlotte Bronté’s book its poignancy. But Wuthering
Heights is an exception. It is related in no way to the fiction of
the time. It is a very bad novel. Itis a very good one. It is
ugly. It has beauty. It is a terrible, an agonizing, a powerful
and a passionate book. Some have thought it impossible that a
clergyman’s daughter who led a retired humdrum life, and
knew few people and nothing of the world, could have written
it. This seems to me absurd. Wuthering Heights is wildly
romantic. Now, romanticism eschews the patient observation
of realism; it revels in the unbridled flight of the imagination
and indulges, sometimes with gusto, sometimes with gloom, in
horror, mystery, passion and violence. Given Emily Bronte’s
character, and fierce, repressed emotions, which what we know
of her suggests, Wuthering Heights is just the sort of book one
would have expected her to write. But, on the face of it, it is
much more the sort of book that her scapegrace brother
Branwell might have written, and a number of people have
been able to persuade themselves that he had in whole or in
part done so. One of them, Francis Grundy, wrote: “Patrick
Bronté declared to me, and what his sister said bore out the
assertion, that he wrote a great part of Wuthering Heights him-
self. . . . The weird fancies of diseased genius with which he
used to entertain me on our long walks at Luddenden Foot,
reappear in the pages of the novel, and I am inclined to believe
that the very plot was his invention rather than his sister’s.”
On one occasion two of Branwell’s friends, Dearden and
teyland by name, arranged to mcet him at an inn on the road
belCeighley to read their poctical effusions to one another; and
the t8 what Dcarden some twenty years later wrote to the
the hal. Guardian: “I read the first act of the Demon Queen;
have his Branwell dived into his hat—the usual receptacle of
Emily hers scraps—where he supposed he had deposited his

Charlotte *oem, he found he had by mistake placed there a
certainly is; by leaves of a novel on which he had been trying
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his ‘prentice hand’. Chagrined at the disappointment he had
caused, he was about to return the papers to his hat, when both
friends earnestly pressed him to read them, as they felt a
curiosity to see how he could wield the pen of a novelist. After
some hesitation, he complied with the request, and riveted our
attention for about an hour, dropping each sheet, when read,
into his hat. The story broke off abruptly in the middle of a
sentence, and he gave us the sequel, viva voce, together with the
real names of the prototypes of his characters, but, as some of
these persons are still living, I refrain from pointing them out
to the public. He said he had not yet fixed upon a title for the
production, and was afraid he would never be able to meet with
a publisher who would have the hardihood to usher it into the
world. The scene of the fragment which Branwell read, and
the characters introduced in it—so far as they developed—were
the same as those in Wuthering Heights, which Charlotte con-
fidently asserts was the production of her sister Emily.”

Now this is either a pack of lies, or it is true. Charlotte
despised and, within the bounds of Christian charity, hated her
brother; but, as we know, Christian charity has always been
able to make allowances for a lot of good honest hatred, and
Charlotte’s unsupported word cannot be accepted. She may
have persuaded herself, as people often do, to believe what she
wanted to believe. The story is circumstantial, and it is odd
that anyone should, for no particular reason, have invented it.
What is the explanation? There is none. It has been suggested
that Branwell wrote the first four chapters, and then, drunk
and doped as he was, gave it up, whereupon Emily took it over.
The argument that these chapters are written in a more stilted
manner than the subsequent ones does not, to my mind, }
water; and if there is in them a somewhat greater por-
in the writing, I should ascribe it to a not unsuccessf
on Emily’s part to show that Lockwood was a sill
ape. I have no doubt at all that Emily, and Emil-

Wuthering Heights.

It must be admitted that it is badly wr’
sisters did not write well. Like the gover~
affected the turgid and pedantic stylr
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litératise has been coined. The main part of the story is told by
Mrs. Dean, a Yorkshire maid of all work like the Brontés’
Tabby; a conversational style would have been suitable; Emily
makes her express herself as no human being could. Here is a
typical utterance: “I tried to smooth away all disquietude on
the subject, by affirming, with frequent iteration, that that
betrayal of trust, if it merited so harsh an appellation, should
be the last.” Emily Bronté seems to have been aware that she
was putting into Mrs. Dean’s mouth words that it was unlikely
she would have known, and, to explain it, makes her say that in
the course of her service she has had the opportunity to rcad
books, but, even at that, the pretentiousness of her discourse is
appalling. She does not read a letter, she peruses an epistle;
she doesn’t send a letter, but a missive. She does not leave a
room, she quits a chamber. She calls her day’s work her
diurnal occupation. She commences rather than begins.
People don’t shout or yell, they vociferate; nor do they listen,
they hearken. There is pathos in this parson’s daughter striving
so hard to write in a lady-like way, only to succeed in being
genteel. Yet one would not wish Wuthering Heights to have been
written with grace: it would be none the better for being better
written. Just as in one of those early Flemish pictures of the
burial of Christ the anguished grimaces of the emaciated
creatures concerned, their stiff, ungainly gestures, seem to add
a greater horror, a matter-of-fact brutality, to the scene, which
makes it more poignant, more tragic, than when the same
event is pictured in beauty by Titian; so there is in this uncouth
stylization of the language something which strangely heightens
the violent passion of the story.
“uthering Heights is clumsily constructed. That is not sur-
for Emily Bronté had never written a novel before,
“ad a complicated story to tell, dealing with two
This is a difficult thing to do because the author
e sort of unity to two sets of characters and two
d he must be careful not to allow the interest
w the interest of the other. This Emily did
After the death of Catherine Earnshaw
1e to the last finely imaginative pages,
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some loss of power. The younger Catherine is an unsatisfactory
character, and Emily Bronté seems not to have known what to
make of her; obviously she could not give her the passionate
independence of the older Catherine, nor the foolish weakness
of her father. She is a spoilt, silly, wilful and ill-mannered
creature; and you cannot greatly pity her sufferings. The steps
are not made clear which led to her falling in love with young
Hareton. He is a shadowy figure, and you know no more of
him than that he was sullen and handsome. The author of
such a story as I am now considering has also to compress the
passage of years into a period of time that can be accepted by
the reader with a comprehensive glance, as one seizes in a single
view the whole of a vast fresco. I do not suppose that Emily
Bronté deliberately thought out how to get a unity of impression
into a straggling story, but I think she must have asked herself
how to make it coherent; and it may have occurred to her that
she could best do this by making one character narrate the
long succession of events to another. It is a convenient way of
telling a story, and she did not invent it. Its disadvantage is
that it is impossible to maintain anything like a conversational
manner when the narrator has to fl// a number of things,
descriptions of scenery for instance, which no sane person
would think of doing. And of course if you have a narrator
(Mrs. Dean) you must have a listener (Lockwood). It is
possible that an experienced novelist might have found a better
way of telling the story of Wuthering Heights, but I cannot believe
that if Emily Bronté used it, it was because she was working on
a foundation of someone else’s invention.

But more than that, I think the method she adopted might
have been expected of her, when you consider her extreme, her
morbid, shyness and her reticence. What were the alternatives?
One was to write the novel from the standpoint of omniscience,
as, for instance, Middlemarch and Madame Bovary were written. I
think it would have shocked her harsh, uncompromising virtue
to tell the outrageous story as a creation of her own; and if she
had, moreover, she could hardly have avoided giving some
account of Heathcliff during the few years he spent away from
Wuthering Heights—years in which he managed to acquire an

H*
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education and make quite a lot of money. She couldn’t do
this, because she simply didn’t know how he had done it. The
fact the reader is asked to accept is hard to believe, and she was
content to state it and leave it at that. Another alternative was
to have the story narrated to her, Emily Bronté, by Mrs. Dean,
say, and tell it then in the first person; but I suspect that that,
too, would have brought her into a contact with the reader too
close for her quivering sensitivity. By having the story in its
beginning told by Lockwood, and unfolded to Lockwood by
Mrs. Dean, she hid herself behind, as it were, a double mask.
Mr. Bronté told Mrs. Gaskell a story which in this connection
has significance. When his children were young, he, desiring
to find out something of their natures, which their timidity con-
cealed from him, made each in turn put on an old mask, under
cover of which they could answer more freely the questions he
put to them. When he asked Charlotte what was the best book
in the world, she answered, “The Bible”; but when he asked
Emily what he had best do with her troublesome brother
Branwell, she said: “Reason with him; and when he won’t
listen to reason, whip him.”

And why did Emily nced to hide herself when she wrote this
powerful, passionate and terrible book? I think becausc she
disclosed in it her innermost instincts. She looked decp into the
well of loneliness in her heart, and saw there unavowable
secrets of which, notwithstanding, her impulse as a writer drove
her to unburden herself. It is said that her imagination was
kindled by the weird stories her father used to tell of the Ireland
of his youth, and by the tales of Hoffmann which she learned
to read when she went to school in Belgium, and which she
continued to read, we are told, back at the parsonage, scated
on a hearthrug by the fire with her arm around Keeper’s neck.
I am willing to believe that she found in the stories of mystery,
violence and horror of the German romantic writers something
that appealed to her own fierce nature; but I think she found
Heathcliff and Catherine Earnshaw in the hidden depths of
her own soul. I think she was herself Heathcliff, I think she
was herself Catherine Earnshaw. Is it strange that she should
have put herself into the two chief characters of her book? Not
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at all. We are none of us all of a piece; more than one person
dwells within us, often in uncanny companionship with his
fellows; and the peculiarity of the writer of fiction is that he has
the power to objectify the diverse persons of which he is com-
pounded in individual characters: his misfortune is that he
cannot bring to life characters, however necessary to his story
they may be, in which there is no part of himself. That is why
the younger Catherine in Wuthering Heights is unsatisfactory.

I think Emily put the whole of herself into Heathcliff. She
gave him her violent rage, her sexuality, vehement but
frustrated, her passion of unsatisfied love, her jealousy, her
hatred and contempt of human beings, her cruelty, her
sadism. The reader will remember the incident when, with so
little reason, she beat with her naked fist the face of the dog
she loved as perhaps she loved no human being. There is
another curious circumstance related by Ellen Nussey. ‘“She
enjoyed leading Charlotte where she would not dare to go of
her own free will. Charlotte had a mortal dread of unknown
animals, and it was Emily’s pleasure to lead her into close
vicinity, and then tell her of how and what she had done, laugh-
ing at her horror with great amusement.” I think Emily loved
Catherine Earnshaw with Heathcliff’s masculine, animal love;
I think she laughed, as she had laughed at Charlotte’s fears,
when, as Heathcliff, she kicked and trampled on Earnshaw
and dashed his head against the stone flags; and I think when,
as Heathcliff, she hit the younger Catherine in the face and
heaped humiliations upon her, she laughed. I think it gave her
a thrill of release when she bullied, reviled and browbeat the
persons of her invention, because in real life she suffered such
bitter mortification in the company of her fellow-creatures; and
I think, as Catherine, doubling the roles, as it were, though she
fought Heathcliff, though she despised him, though she knew
him for the beast he was, she loved him with her body and soul,
she exulted in her power over him, and since there is in the
sadist somcthing of the masochist too, she was fascinated by his
violence, his brutality and his untamed nature. She felt they
were kin, as indced they were, if I am right in supposing they
were both Emily Bronté. “Nelly, I am Heathcliff,” Catherine
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cried. ‘“He’s always in my mind: not as a pleasure, any more
than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being.”

Whuthering Heights is a love story, perhaps the strangest that
was ever written, and not the least strange part of it is that the
lovers remain chaste. Catherine was passionately in love with
Heathcliff, as passionately in love with him as Heathcliff was
with her. For Edgar Linton, Catherine felt only a kindly, and
often exasperated, tolerance. One wonders why those two
people who were consumed with love did not, whatever the
poverty that might have faced them, run away together. One
wonders why they didn’t become real lovers. It may be that
Emily’s upbringing caused her to look upon adultery as an
unforgivable sin, or it may be that the idea of sexual intercourse
between the sexes filled her with disgust. I believe both the
sisters were highly sexed. Charlotte was plain, with a sallow
skin and a large nose on one side of her face. She had proposals
of marriage when she was obscure and penniless, and at that
period a man expected his wife to bring a portion with her.
But beauty is not the only thing that makes a woman attrac-
ilve; indeed, great beauty is often somewhat chilling: you
admire, but are not moved. If young men fell in love with
Charlotte, a captious and critical young woman, it can surely
have only been because they found her sexually attractive,
which means that they felt obscurely that she was highly sexed.
She was not in love with Mr. Nicholls when she married him;
she thought him narrow, dogmatic, sullen and far from
intelligent. It is clear from her letters that after she married
him she felt very differently towards him; for her they are
positively skittish. She fell in love with him, and his defects
ceased to matter. The most probable explanation is that those
sexual desires of hers were at last satisfied. There is no reason
to suppose that Emily was less highly sexed than Charlotte.

(5)

The genesis of a novel is a very curious affair. In a novelist’s
first novel, and Emily, so far as we know, wrote but one, it is not
unlikely that there will be something of wish-fulfilment and
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something of imagined autobiography. It is conceivable that
Whuthering Heights is the product of pure fantasy. Who can tell
what erotic reveries Emily had during the long watches of her
sleepless nights, or when she lay all the summer day among the
flowering heather? Everybody must have noticed how strong
the family likeness is between Charlotte’s Rochester and Emily’s
Heathcliff. Heathcliff might be a by-blow, the bastard a
younger son in the Rochester family might have had by an
Irish biddy met in Liverpool. Both men are swarthy, violent,
hard-featured, fierce, passionate and mysterious. They differ
only as differed the natures of the two sisters who constructed
them to satisfy their urgent, thwarted desires for sexual satis-
faction. But Rochester is the dream of the woman of normal
instincts who hankers to give herself to the domineering, ruth-
less male; Emily gave Heathcliff her own masculinity, her
violence and her savage temper. But the primary model on
which the sisters created these two uncouth, difficult men was,
I surmise, their father, the Rev. Patrick Bronté.

But though, as I have said, it is conceivable that Emily con-
structed Wuthering Heights entirely out of her own fantasies, I
do not believe it. I should have thought that it was only very
rarely that the fruitful idea which will give rise to a fiction
comes to an author, like a falling star, out of the blue; for the
most part, it comes to him from an experience, generally
emotional, of his own, or, if it is told him by another, emotionally
appealing; and then his imagination in travail, character and
incidents little by little grow out of it, until at length the
finished work comes into being. Few people, however, know how
small a hint, how trivial to all appearances an occurrence, may
be that will serve to set the spark that will kindle the author’s
invention. When you look at the cyclamen with its heart-
shaped leaves surrounding a profusion of flowers, their careless
petals wearing a wilful look as though they grew at haphazard,
it seems incredible that this luscious beauty, this rich colour,
should have come from a secd hardly larger than a pin’s head.
So it may be with the productive seed that will give rise to an
immortal book.

It seems to me that one only has to read Emily Bronté’s
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poems to guess what the emotional experience was that led her
to seek release from cruel pain by writing Wuthering Heights.
She wrote a good deal of verse. It is uneven; some of it is
commonplace, some of it moving, some of it lovely. She seems
to have been most at home with the metres of the hymns which
she sang of a Sunday in the parish church at Haworth, but the
commonplace metres she used do not veil the intense emotion
beneath. Many of the poems belong to the Gondal Chronicles,
that long history of an imaginary island with which she and
Anne amused themselves when they were children, and which
Emily continued to write when she was a grown woman. It
may be that she found this a convenient way to deliver her
tortured heart of emotions which, with her natural secretive-
ness, she could not have borne to set out in any other way.
Other poems seem to be the direct expression of feeling. In
1845, three years before her death, she wrote a poem called The
Prisoner. So far as is known, she had never read the works of any
of the mystics, yet in these verses she so describes the mystical
experience that it is impossible to believe that they do not tell
of what she knew from personal acquaintance. She uses almost
the very words that the mystics use when they describe the
anguish felt on the return from union with the Infinite:

“Oh dreadful is the check—intense the agony—
When the car begins to hear, the eye begins to sce;
When the pulse begins to throb, the brain to think again;
The soul to feel the flesh, and the flesh to feel the chain.”

These lines surely reflect a felt, a deeply felt, e:xpcrience.
Why should one suppose that Emily Bronte’s love poems were
no more than a literary exercise? I should have thought they
pointed very clearly to her having fallen in love, to her love
having been repulsed, and then to her having been bitterly
hurt. She wrote these particular poems when she was teaching
at a girls’ school at Law Hill, near Halifax. She was nineteen.
There was little chance of her meeting men there (and we
know how she fled from men), and so, from what we surmise of
her disposition, it is likely enough that she fell in love with one
or other of the mistresses, or with one of the girls. It was the
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only love of her life. It may well be that the unhappiness it
caused her sufficed to implant the seed in the fruitful soil of
her tortured sensibility which enabled her to create the strange
book we know. I can think of no other novel in which the pain,
the ecstasy, the ruthlessness of love have been so powerfully set
forth. Wuthering Heights has great faults, but they do not
matter; they matter as little as the fallen tree-trunks, the strewn
rocks, the snow-drifts which impede, but do not stem, the
alpine torrent in its tumultuous course down the mountain-side.
You cannot liken Wuthering Heights to any other book. You can
liken it only to one of those great pictures of El Greco in
which in a sombre, arid landscape, under clouds heavy with
thunder, long, emaciated figures in contorted attitudes, spell-
bound by an unearthly emotion, hold their breath. A streak
of lightning, flitting across the leaden sky, gives a mysterious
terror to the scene.



CHAPTER TEN

Dostoevsky and T#he Brothers Karamazov

(1)

Fyopor DosToEvsky was born in 1821. His father, a surgeon
at the Hospital of St. Mary in Moscow, was a member of the
nobility, a fact to which Dostoevsky seems to have attached
importance, since he was distressed when on his condemnation
his rank, such as it was, was taken away from him; and on his
release from prison he pressed influential friends to have it
restored. But nobility in Russia was different from what it was
in other European countries; it could be acquired, for instance,
by reaching a certain modest rank in the government service,
and appears to have had little more significance than to set you
apart from the peasant and the tradesman, and allow you to
look upon yourself as a gentleman. In point of fact, Dostoevsky’s
family belonged to the white-collar class of poor professional
men. His father was a stern man. He deprived himself not
only of luxury, but even of comfort, in order to give his seven
children a good education; and from their earliest years taught
them that they must accustom themselves to hardship and mis-
fortune to prepare themselves for the duties and obligations of
life. They lived crowded together in the two or three rooms at
the hospital which were the doctor’s quarters. They were never
allowed to go out alone, they were given no pocket money,
they had no friends. The doctor had some private practice
besides his hospital salary and, in course of time, acquired a
small property some hundred miles from Moscow, and there,
from then on, mother and children spent the summer. It was
their first tastg of freedom.

When Dostoevsky was sixteen, his mother died, and the
doctor took his two elder sons, Michael and Fyodor, to St.
Petersburg to put them to school at the Military Engineering
Academy. Michael, the elder, was rejected on account of his

234
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poor physique, and Fyodor was thus parted from the only
person he cared for. He was lonely and unhappy. His father
either would not, or could not, send him money, and he was
unable to buy such necessities as books and boots, or even to
pay the regular charges of the institution. The doctor, having
settled his elder sons, and parked three other children with an
aunt in Moscow, gave up his practice and retired with his two
youngest daughters to his property in the country. He took to
drink. He had been severe with his children, he was brutal
with his serfs, and one day they murdered him.

Fyodor was then eighteen. He worked well, though without
enthusiasm, and, having completed his term at the Academy,
was appointed to the Engineering Department of the Ministry
of War. What with his share of his father’s estate and his salary,
he had then five thousand roubles a year. That, at the time, in
English money would have been a little more than three
hundred pounds. He rented an apartment, conceived an
expensive passion for billiards, flung money away right and
left, and when a ycar later he resigned his commission, because
he found service in the Engineering Department “as dull as
potatoes’’, he was deeply in debt. He remained in debt till the
last years of his life. He was a hopeless spendthrift, and though
his thriftlessness drove him to despair, he never acquired the
strength of mind to resist his caprices. It has been suggested
by one of his biographers that his want of self-confidence was
to an extent responsible for his habit of squandering money,
since it gave him a passing sense of power and so gratified his
exorbitant vanity. It will be seen later to what mortifying
straits this unhappy failing reduced him.

While still at the Academy, Dostoevsky had begun a novel
and now, having decided to earn his living as a writer, he
finished it. It was called Poor Folk. He knew no one in the
literary world; but an acquaintance, Grigorovich by name, was
familiar with a man, Nekrasov, who was proposing to start a
review, and offered to show him the story. One day Dostoevsky
came back to his lodging late. He had spent the evening read-
ing his novel to a friend and discussing it with him. At four in
the morning he walked home. He did not go to sleep, but
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opened the window and sat by it. He was startled by a ring.
Grigorovich and Nekrasov rushed into the room in transports
and almost in tears, and embraced him again and again. They
had begun to read the book, taking it in turns to read aloud,
and when they had finished, late though it was, decided to seek
Dostoevsky out. “Never mind if he is asleep,” they said to one
another, “let us wake him. This thing transcends sleep.”
Nekrasov took the manuscript next day to Belinsky, the most
important critic of the time, and he was as enthusiastic as had
been the other two. The novel was published, and Dostoevsky
found himself famous.

He did not take success well. A certain Madame Panaev-
Golovachev has described the impression he made when he was
brought to see her: “At first glance one could perceive that the
newcomer was a young man of an extremely nervous and
impressionable temperament. Short and thin, he had fair hair,
an unhealthy complexion, small grey eyes which wandered
uneasily from object to object, and pale lips which maintained
a restless twitching. Almost everyone present was known to
him, yet he seemed bashful and took no part in the general
conversation, even though successive members of the party,
to banish his reserve and to make him feel that he was a member
of our circle, tried to draw him out. After that cvening, how-
ever, he came frequently to sce us, and his restraint began to
wear off: he even took to . . . engaging in disputes in which
sheer contradictoriness seemed to impel him to give everyone
the lie. The truth was that his youthfulness combined with his
nervous temperament to deprive him of all self-control, and to
lead him to over-parade his presumption and conceit as a
writer. That is to say, dazed with his sudden and brilliant
entry into the literary arena, and overwhelmed with the praises
of the great ones in the world of letters, he, like most impression-
able spirits, could not conceal his triumph over young writers
whose entry had been of a more modest order . . . through his
captiousness and his tone of overweening pride he showed that
he considered himself to be immeasurably superior to his com-
panions . . . Particularly did Dostoevsky suspect all and sundry
of attempting to pooh-pooh his talent; and since he discerned
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in every guileless word a desire to belittle his work, and to
affront him personally, it was in a mood of scathing resentment
which yearned to pick a quarrel, to vent upon his fancied
detractors the whole measure of spleen that was choking his
breast, that he used to visit our house.”

On the strength of his success, Dostocvsky signed contracts
to write a novel and a number of stories. With the advances
he received, he proceeded to lead so dissipated a life that his
friends, for his own good, took him to task. He quarrelled with
them, even with Belinsky, who had done so much for him,
because he was not convinced of “the purity of his admiration”;
for he had persuaded himsclf that he was a genius, and the
greatest of Russian writers. His debts increased, and he was
obliged to work with haste. He had long suffered from an
obscurc nervous disorder, and now, falling ill, feared he was
going mad, or falling into a consumption. The stories written
in these circumstances were failures, and the novel proved
unrcadable. The people who had so extravagantly praised
him now violently attacked him, and the opinion was general
that he was written out.

(2)

Early one morning, on the 29th of April, 1849, Dostoevsky
was arrested and taken to the fortress of Peter-Paul. He had
joined a group of young men, imbued with the socialistic
notions then current in Western Europe, who werc bent on
certain measures of reform, especially on the emancipation of
the serfs and the abolition of censorship, and who met once a
week to discuss their ideas. They set up a printing-press for the
purpose of circulating, in secret, articles written by members
of the group. The police had for some time had them under
surveillance, and all were arrested on the same day. After
some months in prison, they were tried, and fifteen of them,
among them Dostoevsky, were condemned to death. One
winter morning, they were taken to the place of execution, but
as the soldiers prepared to carry out the sentence, a messenger
arrived to say that the penalty was commuted to penal servitude
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in Siberia. Dostoevsky was sentenced to four years’ imprison-
ment at Omsk, after which he was to serve as a common soldier.
When he was taken back to the fortress of Peter-Paul, he wrote
the following letter to his brother Michael.

“To-day the 22nd of December, we were all taken to
Semenovsky Square. There the death sentence was read to
us, we were given the Cross to kiss, the dagger was broken over
our heads, and our funeral toilet (white shirts) was made. Then
three of us were put standing before the palisades for the
execution of the death sentence. I was sixth in the row; we
were called up by groups of three, and so I was in the second
group, and had not more than a moment to live. I thought of
you, my brother, and of yours; in that last moment you alone
were in my mind; then first I learnt how much I love you, my
beloved brother! I had time to embrace Plestchiev and Durov,
who stood near me, and to take my leave of them. Finally,
retreat was sounded, those who were bound to the palisades
were brought back, and it was rcad to us that His Imperial
Majesty granted us our lives. Then the final sentences were
recited. . . .7

In The House of the Dead Dostoevsky has described the horrors
of his life in prison. One point is worthy of remark. He notes
that, within two hours of arriving, a newcomer would find him-
self at home with the other convicts and live on familiar terms
with them. “But with a gentleman, a nobleman, things were
different. No matter how unassuming and good-tempered and
intelligent he might be, he would to the end remain a person
unanimously hated and despised, and never understood and,
still more, never trusted. No one would ever come to look upon
him as a friend or a comrade, and though, as the years went on,
he might at least attain the point of ceasing to serve as a butt
for insult, he would still be powerless to live his own life, or
to get rid of the torturing thought that he was lonely and a
stranger.”’

Now, Dostoevsky was not such a great gentleman as all that;
his origins were as modest as his life and, but for a brief period
of glory, he had been poverty-stricken. Durov, his friend and
fellow-prisoner, was loved by all. It looks very much as though
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Dostoevsky’s loneliness, and the suffering it caused him, were
in part at least occasioned by his own defects of character, his
conceit, his egoism, his suspiciousness and his irritability. But
his loneliness, amid two hundred companions, drove him back
on himself: “Through this spiritual isolation,” he writes, “I
gained an opportunity of reviewing my past life, of dissecting
it down to the pettiest detail, of probing my heretofore exist-
ence, and of judging myself strictly and inexorably.”” The New
Testament was the only book he was allowed to possess, and he
read it incessantly. Its influence on him was great. From then
on, he practised humility and the necessity of suppressing the
human desires of normal men. “Before all things humble your-
self,” he wrote, “‘consider what your past life has been, consider
what you may be able to effect in the future, consider how great
a mass of meanness and pettiness and turpitude lies lurking at
the bottom of your soul.” Prison, for the time at least, cowed
his overweening, imperious spirit. He left it a revolutionary no
longer, but a firm upholder of the authority of the Crown and
the established order. He left it also an epileptic.

When his term of imprisonment came to an end, he was sent
to complete his sentence as a private in a small garrison town
in Siberia. It was a hard life, but he accepted its pains as part
of the punishment he merited for his crime, for he had come to
the conclusion that his activities for reform were sinful; and he
wrote to his brother: “I do not complain; this is my cross and
I have deserved it.” In 1856, through the intercession of an
old schoolfellow, he was raised from the ranks, and his life
became more tolerable. He made friends and he fell in love.
The object of his affections was a certain Maria Dmitrievna
Isaeva, wife of a political deportee who was dying of drink and
consumption, and mother of a young son; she is described as a
rather pretty blonde of middle height, very thin, passionate and
exaltée. Little seems to be known of her, except that she was
of a nature as suspicious, as jealous and as self-tormenting as
Dostoevsky himself. He became her lover. But after some time
Isaev, her husband, was moved from the village in which
Dostoevsky was stationed to another frontier post some four
hundred miles away, and there died. Dostoevsky wrote and
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proposed marriage. The widow hesitated, partly because they
were both destitute and partly because she had lost her heart
to a ‘“high-minded and sympathetic”’ young teacher, called
Vergunov, and had become his mistress. Dostoevsky, deeply in
love, was frantic with jealousy, but with his passion for
lacerating himself, and perhaps with his novelist’s proneness
to see himself as a character of fiction, he did a characteristic
thing. Declaring Vergunov to be dearer to him than a brother,
he besought one of his friends to send him money so as to make
it possible for Maria Isaeva to marry her lover.

He was able, however, to play the part of a man with a
breaking heart, ready to sacrifice himself to the happiness of
his well-beloved, without serious consequences, for the widow
had an eye to the main chance. Vergunov, though ‘“high-
minded and sympathetic’, was penniless, whereas Dostoevsky
was now an officer, his pardon could not long be delayed, and
there was no reason why he should not again write successful
books. The couple were married in 1857. They had no money,
and Dostoevsky had borrowed till he could borrow no more.
He turned again to literature; but as an ex-convict he had to
get permission to publish, and this was not easy. Nor was
married life. In fact it was very unsatisfactory, which
Dostoevsky ascribed to his wife’s suspicious, painfully fanciful
nature. It escaped his notice that he was himself as impatient,
quarrelsome, neurotic and unsure of himself as he had been in
the first flush of success. He began various pieces of fiction, put
them aside, began others, and in the end produced little, and
that little of no importance.

In 1850, as the result of his appeals and by the influence of
friends, he received permission to return to Petersburg.
Professor Ernest Simmons, of the University of Columbia, in
his interesting and instructive book on Dostoevsky, justly
remarks that the means he employed to regain his frcedom of
action were abject. “‘He wrote patriotic poems, one celebrating
the birthday of the Dowager Empress Alexandra, another on
the coronation of Alexander II, and a threnody on the death
of Nicholas I. Begging letters were addressed to people in
power and to the new Tsar himself. In them he protests that
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he adores the young monarch, whom he describes as a sun
shining on the just and the unjust alike, and he declares that
he is ready to give up his life for him. The crime for which he
was convicted he readily confesses to, but insists that he has
repented and is suffering for opinions that he had abandoned.”

He settled down with his wife and stepson in the capital.
It was ten years since he had left it as a convict. With his
brother Michael, he started a literary journal. It was called
Time, and for it he wrote The House of the Dead and The Insulted
and Injured. It was a success, and his circumstances were easy.
In 1862, leaving the magazine in charge of Michael, he visited
Western Europe. He was not pleased with it. He found Paris
“a most boring town” and its people money-grubbing and
small-minded. He was shocked by the misery of the London
poor and the hypocritical respectability of the well-to-do. He
went to Italy, but he was not interested in art, and he spent a
week in Florence without going to the Uffizi and passed the
time reading the four volumes of Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables.
He returned to Russia without seeing Rome or Venice. His
wife, whom he had ceased to love, had contracted tuberculosis
and was now a chronic invalid.

Some months before going abroad, Dostoevsky, who was
then forty, had made the acquaintance of a young woman who
brought a short story for publication in his literary journal. Her
name was Polina Suslova. She was twenty, a virgin and hand-
some, but, to show that her views were advanced, she bobbed
her hair and wore dark glasses. Dostoevsky was greatly taken
with her, and after his return to Petersburg seduced her. Then,
owing to an unfortunate article by onc of his contributors, the
magazine was suppressed and he decided to go abroad again.
The reason he gave was to get treatment for his epilepsy, which
for some time had been growing worse, but this was only an
excuse; he wanted to go to Wiesbaden to gamble, for he had
invented a system to break the bank, and he had made a date
with Polina Suslova in Paris. He parked his sick wife at
Vladimir, a town some distance from Moscow, borrowed
money from the Fund for Needy Authors, and set out.

At Wiesbaden he lost much of his money, and tore himself
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from the tables only because his passion for Polina Suslova was
stronger than his passion for roulette. They had arranged to
go to Rome together; but, while waiting for him, the emanci-
pated young lady had had a short affair with a Spanish medical
student; she was upset when he walked out on her, a proceeding
women are not apt to take with equanimity, and refused to
resume her relations with Dostoevsky. He accepted the situa-
tion and proposed that they should go to Italy ‘““as brother and
sister”’, and to this, becing presumably at a loose end, she
consented. The arrangement, complicated by the fact that
they were so short of money they had on occasion to pawn their
knick-knacks, was not a success, and after some weeks of
“lacerations’ they parted. Dostoevsky went back to Russia.
He found his wife dying. Six months later she was dead. He
wrote as follows to a friend:

“My wife, the being who adored me, and whom I loved
beyond measure, expired at Moscow, whither she had removed
a year before her death of consumption. I followed her thither
and never once throughout that winter left her bedside. . . .
My friend, she loved me beyond measure, and I returned her
affection to a degree transcending all expression; yet our joint
life was not a happy one. Some day, when I meet you, I will
tell you the whole story. But for the present let me confine
myself to saying that, apart from the fact that we lived un-
happily together, we should never have lost our mutual love
for one another, but have become more attached in proportion
to our misery. This may seem strange to you; yet it is but the
truth. She was the best, the noblest, woman I have ever
known. . ..”

Dostoevsky somewhat exaggerated his devotion. During that
winter he went twice to Petersburg in connection with a new
magazine he had started with his brother. It was no longer
liberal in tendency, as Time had been, and failed. Michael died
after a short illness, leaving heavy debts, and Dostoevsky found
himself obliged to support his widow and children, his mistress
and her child. He borrowed ten thousand roubles from a rich
aunt, but by 1865 had to declare himself bankrupt. He owed
sixteen thousand roubles on note of hand, and five thousand on
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the security of his word alone. His creditors were troublesome
and, to escape from them, he again borrowed money from the
Fund for Needy Authors and got an advance on a novel which
he contracted to deliver by a certain date. Thus provided, he
went to Wiesbaden to try his luck once more at the tables and
to meet Polina. He made her an offer of marriage. She refused
it. Itisevident that, if she had ever loved him, she loved him no
longer. One may surmise that she had yielded to him because
he was a well-known author and, as editor of a magazine, might
be of use to her. But the magazine was dead. His appearance
had always been insignificant, and now he was forty-five, bald
and epileptic. Nothing, I suppose, exasperates a woman more
than the sexual desire for her of a man who is physically
repellent to her, and when, to put it bluntly, he will not take
no for an answer, she may very well come to hate him. Thus
it was, I imagine, with Polina. Dostoevsky attributed her
change of heart to a reason more flattering to himself. I shall
come to it, and the effect it had on him, in due course. They
had gambled their money away, and Dostoevsky wrote to
Turgenev, with whom he had quarrelled and whom he detested
and despised, for a loan. Turgenev sent him fifty thalers, and
on this Polina was able to get to Paris. For a month longer
Dostoevsky remained in Wiesbaden. He was ill and wretched.
He had to sit quietly in his room so as not to get up an appetite
which he had no money to satisfy. His straits were such that he
wrote Polina for money. She was, it appears, already occupied
with another affair and does not seem to have replied. He
began another book, under the lash, he says, of necessity and
against time. This was Crime and Punishment. At last, in answer
to a begging letter he had written to an old friend of his
Siberian days, he received enough money to leave Wiesbaden
and, with his friend’s further help, managed to go back to
Petersburg.

While still at work on Crime and Punishment, he remembered
that he had contracted to deliver a book by a certain date. By
the iniquitous agreement he had signed, if he did not do so the
publisher had the right to issue everything he wrote for the
following nine years without paying him a penny. The date
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was at hand. Dostoevsky was at his wits’ end. Then some
bright person suggested that he should employ a stenographer;
this he did, and in twenty-six days finished a novel called The
Gambpler. The stenographer, Anna Grigorievna by name, was
twenty, but homely; she was, however, efficient, practical,
patient, devoted and admiring; and early in the year 1867 he
married her. His stepson, his brother’s widow and her children,
foreseeing that he would not thenceforward support them as he
had done before, were bitterly antagonistic to the poor girl and,
indeed, behaved so badly, and made her so miscrable, that she
persuaded Dostoevsky to leave Russia once more. He was
again heavily in debt.

This time he spent four years abroad. At first, Anna
Grigorievna found life difficult with the cclebrated author.
His epilepsy grew worse. He was irritable, thoughtless and
vain. He continued to correspond with Polina Suslova, which
did not conduce to Anna’s peace of mind, but, being a young
woman of uncommon sense, she kept her dissatisfaction to
herself. They went to Baden-Baden and there Dostoevsky
again began to gamble. As usual he lost all he had and, as
usual, wrote to everyone likely to help for money and more
money, and whenever it arrived slunk off to the tables to lose
it. They pawned whatever they had of value, they moved into
cheaper and cheaper lodgings, and sometimes they had barely
enough to eat. Anna Grigorievna was pregnant. Here is an
extract from one of his letters. He had just won four thousand
francs:

“Anna Grigorievna begged me to be content with the four
thousand francs, and to leave at once. But there was a chance,
so easy and possible to remedy everything. And the examples?
Besides one’s own personal winnings, one secs every day others
winning 20,000 and 30,000 francs (one does not see those who
lose). Are there saints in the world? Money is more necessary
to me than to them. I staked more than I lost. I began to lose
my last resources, enraging myself to fever point. I lost. I
pawned my clothes, Anna Grigorievna has pawned everything
that she has, her last trinkets. (What an angel!) How she
consoled me, how she wearied in that accursed Baden in our
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two little rooms above the forge where we had to take refuge!
At last, no more, everything was lost. (Oh, those Germans are
vile. They are all, without exception, usurers, scoundrels and
rascals. The proprietor, knowing that we had nowhere to go
till we reccived money, raised his prices.) At last we had to
escape and leave Baden.”

The child was born at Geneva. Dostoevsky continued to
gamble. He was bitterly rcpentant when he lost the money
that would have provided his wife and child with the necessities
they so badly needed; but hurried back to the gambling house
whenever he had a few francs in his pocket. After three months,
to his intense grief, the baby died. Anna Grigorievna was again
pregnant. The couple were in such want that Dostoevsky had
to borrow sums of five and ten francs from casual acquaintances
to buy food for himself and his wife. Crime and Punishment had
been a success and he set to work on another book. He called
it The Idiot. His publisher agreed to send him two hundred
roubles a month; but his unhappy weakness continued to leave
him in straits, and he was obliged to ask for further and further
advances. The Idiot failed to please, and he started on yet
another novel, The Eternal Husband, and then on a long one
named, in English, The Possessed. Meanwhile, according to
circumstances, which I take to mean when they had exhausted
their credit, Dostoevsky, his wife and child moved from place
to place. But they were homesick. He had never overcome
his dislike of Europe. He was untouched by the culture and
distinction of Paris, the gemiitlichkeit, the music of Germany, the
splendour of the Alps, the smiling yet enigmatic beauty of the
lakes of Switzerland, the gracious loveliness of Tuscany, and
that treasury of art which is Florence. He found Western
civilization bourgeois, decadent and corrupt, and convinced
himself of its approaching dissolution. “I am becoming dull
and narrow here,” he wrote from Milan, “and am losing touch
with Russia. I lack the Russian air and the Russian people.”
He felt he could never finish The Possessed unless he went back
to Russia. Anna was pining to go home. But they had no
money, and Dostoevsky’s publisher had already advanced as
much as the serial rights were worth. In desperation Dostoevsky
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appealed to him again. The first two numbers had already
appeared in a magazine and, faced with the fear of getting no
further instalments, he sent money for the fares. The
Dostoevskys returned to Petersburg.

This was in 1871. Dostoevsky was fifty and had ten more
years to live.

The Possessed was received with favour, and its attack on the
young radicals of the day brought its author friends in re-
actionary circles. They thought he could be made use of in
the Government’s struggle against reform and offered him the
well-paid editorship of a paper called Tke Citizen, which was
officially supported. He held it for a year, and then resigned
over a disagreement with the publisher. Anna had persuaded
her husband to let her publish The Possessed herself; the experi-
ment was successful, and thenceforward she broughtout editions
of his works so profitably that for the rest of his life he was
released from want. His remaining years can be passed over
briefly. Under the title of The Journal of an Author, he wrote a
number of occasional essays. They were very popular, and he
came to look upon himself as a teacher and a prophet. This is
a role which few authors have been disinclined to play. He
had become an ardent Slavophil and he saw in the Russian
masses, with their brotherly love, which he regarded as the
peculiar genius of the Russian people, with their thirst for
universal service for the sake of mankind, the only possibility
of healing the ills, not only of Russia, but of the world. The
course of events suggests that he was unduly optimistic. He
wrote a novel called 4 Raw Youth and finally The Brothers
Karamazoo. His fame increased, and when he died, rather
suddenly, in 1881, he was esteemed by many the greatest writer
of his time. His funeral is said to have been the occasion for
“one of the most remarkable demonstrations of public feeling
ever witnessed in the Russian capital.”

(3)

I have tried to relate the main facts of Dostoevsky’s life with-
out comment. The impression one receives is of a singularly
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unamiable character. Vanity is an occupational disease of
artists, whether writers, painters, musicians or actors, but
Dostoevsky’s was outrageous. It seems never to have occurred
to him that anyone could have enough of hearing him talk
about himself and his works. With this was combined, neces-
sarily maybe, that lack of self-confidence which is now called
the inferiority complex. It was, perhaps, on this account that
he was so openly contemptuous of his fellow-writers. A man of
any strength of character would hardly have been reduced by
the experience of prison to submission so cringing; he accepted
his sentence as the due punishment for his sin in resisting
authority, but this did not prevent him from doing all he could
to get it remitted. It does not seem logical. I have told to
what depths of self-abasement he descended in his appeals to
persons of power and influence. He was utterly lacking in self-
control. Neither prudence nor common decency served to
restrain him when he was in the grip of passion. So, when his
first wife was ill and had not long to live, he abandoned her to
follow Polina Suslova to Paris, and only rejoined her when that
flighty young woman threw him over. But his weakness is
nowhere more manifest than in his mania for gambling. It
brought him time after time to destitution.

The reader will remember that, to fulfil a contract, Dostoevsky
wrote a short novel called The Gambler. It is not a good one.
Its chief interest is that in it he vividly described the feelings
he knew so well which seize the unfortunate victim; and after
you have read it, you understand how it came about that,
notwithstanding the humiliations it caused him, the misery to
him and those he loved, the dishonourable proceedings it
occasioned (when he got money from the Fund for Needy
Authors it was to enable him to write, not to gamble), the
constant need to apply to others, already wearied with provid-
ing him with money, notwithstanding everything, he could
not resist temptation. He was an exhibitionist, as to a greater
or less extent are all those who, whatever art they practise,
have the creative instinct; and he has described the way in
which a run of luck may gratify this discreditable tendency.
The onlookers crowd round and stare at the fortunate gambler,
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as though he were a superior being. They wonder and admire.
He is the centre of attraction. Balm to the unhappy man cursed
with a morbid diffidence! When he wins, it gives him an
intoxicating sense of power; he feels himself the master of his
fate, for his cleverncss, his intuition, are so infallible that he
can control chance.

“I have only for once to show will-power and in an hour I
can transform my destiny,” he makes his gambler exclaim.
“The great thing is will-power. Only remember what happened
to me seven months ago at Roulettenburg just before my final
failure. Oh! it was a remarkable instance of determination. I
had lost everything then, everything. I was going out of the
Casino, I looked, there was still one golden gulden in my waist-
coat pocket: ‘Then I shall have something for dinner,” I
thought. But after I had gone a hundred paces I changed my
mind and went back. I staked that gulden . . . and there
really is something peculiar in the fecling when, alone in a
strange land, far from home and from friends, not knowing
whether you will have anything to eat that day—you stake
your last gulden, your very last. I won, and twenty minutes
later I went out of the Casino, having a hundred and seventy
gulden in my pocket. That’s a fact. That’s what the last gulden
can sometimes do. And what if I had lost heart then? What
if I had not dared to risk it?”

Dostoevsky’s official life was written by a certain Strakhov,
an old friend of his; and, in connection with this work, he
wrote a letter to Tolstoy which Aylmer Maude has printed in
his biography of that author and which, with some omissions,
I now give in his translation:

“All the time I was writing I had to fight against a feeling
of disgust and tried to suppress my bad feelings . . . I cannot
regard Dostocvsky as a good or happy man. He was bad,
debauched, full of cnvy. All his life long he was a prey to
passions that would have rendered him ridiculous and miser-
able had he been less intelligent or less wicked. I was vividly
aware of these feclings while writing his biography. In Switzer-
land, in my presence, he treated his servant so badly that the
man revolted and said to him: ‘But I too am a man!’ I
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remember how I was struck by those words which reflected
the ideas current in free Switzerland about the rights of man
and were addressed to one 'who was always preaching senti-
ments of humanity to the rest of mankind. Such scenes were
of constant occurrence; he could not control his tecmper . . .
the worst of it was that he prided himsclf on the fact that he
never repented of his dirty actions. Dirty actions attracted him
and he gloried in the fact. Viskovatov (a professor) told me
how Dostoevsky had boasted of having outraged a little girl at
the bath-house, who had been brought to him by her governess
... With all this he was given to a sort of mawkish sentimentality
and high-flown humanitarian dreams, and it is these dreams,
his literary message and the tendency of his writings, which
endear him to us. In a word, all these novels endeavour to
exculpate their author, they show that the most hidebound
villainies can exist side by side with the noblest sentiments . . .”

Itis truc that his sentimentality was mawkish and his humani-
tarianism bootless. He had small acquaintance with the
““people’, to whom, as opposed to the intelligentsia, he looked
for the regencration of Russia, and he had little sympathy with
their hard and bitter lot. He violently attacked the radicals
who sought to alleviate it. The recmedy he offered to the
frightful misery of the poor was “to idealise their sufferings and
make out of it a way of life. Instead of practical reforms, he
offered them rcligious and mystical consolation”.

The story of the violation of the little girl has gricvously
disturbed Dostoevsky’s admirers and they have discredited it.
Anna asserted that he had never spoken of it to her. Strakhov’s
account is obviously based on hearsay; but to confirm it is a
report that, overcome by remorse, Dostocvsky told it to an old
friend who advised him by way of penance to confess it to the
man whom he hated most in the world. This was Turgenev.
He had warmly praised Dostoevsky when he entered upon the
literary scene, and had helped him with moncy, but Dostocvsky
hated him because he was a “Westerner”, and aristocratic,
rich and successful. He made his confession to Turgenev, who
heard it in silence. Dostoevsky paused. Pecrhaps, as André
Gide has suggested, he expected Turgenev to act as one of his



250 TEN NOVELS AND THEIR AUTHORS

own (Dostoevsky’s) characters would have acted, to take him
in his arms and kiss him with the tears running down his cheeks,
upon which they would be reconciled. But nothing happened.

“Mr. Turgenev, I must tell you,” said Dostoevsky, “I must
tell you. I despise myself profoundly.” He waited for Turgenev
to speak. The silence continued. Then Dostoevsky, losing his
temper, cried: “But I despise you still more. That was all I
had to say to you.”” He flung out of the room, slamming the
door behind him. He had been robbed of one of those scenes
which no one could write better than himself.

It is curious that he twice used the shocking episode in his
books. Svidrigailov in Crime and Punishment confesses to the
same ugly action, and so does Stavrogin in a chapter in The
Possessed which Dostoevsky’s publisher refused to print. It is
perhaps significant that in this very book Dostoevsky wrote a
malicious caricature of Turgenev. It is dull and stupid. It
serves only to make a shapeless work more shapeless, and looks
as if it were merely introduced to give Dostoevsky a chance to
vent his malice. He is not the only author who has bit the hand
that fed him. Before he married Anna Grigorievna, Dostoevsky,
with an amazing lack of tact, told the ugly story to a girl
he was courting; but as a fiction. And that, I think, is what it
was. He had, as have the characters of his novels, a passion
for self-abasement, and it seems to me not improbable that he
narrated the discreditable incident to others as a personal
experience. For all that, I do not believe that he actually com-
mitted the revolting crime of which he accused himself. I
hazard the suggestion that it was a persistent day-dream which
at once fascinated and horrified him. His characters so often
have day-dreams that it is likely enough he had them too. In
fact we all do. The novelist, by the nature of his gift, probably
has day-dreams more precise and circumstantial than most
people. Sometimes they are of such a nature that he can use
them in his fiction, and then he forgets them. That is what
seems to me likely to have happened with Dostoevsky. Having
twice used the shameful story in his novels, he was no longer
interested in it. That, perhaps, is why he never told it to Anna
Grigorievna.
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Dostoevsky was vain, envious, quarrelsome, suspicious, CrLagay
ing, selfish, boastful, unreliable, inconsiderate, narrow and
intolerant. In short he had an odious character. But that is
not the whole story. If it had been, it is unimaginable that he
could have created Alyosha Karamazov, perhaps the most
engaging creature in all fiction. It is unimaginable that he
could have created the saintly Father Zosima. Dostoevsky was
the least censorious of men. While in prison, he had learned
that men may commit fearful crimes, murder, rape or banditry,
and yet have qualities of courage, generosity and loving-kind-
ness towards their fellows. He was charitable. He never
refused money to a beggar or a friend. When himself destitute,
he managed to scrape something together to give to his sister-
in-law and his brother’s mistress, to his worthless stepson and
to the drunken good-for-nothing, his younger brother Andrew.
They sponged on him as he sponged on others and, far from
resenting it, he seems only to have been distressed that he could
not do more for them than he did. He loved, admired and
respected Anna Grigorievna; he looked upon her as in every
way superior to himself; and it is touching to learn that during
their four years of absence from Russia he was tormented by
the fear that, alone with him, she would grow bored. He could
hardly bring himself to believe that he had at last found some-
one who, notwithstanding his defects, of which he was only too
well aware, loved him devotedly.

I can think of no one in whom the dichotomy between the
man and the writer has been greater than it was in Dostoevsky.
It probably exists in all creative artists, but it is more con-
spicuous in authors than in others because their medium is
words, and the contradiction between their behaviour and their
communication is more shocking. It may be that the creative
gift, a normal faculty of childhood and early youth, if it persists
after adolescence is a disease which can only flourish at the
expense of normal human attributes and, just as the melon is
sweeter when grown in manure, thrives best in a soil com-
pounded of vicious traits. It was not the good in Dostoevsky, it
was the bad that was the source of the startling originality

which made him one of the supreme novelists of the world.
1
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(4)

Balzac and Dickens created an immense number of characters.
They were fascinated by the diversity of human beings, and
their imagination was kindled by the differences they saw in
them and the peculiarities that individualized them. No matter
if men were good or bad, stupid or clever, they were them-
selves, and so, material to be put to good use. I suspect that
Dostoevsky was interested in no one but himself, and in others
only as they intimately affected him. He was in a way like
those people who care for beautiful objects only if they own
them. He was content to make do with a very small number
of characters, and they are rcpeated in novel after novel.
Alyosha in The Brothers Karamazov is the same man, less the
epilepsy, as Prince Myshkin in The Idiot; Stavrogin in The
Possessed is merely an elaboration of Svidrigailov in Crime and
Punishment. The hero of that book, Raskolnikov, is a less
forcible version of Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov. All are
emanations of Dostoevsky’s tortured, warped, morbid sensi-
bility. There is even less variety in his female characters.
Polina Alexandrovna in The Gambler, Lizabeta in The Possessed,
Nastasia in The Idiot, Katrina and Grushenka in The Brothers
Karamazov are the same woman; they are modelled directly on
Polina Suslova. The suffering she caused him, the indignities
she heaped upon him, were the fillip he needed to satisfy his
masochism, He knew that she hated him; he felt sure that she
loved him; and so the women who are modelled on her want
to dominate and torture the man they love, and at the same
time submit to him and suffer at his hands. They are hysterical,
spiteful and malevolent because Polina was. Some years after
the break, Dostoevsky met her in Petersburg and made her
still another proposal of marriage. She refused it. He could
not bring himself to believe that she simply did not like him,
and so conceived the idea, to salve, one may suppose, his
wounded vanity, that a woman attaches so great an importance
to her virginity that she can only hate a man who has taken it
without being married to her.
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“You cannot forgive me,” he told Polina, ‘“for the fact that
you once gave yourself to me, and you are taking revenge for
that.”

Dostoevsky was sufficiently convinced of the truth of this to
use the notion more than once. In The Brothers Karamazov,
Grushenka, somc time before the story begins, has been seduced
by a Pole and, though in the interval she has been kept by a
rich merchant, feels she can only redecm herself by marrying
her seducer. Again, in The Idiot Nastasia cannot forgive Totsky
because he seduced her. Here, I think, Dostoevsky’s psychology
was at fault. The particular value attached to virginity is a
fabrication of the male, duc partly to superstition, partly to
masculine vanity and partly, of course, to a disinclination to
father somcone else’s child. Women, I should say, have
ascribed importance to it chiefly because of the valuec men
place on it, and also from fear of the consequences. I think I
am right in saying that a man, to satisfy a need as natural as
eating his dinner when he is hungry, may have sexual inter-
course without any particular fecling for the object of his
appetite; whereas with a woman sexual intercourse, without
something in the nature, if not of love, at least of sentiment, is
merely a tiresome business which she accepts as an obligation,
or from the wish to give pleasurc. I cannot bring myself to
believe that when a virgin “gives herself”’ to a man to whom she
is indifferent or actually averse, it is anything but an unpleasant
and painful experience. That it should rankle for years and
alter her whole character seems to me incredible.

Dostoevsky was deeply conscious of the duality in himself,
and he ascribed it to all his self-willed characters. His meek
characters, of which Prince Myshkin and Alyosha are examples,
with all their sweetness are strangely ineffectual. But the very
word duality suggests a simplification of human nature which
does not accord with the facts. Man is an imperfect creature.
The mainspring of his being is self-interest, it is folly to deny it;
but it is folly to deny that he is capable of a disinterestedness
which is sublime. We all know to what heights he may rise in
a moment of crisis, and then show a nobility which neither he
nor anyone else knew was in him. Spinoza has told us that
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~everything "1 50 far as it is in itself endeavours to persevere in
itsown bemg) ’; and yet we know that it is not so rare for a man
to lay dowr' | his Jife for his friend. Man is a jumble of vices and
virtues, & sodness and badness, of selfishness and unselfishness,
of fears * of a1l kinds and the courage to face them, of tendencies
and P redispositions which lure him this way and that. He is
m2 de up of elements so discordant that it is amazing that they
‘can exist together in the individual, and yet so come to terms
with one another as to form a plausible harmony. There is no
such complication in the creatures of Dostoevsky’s invention.
They are constituted of a desire to dominate and a desire to
submit themselves, of love devoid of tenderness and hate
charged with malice. They are strangely lacking in the normal
attributes of human beings. They only have passions. They
have neither self-control nor self-respect. Their evil instincts
are not mitigated by education, the experience of life or that
sense of decency which prevents a man from disgracing himself.
That is why, to common sense, their activities seem wildly

improbable and the motives of them madly inconsequential.
We in Western Europe consider their unaccountable
behaviour with astonishment and accept it, if we do accept
it, as the natural behaviour of Russians. But are Russians
like that? Were Russians like that in Dostoevsky’s day?
Turgenev and Tolstoy were his contemporaries. Turgenev’s
characters very much resemble ordinary people. We have all
known young Englishmen like Tolstoy’s Nicolas Rostov, gay,
carcless, extravagant, brave and affectionate, good fellows; and
we have known at least a few girls as pretty, charming,
ingenuous and good as his sister Natasha; nor would it be hard
to find in our own country a man like fat, stupid, generous and
good-hearted Peter Bezukhov. Dostoevsky claimed that those
strange characters of his were more real than reality. I don’t
know what he meant by that. An ant is just as real as an arch-
bishop. If he meant that they have moral qualities which
raise them above the common run of men, he was mistaken.
If there is any value in art, music and literature to correct the
perversities of character, to assuage distress and to liberate the
soul in part from human bondage, they know nothing of it.
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They are devoid of culture. They have atrocious manners.
They take a malignant pleasure in being rude to one another
merely in order to wound and humiliate. In The Idiot Varvara
spits in her brother’s face because he is proposing to marry a
woman she does not approve of, and in The Brothers Karamazov
Dmitri, when Madame Hohlakov refuses him the loan of a
large sum of money which there is no reason for her to lend
him, in his anger spits on the floor of the room in which she
has received him. They are an outrageous lot. But they are
extraordinarily interesting. Raskolnikov, Stavrogin, Ivan
Karamazov are of the same breed as Emily Bronte’s Heath-
cliff and Melville’s Captain Ahab. They palpitate with life.

(5)

Dostoevsky had been pondering over The Brothers Karamazov
for a long time, and he took more pains over it than his financial
difficulties had allowed him to take with any novel since his
first. On the whole it is his best constructed work. As his
letters show, he implicitly believed in that mysterious entity
which we call inspiration, and counted upon it to enable him to
write what he vaguely saw in his mind’s eye. Now, inspiration
is uncertain. It is more apt to come in isolated passages. To
construct a novel, you need esprit de suite, that logical sense by
means of which you may arrange your matcrial in a coherent
order, so that the various parts shall follow one another with
verisimilitude and the whole shall be complete, with no loose
ends hanging. Dostoevsky had no great capacity for this. That
is why he is his best in scenes. Hec had a truly remarkable gift
for creating suspense and dramatizing a situation. I know no
scene in fiction more terrifying than that in which Raskolnikov
murders the old pawnbroker, and few more striking than that
in The Brothers Karamazov in which Ivan meets in the form of a
devil his troubled conscience. With the prolixity of which he
could not correct himself, Dostoevsky indulges in conversations
of immense length; but even though the persons concerned
express themselves with such abandon that you can hardly
believe that human beings can so conduct themselves, they are
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almost always enthralling. In passing, I may mention a device
he often used to excite in the reader a tremulous susceptibility.
His characters are agitated out of proportion to the words they
utter. They tremble with emotion, they insult one another,
they burst into tears, they redden, they go green in the face or
fearfully pallid. A significance the reader finds it hard to
account for is given to the most ordinary remarks, and presently
he is so wrought up by these extravagant gestures, these
hysterical outbursts, that his own nerves are set on edge and
he is prepared to receive a real shock when something happens
which otherwise would have left him little perturbed.

Alyosha was designed to be the central figure of The Brothers
Karamazov, as is plainly indicated by the first sentence: “Alexey
Fyodorovitch Karamazov was the third son of Fyodor Pavlo-
vitch Karamazov, a landowner well-known in the district in
his own day, and still remembercd among us owing to his
gloomy and tragic death, which happened thirteen years ago,
and which I shall describe in its proper place.” Dostoevsky
was too practised a novelist to have without intention begun his
book with a definite statement that marks Alyosha out. But in
the novel, as we have it, he plays a subordinate role compared
with those of his brothers Dmitri and Ivan. He passes in and
out of the story, and seems to have little influence on the persons
who play their more important parts in it. His own activity
is chiefly concerned with a group of schoolboys whose doings,
beyond showing Alyosha’s charm and loving-kindness, have
nothing to do with the development of the theme.

The explanation is that The Brothers Karamazov, which runs
in Mrs. Garnett’s translation to 838 pages, is but a fragment of
the novel Dostoevsky proposed to write. He intended in further
volumes to continue the development of Alyosha, taking him
through a number of vicissitudes, in which it is supposed he
was to undergo the great experience of sin and finally, through
suffering, achieve salvation. But death prevented Dostoevsky
from carrying out his intention, and The Brothers Karamazov
remains a fragment. It is, nevertheless, one of the greatest
novels ever written, and stands at the head of the small, wonder-
ful group of works of fiction which by their intensity and power
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hold a place apart from other novels, conspicuous as their
different merits may be, and of which two thrilling examples
are Wuthering Heights and Moby Dick.

Fyodor Pavlovitch Karamazov, a besotted buffoon, has four
sons, Dmitri, Ivan and Alyosha, whom I have already spoken
of, and a bastard, Smerdyakov, who lives in his house as cook
and valet. The two elder sons hate their disgraceful father;
Alyosha, the only lovable character in the book, is incapable of
hating anyone. Professor E. J. Simmons thinks Dmitri should be
considered the hero of the novel. He is the sort of man whom
the tolerant are apt to describe as his own worst enemy, and,
as such men often are, he is attractive to women. ‘‘Simplicity
and deep feeling are the essence of his nature,” says Professor
Simmons; and further: ““There is poctry in his soul which is
reflected in his behaviour and colourful language. His whole
life is like an epic in which the turbulent action is relieved by
occasional lyric flights.”” It is true that he makes high-flown
protestations of his moral aspirations, but as they do not lead
to any change for the better in his conduct, I think one is
justiﬁcd in attaching small importance to them. It is true that
he is capable on occasion of great generosity, but he is also
capable of shocking meanness. He is a drunken, boastful bully,
recklessly extravagant, dishonest and dishonourable. Both he
and his father are furiouslyinlove with Grushenka, akept woman
who lives in the town, and he is insanely jealous of the old man.

Ivan, to my mind, is a more interesting character. He is
highly intelligent, prudent, determined to make his way in the
world and ambitious. At the age of twenty-four he has already
made something of a name for himself by the brilliant articles
he has contributed to the reviews. Dostoevsky describes him as
practical, and intellectually superior to the mass of needy and
unfortunate students who hang about newspaper offices. He,
too, hates his father. The sensual old wretch is murdered by
Smerdyakov for the three thousand roubles he had hidden
away to give. Grushenka if she could be induced to go to bed
with him, and Dmitri, who had often threatened to kill his
father, is accused of the crime, tried and convicted. It was in
accordance with Dostoevsky’s plan that he should be, but in
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order to effect this he was obliged to make the various persons
concerned behave in a manner that outrages probability. On
the eve of the trial, Smerdyakov goes to Ivan and confesses that
it was he who had committed the crime and returns him the
money he had stolen. He makes it plain to Ivan that he had
murdered the old man on his (Ivan’s) instigation, and with his
connivance. Ivan goes all to pieces, just as Raskolnikov does
after murdering the old pawnbroker. But Raskolnikov was
wildly neurotic, half-starved and destitute. Ivan was not. His
first impulse is to go at once to the public prosecutor and tell
him the facts, but he decides to wait and do so at the trial.
Why? So far as I can see, only because Dostoevsky saw that
then the confession would come with more thrilling effect. Then
comes the very curious scene, to which I have already referred,
in which Ivan has an hallucination in which his double, in the
form of a shabby gentleman in reduced circumstances, con-
fronts him with his worse self, with its baseness and insincerity.
There is a furious knocking at the door. It is Alyosha. He
comes in and tells Ivan that Smerdyakov has hanged himself.
The situation is critical. Dmitri’s fate is in the balance. It is
true that Ivan was distraught, but he was not demented. From
what we know of his character, we would have expected him at
such a moment to have the strength to pull himself together
and act with common sense. The natural thing, the obvious
thing, was for the two of them to go there and then to the
defending counsel, tell him of Smerdyakov’s confession and
suicide and give him the three thousand roubles he had stolen.
With these materials the defending counsel, who, we are told,
was an uncommonly able man, would surely have thrown
enough doubt in the jury’s minds to cause them to hesitate to
bring in a verdict of guilty. Alyosha puts cold compresses on
Ivan’s head and tucks him up in bed. I have mentioned before
that, for all his goodness, the gentle creature was strangely
ineffectual. He was never more so than on this occasion.
Nor is an explanation given of Smerdyakov’s suicide. He has
been shown to be the most calculating, callous, clear-headed
and self-confident of Karamazov’s four sons. He had made his
plans beforehand. With great presence of mind, he seized the
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opportunity that a lucky chance presented to him, and killed the
old man. He had a reputation for complete honesty and no one
could have suspected him of stealing the money. The evidence
pointed to Dmitri. So far as I can see, there was no reason for
Smerdyakov to hang himself, except to give Dostoevsky the occa-
sion toend a chapter with a highly dramatic announcement. Dos-
toevsky was a sensational, not a realistic, writer, and so felt him-
self justified in using methods which the latterisbound to eschew.

After Dmitri has been found guilty, he makes a statement in
which he proclaims his innocence and ends it with the words:
“I accept the torture of accusation, and my public shame. I
want to suffer, and by suffering I'shall purify myself.”” Dostoevsky
had a deep-rooted belief in the spiritual value of suffering, and
thought that by the willing acceptance of it one atoned for one’s
sins, and so reached happiness. From this the surprising infer-
ence seems to emerge that, since sin gives rise to suffering and
suffering leads to happiness, sin is necessary and profitable.
But was Dostoevsky right in thinking that suffering cleanses and
refines the character? There is no evidence in The House of the
Dead that it had any such effect on his fellow convicts, and it
certainly had none on him: as I have said, he emerged from
prison the same man as he entered it. So far as physical suffer-
ing is concerned, my experience is that long and painful illness
makes people querulous, egotistic, intolerant, petty and jealous.
Far from making them better, it makes them worse. Of course
I know that there are some, and I have known one or two
myself, who in a long and distressing illness, from which
recovery was impossible, have shown courage, unselfishness,
patience and resignation; but they had those qualities before.
The occasion revealed them. There is spiritual suffering too.
No one can have lived long in the world of letters without
having known men who had enjoyed success and then, for one
reason or another, lost it. It made them sullen, bitter, spiteful
and envious. I can think of only one case in which this mis-
fortune, accompanied as it is by humiliations which only those
who have witnessed them know, has been borne with courage,
dignity and good humour. The man of whom I speak no doubt
had those qualities before, but the mask of frivolity he wore

*
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prevented one from discerning them. Suffering is part of our
human lot, but that does not make it any the less evil.

Though one may deplore Dostoevsky’s prolixity, a fault he
was well aware of, but could not, or would not, correct; though
one may wish he had seen fit to avoid the improbabilities—
improbabilities of character, improbabilities of incident—which
cannot but disconcert the attentive reader; though one may
think some of his ideas erroneous, The Brothers Karamazov
remains a stupendous book. It has a theme of profound
significance. Many critics have said that this was the quest of
God; I, for my part, should have said it was the problem of evil.
It is in the section called “Pro and Contra”, which Dostoevsky
rightly considered the culminating point of his novel, that it is
dealt with. ““Proand Contra” consists of along monologue which
Ivan delivers to the sweet Alyosha. To the human intelligence
the existence of a God who is all-powerful and all-good seems
incompatible with the existence of evil. That men should
suffer for their sins seems reasonable enough, but that innocent
children should suffer revolts the heart as well as the head.
Ivan tells Alyosha a horrible story. A little serf boy, a child of
eight, threw a stone and by accident lamed his master’s
favourite dog. His master, owner of great estates, had the child
stripped naked and made to run; and as he ran he set his pack
of hounds on him and he is torn to pieces before his mother’s
eyes. Ivan is willing to believe that God exists, but he cannot
accept the cruelty of the world God created. He insists that
there is no reason for the innocent to suffer for the sins of the
guilty; and if they do, and they do, God either is evil or does
not exist. Dostoevsky never wrote with greater power than in
this piece; but having written it, he was afraid of what he had
done. The argument was cogent, but the conclusion repugnant
to what with all his heart he wished to believe, namely, that the
world, for all itsevil, is beautiful because it is the creation of God.
He hastened to write a refutation. No one was better aware
than he that he had not succeeded. The section is tedious and
the refutation unconvincing.

The problem of evil still awaits solution, and Ivan Kara-
mazov’s indictment has not yet been answered.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tolstoy and War and Peace

(1)
THE last three chapters have dealt with novels which, in one
way or another, stand apart. They are atypical. Now I come
to one which, for all its complication, by its form and content
takes its place in the main line of fiction, which, as I said on a
previous page, began with the pastoral romance of Daphnis and
Chloé. War and Peace is surcly the greatest of all novels. It
could only have been written by a man of high intelligence and
of powerful imagination, a man with wide experience of the
world and a penetrating insight into human nature. No novel
with so grand a sweep, dealing with so momentous a period of
history and with so vast an array of characters, was ever written
before; nor, I surmise, will ever be written again. Novels as
great will perhaps be written, but none quite like it. With the
mechanization of life, with the State assuming ever greater
power over the lives of men, with the uniformity of education,
the extinction of class distinctions and the diminution of
individual wealth, with the equal opportunities which will be
offered to all (if such is the world of the future), men will still
be born unequal. Some will be born with the peculiar gift
that makes them become novelists, but the world they will
know, with men and manners so conditioned, is more likely
to producc a Jane Austen to write Pride and Prejudice than a
Tolstoy to write War and Peace. 1t has been justly called an
epic. I can think of no other work of fiction in prose that
can with truth be so described. Strakhov, a friend of Tolstoy’s
and an able critic, put his opinion in a few energetic sentences:
“A complecte picture of human life. A complete picture of
the Russia of that day. A complete picture of what may
be called the history and struggle of people. A complete
picture of everything in which people find their happiness
261
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and greatness, their grief and humiliation. That is War and
Peace.”

(2)

Tolstoy was born in a class that has not often produced
writers of eminence. He was the son of Count Nicholas Tolstoy
and of Princess Marya Volkonska, an heiress; and he was born,
the youngest but one of their five children, at his mother’s
ancestral home, Yasnaya Polyana. His parents died when he
was a child. He was educated first by private tutors, then at
the University of Kazan, and later at that of Petersburg. He
was a poor student, and took a degree at neither. His aristo-
cratic connections enabled him to enter society, and first at
Kazan, then at Petersburg and Moscow, he engaged in the
fashionable diversions of his set. He was small and in appear-
ance unprepossessing. “I knew very well that I was not good-
looking,” he wrote. “There were moments when I was over-
come with despair: I imagined that there could be no happiness
on earth for one with such a broad nose, such thick lips and
such small grey eyes as mine; and I asked God to perform a
miracle, and make me handsome, and all I then had and
everything I might have in the future I would have given for
a handsome face.” He did not know that his homely face
revealed a spiritual strength which was wonderfully attractive.
He could not see the look of his eyes which gave charm to his
expression. He dressed smartly (hoping like poor Stendhal that
modish clothes would make up for his ugliness,) and he was
unbecomingly conscious of his rank. A fellow-student at Kazan
wrote of him as follows: “I kept clear of the Count, who from
our first meeting repelled me by his assumption of coldness, his
bristly hair, and the piercing expression of his half closed eyes.
I had never met a young man with such a strange, and to me
incomprehensible, air of importance and self-satisfaction .
He hardly replied to my greetings, as if wishing to intimate that
we were far from being equals . . .”

In 1851 Tolstoy was twenty-three. He had been spending
some months in Moscow. His brother Nikolai, who was an
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artilleryman, arrived there on leave from the Caucasus, and
when it was up and he had to return, Tolstoy decided to accom-
pany him. After some months he was persuaded to enter the
army and, as a cadet, engaged in the raids Russian troops made
now and then on the rebellious mountain tribes. He seems to
have judged his brother officers without indulgence. ‘“At first,”
he wrote, “many things in this society shocked me, but I have
accustomed myself to them without, however, attaching myself
to these gentlemen. I have formed a happy mean in which
there is neither pride nor familiarity.”” A supercilious young
man! He was very sturdy, and could walk a whole day or spend
twelve hours in the saddle without fatigue. A heavy drinker
and a reckless, though unlucky, gambler, on one occasion, to
pay a gambling debt, he had to sell the house on his estate at
Yasnaya Polyana which was part of his inheritance. His sexual
desires were violent, and he contracted syphilis. Except for this
misadventure, his life in the army was very much like that of
numberless young officers in all countries who are of good birth
and have money. Dissipation is the natural outlet of their
exuberant vitality, and they indulge in it the more readily
since they think, perhaps rightly, that it adds to their prestige
among their fellows. According to Tolstoy’s diaries, after a
night of debauchery, a night with cards or women, or in a
carousal with gipsies, which if we may judge from novels is,
or was, the usual but somewhat naive Russian way of having
a good time, he suffered pangs of remorse; he did not, however,
fail to repeat the performance when the opportunity offered.
In 1854 the Crimean War broke out, and at the siege of
Sevastopol Tolstoy was in charge of a battery. He was promoted
to the rank of lieutenant for ‘distinguished bravery and
courage’ at the battle at the Chernaya River. In 1856, when
peace was signed, he resigned his commission. During his
military service Tolstoy wrote a number of sketches and stories,
and a romanticized account of his childhood and early youth;
they were published in a magazine and aroused highly favour-
able notice, so that when he returned to Petersburg he was
warmly welcomed. He did not like the people he met there.
Nor did they like him. Though convinced of his own sincerity,
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he could never bring himself to believe in the sincerity of others,
and had no hesitation in telling them so. He had no patience
with received opinions. He was irritable, brutally contradictory,
and arrogantly indifferent to other people’s feelings. Turgenev
has said that he never met anything more disconcerting than
Tolstoy’s inquisitorial look, which, accompanied by a few biting
words, could goad a man to fury. He took criticism very badly,
and when he accidentally rcad a letter in which there was a
slighting reference to himself, he immediately sent a challenge
to the writer, and his friends had difficulty in preventing him
from fighting a ridiculous duel.

Just then there was a wave of liberalism in Russia. The
emancipation of the serfs was the pressing question of the day,
and Tolstoy, after spending some months in the capital,
returned to Yasnaya Polyana to put before the peasants on
his estates a plan to grant them their frcedom; but they
suspected there was a catch in it and refused. After a time he
went abroad and, on his return, started a school for their
children. His methods were revolutionary. The pupils had
the right not to go to school and, even when in school, not to
listen to their tecacher. There was complete absence of dis-
cipline, and no one was ever punished. Tolstoy taught,
spending the whole day with them, and in the evening joined
in their games, told them stories and sang songs with them till
late into the night.

About this time he had an affair with the wife of onc of his
serfs, and a son was born. It was something more than a passing
fancy, and in his diary he wrote: “I’min love as never before.”
In later years the bastard, Timothy by name, served as coach-
man to one of Tolstoy’s younger sons. The biographers have
found it quaint that Tolstoy’s father also had an illegitimate
son who also served as coachman to a member of the family.
To me it points to a certain moral obtuseness. I should have
thought that Tolstoy, with his troublesome conscience, with
his earnest desire to raise the serfs from their degraded state,
to educate them and teach them to be clean, decent and self-
respecting, would have done at least something for the boy.
Turgenev too had an illegitimate child, a daughter, but he
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took care of her, had governesses to teach her and was deeply
concerned with her welfare. Did it cause Tolstoy-no embarrass-
ment when he saw the peasant who was his natural son on the
box of his legitimate son’s carriage?

One of the peculiarities of Tolstoy’s temper was that he could
embark on a new undertaking with all the enthusiasm in the
world, but sooner or later grew bored with it. He somewhat
lacked the solid virtue of perseverance. So, after conducting
the school for two ycars, finding the results of his activity dis-
appointing, he closed it. He was tired, dissatisfied with himself,
and in poor health. He wrote later that he might have
despaired had there not been one side of life which lay still
unexplored and which promised happiness. This was marriage.

He decided to make the experiment. After considering a
number of eligible young women and discarding them for one
reason or another, he married Sonya, a girl of eighteen and the
second daughter of a Dr. Bers, who was a fashionable physician
in Moscow and an old friend of his family’s. Tolstoy was thirty-
four. The couple settled down at Yasnaya Polyana. During
the first eleven years of their marriage the Countess had eight
children, and during the next fiftcen five more. Tolstoy liked
horses and rode well, and he was passionatcly fond of shooting.
He improved his property and bought new estates east of the
Volga, so that in the end he owned some sixteen thousand acres.
His lifc followed a familiar pattern. There were in Russia
scores of noblemen who gambled, got drunk and wenched in
their youth, who married and had a flock of children, who
settled down on their estates, looked after their property, rode
and shot; and there were not a fcw who shared Tolstoy’s liberal
principles and, distressed at the ignorance of the peasants,
sought to amcliorate their lot. The only thing that distin-
guished him from all of them was that during this time he
wrote two of the world’s greatest novels, War and Peace and
Anna Karenina.

(3)

Sonya Tolstoy as a young woman seems to have been
attractive. She had a graceful figure, fine eyes, a rather fleshy
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nose and dark lustrous hair. She had vitality, high spirits and
a beautiful speaking voice. Tolstoy had long kept a diary in
which he recorded not only his hopes and thoughts, his prayers
and self-reproachings, but also the faults, sexual and otherwise,
of which he was guilty. On their engagement, in his desire to
conceal nothing from his future wife, he gave her his diary to
read. She was deeply shocked, but after a sleepless night, passed
in tears, returned it and forgave. She forgave; she did not
forget. They were both violently emotional and had what is
known as a lot of character. This generally means that the
person thus endowed has some very unpleasant traits. The
Countess was exacting, possessive and jealous; Tolstoy was
harsh, dogmatic and intolerant. He insisted on her nursing
her children, which she was glad to do; but when, on the birth
of one of them, her breasts were so sore that she had to give the
child to a wet nurse, he was unreasonably angry with her. They
quarrelled now and then, but made it up. They were very
much in love with one another and, on the whole, their marriage
for many years was a happy one. Tolstoy worked hard, and
wrote assiduously. His handwriting was often difficult to read,
but the Countess, who copied his manuscripts as each portion
was written, grew very skilful in deciphering it, and was even
able to guess the meaning of his hasty jottings and incomplete
sentences. She is said to have copied War and Peace seven times.

In writing this essay I have quoted largely from Aylmer
Maude’s Life of Tolstoy, and I have used his translation of
A Confession. Maude had the advantage of knowing Tolstoy and
his family, and his narrative is very readable. It is unfortunate
that he should have thought fit to tell more about himself and
his opinions than most people can want to know. I am dceply
indebted to Professor E. J. Simmons’s full, detailed and convinc-
ing biography. He gives many interesting facts which Aylmer
Maude, presumably from discretion, omitted. It must long
remain the standard biography in English.

Professor Simmons has thus described Tolstoy’s day: “All
the family assembled at breakfast, and the master’s quips and
jokes rendered the conversation gay and lively. Finally he
would get up with the words, ‘It’s time to work now,’ and he



TOLSTOY AND “WAR AND PEAGE” 267

would disappear into his study, usually carrying a glass of strong
tea with him. No one dared disturb him. When he emerged in
the early afternoon it was to take his exercise, usually a walk or
ride. At five he returned for dinner, ate voraciously, and when
he had satisfied his hunger he would amuse all present by vivid
accounts of any experience he had had on his walk. After
dinner he retired to his study to read, and at eight would join
the family and any visitors in the living-room for tea. Often
there was music, reading aloud or games for the children.”
It was a busy, useful and contented life, and there seemed no
reason why it should not run in the pleasant groove for many
years to come, with Sonya bearing children, looking after them
and the house, helping her husband in his work, and with
Tolstoy riding and shooting, superintending his estates and
writing books. He was approaching his fiftieth year. Thatisa
dangerous period for men. Youth is past and, looking back,
they are apt to ask themselves what their life amounts to; look-
ing forward, with old age looming ahead, they are apt to find
the prospect chilling. And there was one fear that had haunted
Tolstoy all his life—the fear of death. Death comes to all men,
and most are sensible enough, except in moments of peril or
grave illness, not to think of it. This is how in A Confession he
describes his state of mind at that time: “Five years ago some-
thing very strange began to happen to me. At first I experi-
enced moments of perplexity and arrest of life, as though I did
not know how to live or what to do; and I felt lost and became
dejected. But this passed and I went on living as before. Then
these moments of perplexity recurred oftener and oftener and
always in the same form. They were always expressed by the
questions: What is it for?> What does it lead to? I felt that what
I had been standing on had broken down and that I had
nothing left under my feet. What I had lived on no longer
existed, and I had nothing else to live on. My life came to a
standstill. I could breathe, eat, drink and sleep, and I could
not help doing these things, but there was no life, for there were
no wishes the fulfilment of which I could consider reasonable.
“And all this befell me at a time when all around me I had
what is considered complete good fortune. I was not yet fifty;
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I had a good wife who loved me and whom I loved; good
children, and a large estate which without much effort on my
part improved and increased . . . I was praised by people, and
without much self-deception could consider that my name was
famous . . . I enjoyed a strength of mind and body such as I
have seldom met among men of my kind: physically I could
keep pace with the peasants at mowing, and mentally I could
work for eight to ten hours at a stretch without experiencing
any ill results from such exertion.

“My mental condition presented itself to me in this way:
My life is a stupid and spiteful joke that someone has played
on me.”

The drunkenness of youth had left him with a bad hang-
over. When still a boy, he had ceased to believe in God, but
his loss of faith left him unhappy and dissatisficd, for he had no
theory that enabled him to solve the riddle of life. He asked
himself: “Why do I live and how ought I to live?”” Hc found
no answer. Now he came once more to believe in God, but,
strangely enough for a man of so emotional a temper, by a
process of reasoning. “If I exist,”” he wrote, “there must be
some cause of it, and a cause of causes. And that first causc of
all is what men call God.” For a while Tolstoy clung to the
Russian Orthodox Church, but he was repelled by the fact that
the lives of its learned men did not tally with their principles,
and he found it impossible to believe all they required him to
believe. Hc was prepared to accept only what was true in a
plain and literal sense. He began to draw near to the believers
among the poor and simple and unlettered; and the more he
looked into their lives, the more convinced he became that,
notwithstanding the darkness of their superstition, they had a
real faith which was necessary to them and, alone, by giving
their life a meaning, made it possible for them to live.

It was years before he arrived at the final determination of
his views, and they were years of anguish, meditation and study.
It is difficult to summarize these views briefly, and I attempt
to do so only with hesitation.

He came to believe that the truth was to be found only in the
words of Jesus. He rejected as evident absurdities, and an insult
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to the human intelligence, the creeds in which the tenets of
Christianity are set forth. He rejected the divinity of Christ,
the Virgin Birth and the Resurrcction. He rejected the sacra-
ments, since they were based on nothing in Christ’s teaching
and served only to obscure the truth. For a time he did not
believe in life after death, but later, when he came to think that
the Self was part of the Infinite, it seemed inconceivable to him
that it should cease with the death of the body. In the end,
shortly before his death, he declared that he did not believe in
a God who created the world, but in One who lived in the
consciousness of men. Such a god, one would have thought, is
no less a figment of the imagination than the centaur or the
unicorn. Tolstoy believed that the essence of Christ’s teaching
lay in the precept “Resist not evil”’; the commandment “Swear
not at all”’, he decided, applicd not only to common expletives,
but to oaths of any kind, those taken in the witness box or by
soldiers being sworn in; while the charge “Love your enemies,
bless them that curse you™, forbade men to fight their country’s
enemies or to dcfend themselves when attacked. But to adopt
opinions with Tolstoy was to act: if he had come to the con-
clusion that the substance of Christianity was love, humility,
self-denial and the returning of good for evil, it was incumbent
upon him, he felt, to renounce the pleasures of life, to humble
himself, to suffer and be merciful.

Sonya Tolstoy, a pious member of the Orthodox Church,
insisted on her children having religious instruction, and in
every way did her duty according to her lights. She was not a
woman of great spirituality; indeed, what with having so many
children, nursing them herself, seeing that they were properly
educated and running a great houschold, she had little time
for it. She neither understood nor sympathized with her
husband’s altered outlook, but she accepted it tolerantly enough.
When, however, his change of heart resulted in a change of
behaviour, she was displeased, and did not hesitate to show it.
Now that he thought it was his duty to consume as little as
possible of the work of others, he heated his own stove, fetched
water and attended to his clothes himself. With the idea of
earning his bread with his own hands, he got a shoemaker to
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teach him to make boots. At Yasnaya Polyana he worked with
the peasants, ploughing, carting hay and cutting wood; the
Countess disapproved, for it seemed to her that from morning
till evening he was doing unprofitable work which even among
the peasants was done by young people.

“Of course you will say,” she wrote to him, “that to live so
accords with your convictions and that you enjoy it. That is
another matter and I can only say: enjoy yourself! But all the
same I am annoyed that such mental strength should be lost
at log-splitting, lighting samovars and making boots—which
are all excellent as a rest or a change of occupation; but not as
a special employment.” Here she was talking good sense. It
was a stupidity on Tolstoy’s part to suppose that manual labour
is in any way nobler than mental labour. Nor is it more fati-
guing. Every author knows that after writing for a few hours he
is physically exhausted. There is nothing particularly com-
mendable in work. One works in order to enjoy leisure. It is
only stupid people who work because, when not working, they
don’t know what to do with themselves. But even if Tolstoy
thought that to write novels for idle people to read was wrong,
one would have thought he could have found a more intelligent
employment than to make boots, which he made badly and
which the people to whom he gave them could not wear. He
took to dressing like a peasant, and became dirty and untidy.
There is a story of how he came into dinner one day after
loading manure, and the stench he brought with him was such
that the windows had to be opened. He gave up shooting, to
which he had been passionately addicted and, so that animals
should not be killed for the table, became a vegetarian. For
many years he had been a very moderate drinker; but now he
became a total abstainer, and in the end, at the cost of a bitter
struggle, left off smoking.

By this time the children were growing up, and for the sake
of their education, and because Tanya, the eldest daughter,
would be coming out, the Countess insisted that the family
should go to Moscow in the winter. Tolstoy disliked city life,
but yielded to his wife’s determination. In Moscow he was
appalled by the contrast he saw between the riches of the rich
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and the poverty of the poor. “I felt awful, and shall not cease
to feel,”” he wrote, “that as long as I have superfluous food and
some have none, and I have two coats and someone else has
none, I share in a constantly repeated crime.” It was in vain
for people to tell him, as they continued to do, that there always
had been rich and poor, and always would be; he felt it was
not right; and after visiting a night lodging-house for the
destitute, and seeing its horrors, he was ashamed to go home
and sit down to a five-course dinner served by two men-
servants in dress-clothes, white ties and white gloves. He tried
giving money to the down-and-outs who appealed to him in
their need, but came to the conclusion that the money they had
wheedled out of him did more harm than good. ‘“Money is an
evil,” he said. ‘““And therefore he who gives money does evil.”
From this it was a short step to the conviction that property
was immoral and to possess it sinful.

For such a man as Tolstoy the next step was obvious: he
decided to rid himself of everything he owned; but here he came
into violent conflict with his wife, who had no wish to beggar
herself or to leave her children penniless. She threatened to
appeal to the courts to have him declared incompetent to
manage his affairs, and after heaven only knows how much
acrimonious argument he offered to turn his property over to
her. This she refused, and in the end he divided it among her
and the children. On more than one occasion during the year
this dispute lasted he left home to live among the peasants, but
before he had gone far was drawn back by the pain he was
causing his wife. He continued to live at Yasnaya Polyana and,
though mortified by the luxury, luxury on a very modest scale,
that surrounded him, none the less profited by it. The friction
continued. He disapproved of the conventional education the
Countess was giving their children, and he could not forgive
her for having prevented him from disposing of his property as
he wished.

In this brief sketch of Tolstoy’s life I have been constrained
to omit much that is of interest, and I must deal even more
summarily with the thirty years that followed his conversion.
He became a public figure, recognized as the greatest writer in
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Russia, and with an immense reputation throughout the world
as a novelist, a teacher and a moralist. Colonies were founded
by people who wished to lead their lives according to his views.
They came to grief when they tried to put his principles into
practice, and the story of their misadventures is both instruc-
tive and comic. Owing to Tolstoy’s suspicious nature, his harsh
argumentativeness, his intolerance and his unconcealed con-
viction that if others disagreed with him it was from unworthy
motives, he retained few friends; but, with his increasing fame,
a host of students, pilgrims visiting the holy places of Russia,
journalists, sightscers, admirers and disciples, rich and poor,
nobles and commoners, came to Yasnaya Polyana.

Sonya Tolstoy was, as I have said, jealous and possessive; she
had always wanted to monopolize her husband, and she
resented the invasion of her house by strangers. Her paticnce
was sorely tried: “While describing and relating to people all
his fine feelings, he has lived as always, loving sweet food, a
bicycle, riding and lust.” And on another occasion she wrote
in her diary: “I cannot help complaining becausc all these
things he practises for the happiness of people complicate life
so much that it becomes more and more difficult for me to
live . . . His sermons on love and the good have resulted in
indifference to his family and the intrusion of all kinds of
rabble into our circle.”

Among the first persons to share Tolstoy’s views was a young
man called Chertkov. He was wealthy, and had been a captain
in the Guards, but, when he came to cntertain a belicf in the
principle of non-resistance, he resigned his commission. He was
an honest man, an idealist and an enthusiast, but of a dominecr-
ing temper, with a singular capacity for cnforcing his will on
others; and Aylmer Maude states that everybody connected
with him became his instrument, quarrelled with him or had
to escape. An attachment sprang up between him and Tolstoy
which lasted till the latter’s death, and he acquired an influence
over him which bitterly incensed the Countess.

While to most of Tolstoy’s few friends his views seemed
extreme, Chertkov constantly urged him to go further and
apply them more rigidly. Tolstoy had becn so occupied with



TOLSTOY AND “WAR AND PEACE” 273

his spiritual development that he had neglected his estates, with
the result that, though they were worth something like sixty
thousand pounds, they brought in no more than five hundred
a year. It was evidently not enough to keep the household
going and educate a swarm of children. Sonya persuaded her
husband to give her the publishing rights to everything he had
written before 1881, and on borrowed money started a business
of her own to publish his books. It prospered so well that she
was able to meet her commitments. But it was obviously
incompatible with Tolstoy’s conviction that property was
immoral to retain rights on his literary productions and, when
Chertkov gained this ascendancy over him, he induced him to
declare that everything he had written since 1881 was in the
public domain and could be published by anyone. This was
enough to enrage the Countess, but Tolstoy did more than that:
he asked her to surrender her rights over the earlier books,
including of course the very popular novels, and this she
absolutely refused to do. Her livelihood, and that of her family,
depended upon them. Disputes, acrimonious and protracted,
ensued. Sonya and Chertkov gave him no peace. He was torn
between conflicting claims, neither of which he felt it right to
repudiate.

(4)

In 1896 Tolstoy was sixty-eight. He had been married for
thirty-four years, most of his children were grown up, his sccond
daughter was going to be married; and his wife, at the age of
fifty-two, fell ignominiously in love with a man many years
younger than hersclf, a composer called Tanayev. Tolstoy was
shocked, ashamed and indignant. Here is a letter he wrote to
her: “Your intimacy with Tanayev disgusts me and I cannot
tolerate it calmly. If I go on living with you on these terms,
I shall only be shortening and poisoning my life. For a year
now I have not been living at all. You know this. I have told
it you in exasperation and with prayers. Lately I have tried
silence. I have tried everything and nothing is of use. The
intimacy goes on and I can see that it may well go on like this
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to the end. I cannot stand it any longer. It is obvious that you
cannot give it up, only one thing remains—to part. I have
firmly made up my mind to do this. But I must consider the
best way of doing it. I think the very best thing would be for
me to go abroad. We shall think out what would be for the
best. One thing is certain—we cannot go on like this.”

But they did not part; they continued to make life intolerable
to one another. The Countess pursued the composer with the
fury of an ageing woman in love, and though at first he may
have been flattered, he soon grew tired of a passion which he
could not reciprocate and which made him ridiculous. She
realized at last that he was avoiding her, and finally he put a
public affront on her. She was deeply mortified, and shortly
afterwards came to the conclusion that Tanayev was ‘“‘thick-
skinned and gross both in body and spirit.” The undignified
affair came to an end.

The disagreement between husband and wife was by then
common knowledge, and it was a source of bitterness to Sonya
that his disciples, now his only friends, sided with him and,
because she prevented him from acting as they thought he
should, regarded her with hostility. His conversion had brought
him little happiness; it had lost him friends, created discord in
his family, and caused dissension between his wife and himself.
His followers reproached him because he continued to lead a
life of ease, and, indeed, he felt himself to blame. He wrote in
his diary: “So I, who am now entering upon my seventieth
year, long with all the strength of my spirit for tranquillity and
solitude, and though not perfect accord, still something better
than this crying disharmony between my life and my beliefs
and conscience.”

His health gave way. During the next ten years he had
several illnesses, one 30 serious that he nearly died of it. Gorky,
who knew him during this period, describes him as very lean,
small and grey, but with eyes keener than ever and a glance
more piercing. His face was deeply lined, and he had a long,
unkempt white beard. He was an old man. He was eighty. A
year passed, and another. He was eighty-two. He was failing
rapidly, and it was evident that he had only a few more months
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to live. They were embittered by sordid quarrels. Chertkov,
who apparently did not altogether share Tolstoy’s notion that
property was immoral, had built himself at considerable cost
a large house near Yasnaya Polyana, and though Tolstoy
deplored the expenditure of money, the propinquity naturally
facilitated intercourse between the two men. He now pressed
Tolstoy to carry into effect his desire that on his death all his
works should go into the public domain. The Countess was
outraged that she should be deprived of control over the novels
that Tolstoy had handed over to her twenty-five years before.
The enmity that had long existed between Chertkov and herself
burst into open warfare. The children, with the exception of
Alexandra, Tolstoy’s youngest daughter, who was completely
under Chertkov’s domination, sided with their mother; they
had no wish to lead the sort of life their father wanted them to
lead and, though he had divided his estates among them, saw
no reason why they should be deprived of the large income his
writings brought in. So far as I know, none of them had been
brought up to earn his own living. But notwithstanding the
pressure his family brought upon him, Tolstoy made a will in
which he bequeathed all his works to the public and declared
that the manuscripts extant at the time of his death should be
handed to Chertkov, so that he might make them freely
accessible to all who might want to publish them. But this
apparently was not legal, and Chertkov urged Tolstoy to have
another will drawn up. Witnesses were smuggled into the house
so that the Countess should not know what was going on, and
Tolstoy copied the document in his own handwriting behind the
locked doors of his study. In this will the copyrights were given
to his daughter Alexandra, whom Chertkov had suggested as a
nominee, for, as he wrote with some understatement: “I feel
certain that Tolstoy’s wife and children would not like to see
someone not a member of the family made the official legatee.”
As the will deprived them of their chief means of subsistence
that is credible. But this will again did not satisfy Chertkov,
and he drew up another himself, which Tolstoy copied, sitting
on the stump of a tree in the forest near Chertkov’s house. This
left Chertkov in full control of the manuscripts.
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The most important of these were Tolstoy’s later diaries.
Both husband and wife had long been in the habit of keeping
diaries, and it was an understood thing that each should have
access to the other’s. It was an unfortunate arrangement, since
the complaints each made of the other, when read over, gave
rise to bitter recriminations. The earlier diaries were in Sonya’s
hands, but those of the last ten years Tolstoy had delivered to
Chertkov. She was determined to get them, partly because
they could eventually be published at a profit, but especially
because Tolstoy had been very frank in his account of their
disagreements and she did not want these passages to be made
public. She scnt a message to Chertkov demanding their
return. He refused. Upon this she threatened to poison or
drown herself if they were not given back, and Tolstoy,
shattered by the scene she made, took them away from
Chertkov; but instead of letting Sonya have them, he put them
in the bank. Chertkov wrote him a letter on which Tolstoy
in his diary commented as follows: “I have received a letter
from Chertkov full of reproaches and accusations. They tear
me to pieces. Sometimes the idea occurs to me to go far away
from them all.”

From an early age, Tolstoy from time to time had had the
desire to leave the world, with its turmoil and trouble, and
retire to some place where he could devote himself in solitud:.
to self-perfection; and, like many another author, he lent his own
longing to the two characters in his novels, Pierre in War and
Peace and Levin in Anna Karenina, for whom he had a peculiar
predilection. The circumstances of his life at this time com-
bined to give this desire almost the force of an obsession. His
wife, his children, tormented him. He was harassed by the
disapproval of his friends, who felt that he should at last carry
his principles into complete effect. Many of them were pained
because he did not practise what he preached. Every day he
received wounding letters, accusing him of hypocrisy. One
eager disciple wrote to beg him to abandon his estate, give his
property to his relations and the poor, leave himself without a
kopek, and go as a mendicant from town to town. Tolstoy
wrote in reply: “Your letter has profoundly moved me. What
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you advise has been my sacred dream, but up to this time I
have been unable to do it. There are many reasons . . . but
the chief reason is that my doing this must not affect others.”
As we know, people often thrust into the background of their
unconscious the real reason for their conduct, and in this case
I think the real reason why Tolstoy did not act as both his
conscience and his followers urged him to do was simply that
he didn’t quite enough want to do it. There is a point in the
writer’s psychology that I have never seen mentioned, though
it must be obvious to anyone who has studied the lives of
authors, Every creative writer’s work is, to some extent at
least, a sublimation of instincts, desires, day-dreams, call them
what you like, which for one cause or another he has repressed,
and by giving them literary expression he is freed of the com-
pulsion to give them the further release of action. But it is not
a complete satisfaction. He is left with a feeling of inadequacy.
That is the source of the man of letters’ glorification of the man
of action, and the unwilling, envious admiration with which he
regards him. It is possible that Tolstoy would have found in
himself the strength to do what he sincerely thought right, for
of his sincerity there can be no doubt, if he had not by writing
his books blunted the edge of his determination.

He was a born writer, and it was his instinct to put matters
in the most effective and interesting way he could. I suggest
that in his didactic works, to make his points more tclling, he
let his pen run away with him, and put his theories in a more
uncompromising fashion than he would have done if he had
stopped to think what consequences they entailed. On one
occasion he did allow that compromise, inadmissible in theory,
was inevitable in practice. But there, surely, he gave his whole
position away; for if compromise is inevitable in practice,
which mecans only that the practice is impracticable, then
something must be wrong with the theory. But, unfortunately
for Tolstoy, the friends, the disciples, who came to Yasnaya
Polyana in adoring droves could not reconcile themselves to
the notion that their idol should condescend to compromise.
There is, indeed, something brutal in the persistence with
which they pressed the old man to sacrifice himself to their
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sense of dramatic propriety. He was the prisoner of his message.
His writings and the effect they had on so many, for not a few
a disastrous effect, since some were exiled and others went to
jail, the devotion, the love he inspired, the reverence in which
he was held, had forced him into a position from which
there was only one way out. He could not bring himself to
take it.

For when, at length, he left home on the disastrous but cele-
brated journey which ended in his death, it was not because
he had at last decided to take the step which his conscience
and the representations of his followers urged him to take, but
to get away from his wife. The immediate cause of his action
was fortuitous. He had gone to bed and, after a while, heard
Sonya rummaging among the papers in his study. The secrecy
with which he had made his will preyed upon his mind, and it
may be that he thought then that she had somehow learned of
its existence and was looking for it. When she had gone, he got
up, took some manuscripts, packed a few clothes and, having
roused the doctor who had for some time been living in the
house, told him that he was leaving home. Alexandra was
awakened, the coachman hauled out of bed, the horses were
harnessed, and he drove, accompanied by the doctor, to the
station. It was five in the morning. The train was crowded,
and he had to stand on the open platform at the end of the
carriage in the cold and rain. He stopped first at Shamardin,
where his sister was a nun at the convent, and there Alexandra
joined him. She brought news that the Countess, on finding
that Tolstoy was gone, had tried to commit suicide. She had
done this more than once before, but as she took little pains to
keep her intention to herself, the attempts resulted not in
tragedy, but in fuss and bother. Alexandra pressed him to
move on, in case her mother discovered where he was and
followed him. They set out for Rostov-on-Don. He had
caught cold, and was far from well; in the train he grew so ill
that the doctor decided they must stop at the next station.
This was at a place called Astapovo. The station-master,
hearing who the sick man was, put his house at his disposal.

Next day Tolstoy telegraphed for Chertkov, and Alexandra
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sent for her eldest brother and asked him to bring a doctor
from Moscow. But Tolstoy was too great a figure for his move-
ments to remain unknown, and within twenty-four hours a
newspaper-man told the Countess where he was. With those
of her children who were at home, she hastened to Astapovo,
but he was so ill by then that it was thought better not to tell
him of her arrival, and she was not allowed to enter the house.
The news of his illness created world-wide concern. During
the week it lasted, the station at Astapovo was thronged by
representatives of the Government, police officers, railway
officials, pressmen, photographers and many others. They
lived in railway carriages, side-tracked for their accommodation,
and the local telegraph office could hardly cope with the work
put on it. Tolstoy was dying in a blaze of publicity. More
doctors arrived, till at last there were five to attend him. He
was often delirious, but in his lucid moments worried about
Sonya, whom he still believed to be at home and unaware of
his whereabouts. He knew he was going to die. He had fcared
death; he feared it no longer. ‘“This is the end,” he said, “and
it doesn’t matter.”” He grew worse. In his delirium he con-
tinued to cry out: “To escape! To escape!” At last Sonya was
admitted into the room. He was unconscious. She fell to her
knees and kissed his hand; he sighed, but gave no sign that he
knew she had come. A few minutes after six in the morning,
on Sunday, November 7, 1910, he died.

(5)

Tolstoy began to write War and Peace when he was thirty-six.
That is a very good age at which to set about writing a master-
piece. By then an author has presumably acquired an adequate
knowledge of the technique of his craft, he has gained a wide
experience of life, he is still in full possession of his intellectual
vigour and his creative power is at its height. The period
Tolstoy chose to deal with was that of the Napoleonic wars,
and the climax is Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, the burning
of Moscow and the retreat and destruction of his armies. When
he started upon his novel, it was with the notion of writing a
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tale of family life among the gentry, and the historical incidents
were to serve merely as a background. The persons of the story
were to undergo a number of experiences which would pro-
foundly affect them spiritually, and in the end, after much
suffering, they would enjoy a quict and happy life. It was only
in the course of writing that Tolstoy placed more and more
emphasis on the titanic struggle between the opposing powers,
and conceived what is somewhat grandly called a philosophy
of history. Some time ago, Mr. Isaiah Berlin published a most
interesting and instructive little book, called The Hedgehog and
the Fox, in which he showed that Tolstoy’s ideas on the subject
I must now briefly deal with were inspired by those of Joseph
de Maistre, an cminent diplomatist, in a work entitled Les
Soirées de Saint-Pétersbourg. That is not to discredit Tolstoy. It
is no more the novelist’s business to originate ideas than it is
to invent the persons who serve as his models. Ideas are there,
just as are human beings, their environment of town and
country, the incidents of their lives, and in fact everything that
concerns them, for him to make use of for his private purpose,
which is to create a work of art. Having read Mr. Berlin’s
book, I felt constrained to read Les Soirées de Saint-Pétersbourg.
The ideas which Tolstoy set forth with some elaboration in the
second part of the epilogue to War and Peace, de Maistre
expounded in three pages, and the gist of them is contained in
a phrase: “C’est lopinion qui perd les batailles, et ¢’est Uopinion qui
les gagne” Tolstoy had seen war in the Caucasus and at
Sevastopol, and his own experience enabled him to give vivid
descriptions of the various battles in which sundry characters
in his novel were engaged. What he had observed concorded
very well with the views of de Maistre. But the piece he wrote
is long-winded and somewhat involved, and I think one gets a
better notion of his opinions from scattered remarks in the
course of the narrative and from Prince Andrew’s reflections.
In passing, I may interject that this is the most suitable way in
which a novelist can deliver his ideas.

Tolstoy’s idea was that owing to fortuitous circumstances,
unknown forces, errors of judgment, unforeseen accidents,
there could be no such thing as an exact science of war, and so
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there could be no such thing as military genius. It was not, as
commonly supposed, great men who affected the course of
history, but an obscure force that ran through the nations and
drove them unconsciously to victory or defeat. The leader of
an advance was in the position of a horse harnessed to a coach
and started full-tilt downhill—at a certain point the horse
ceases to know whether he is dragging the coach or the coach
is forcing him on. It was not by his strategy or his big batta-
lions that Napoleon won his battles, for his orders were not
obeyed, since either the situation had changed or they were not
delivered in time; but because the enemy was seized with a
conviction that the battle was lost and so abandoned the field.
The result depended on a thousand incalculable chances, any
one of which might prove decisive in an instant. “So far as
their own free will was concerned, Napoleon and Alexander
contributed no more by their actions to the accomplishment of
such and such an cvent than the private soldier who was com-
pelled to fight for them as a recruit or a conscript.” “Those
who are known as great men are really labels in history, they
give their name to events, often without having so much con-
nection with the facts as a label has.” For Tolstoy they were
no more than figure-heads, whowere carried on by a momentum
they could neither resist nor control. There is surely some con-
fusion here. I do not see how he reconciles his conviction of the
“predestined and irresistible necessity’” of occurrences with the
““caprices of chance”; for when fate comes in at the door, chance
flies out of the window.

It is hard to resist the impression that Tolstoy’s philosophy
of history was, in part at least, occasioned by his wish to
depreciate Napoleon. He scldom appears in person in the
course of War and Peace, but when he does, he is made to seem
petty, gullible, silly and ridiculous. Tolstoy calls him “that
infinitesimal tool in history, who at no time, not even in exile,
showed any manly dignity”. Tolstoy is outraged that even the
Russians should look upon him as a great man. He had not
even a good seat on a horse. Here, I think, it is well to pause.
The French Revolution gave rise to scores of young men who
were as ambitious, as clever, as resolute and as unscrupulous
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as the son of the Corsican lawyer; and one cannot but ask
oneself how it happened that this particular young man, of
insignificant appearance, with a foreign accent, without money
or influence, managed so to make his way in the world that
after winning battle after battle he made himself dictator of
France, and brought half Europe under his sway. If you see a
bridge-player win an international tournament, you may
ascribe it to luck or to the excellence of his partner; but if, no
matter who his partner is, he goes on winning tournaments
through a number of years, it is surely simpler to allow that he
has a peculiar aptitude for the game, and outstanding gifts,
than to claim that his triumphs are the result of the immense,
irresistible pressure of antecedent and contingent events. I
should have thought a great general needed that same com-
bination of qualities, knowledge, flair, boldness, the intelligence
to calculate chances and the intuition that enables him to judge
his adversaries’ mentality, as are needed by the great bridge-
player. Of course Napoleon was aided by the circumstances of
his time, but it is only prejudice that can deny that he had
the genius to take advantage of them.

All this, however, does not affect the power and interest of
War and Peace. The narrative carries you along with the
impetuous rush of the Rhone at Geneva as it hurries to meet
the placid waters of Lake Leman. There are said to be some-
thing like five hundred characters. They stand firmly on their
feet. This is a wonderful achievement. The interest is not con-
centrated, as in most novels, on two or three persons, or even on
a single group, but on the members of four families belonging to
the aristocracy, the Rostovs, the Bolkonskis, the Kuragins and
the Bezukhovs. The novel, as the title indicates, deals with
war and peace, and that is the sharply contrasted background
against which their fates are presented. One of the difficulties
a novelist has to cope with when his theme requires him to deal
with events violently diverse, with more groups than one, is to
make the transition from one set of events to another, from one
group to another, so plausible that the reader accepts it with
docility. If the author succeeds in doing this, the reader finds
he has been told what he needs to be told about one set of
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circumstances, one set of persons, and is ready to be told about
other circumstances, other persons, whereof for a time he had
heard nothing. On the whole, Tolstoy has managed to perform
this difficult feat so skilfully that you seem to be following a
single thread of narration.

Like writers of fiction in general, he framed his characters
on persons he knew, or knew of, but it appears that he did not
merely use them as models for his imagination to work upon,
but drew faithful portraits of them. The thriftless Count
Rostov is a portrait of his grandfather, Nicholas Rostov of his
father, and the pathetic, charming, ugly Princess Mary of his
mother. It has sometimes been thought that in the two men,
Pierre Bezukhov and Prince Andrew Bolkonski, Tolstoy had
himself in mind; and if this is so, it is perhaps not fantastical to
suggest that, conscious of the contradictions in himself, in thus
creating two contrasted individuals on the one model of himself
he sought to clarify and understand his own character.

Both these men, Pierre and Prince Andrew, are in love with
Natasha, Count Rostov’s younger daughter, and in her Tolstoy
has created the most delightful girl in fiction. Nothing is so
difficult as to portray a young girl who is at once charming and
interesting. Generally the young girls of fiction are colourless
(Amelia in Vanity Fair), priggish (Fanny in Mansfield Park), too
clever by half (Constantia Durham in The Egoist),or little geese
(Dora in David Copperfield), silly flirts or innocent beyond belief.
It is understandable that they should be an awkward subject
for the novelist to deal with, for at that tender age the
personality is undeveloped. Similarly, a painter can only
make a face interesting when the vicissitudes of life, thought,
love and suffering have given it character. In the portrait of a
girl, the best he can do is to represent the charm and beauty of
youth. But Natasha is entirely natural. She is sweet, sensitive
and sympathetic, childish, womanly already, idealistic, quick-
tempered, warm-hearted, headstrong, capricious and in every
way enchanting. Tolstoy created many women, and they are
wonderfully real, but never another who wins the affection of
the reader as does Natasha. She was drawn from Tanya Bers,

the younger sister of his wife, and he was charmed by her as
K
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Charles Dickens was charmed by his wife’s younger sister,
Mary Hogarth. An instructive parallel!

To both the men who loved her, to Prince Ardrew and
Pierre, Tolstoy attributed his own passionate search for the
meaning and purpose of life. Prince Andrew is the more
obvious. He is a product of the conditions prevalent then in
Russia. A rich man, in possession of vast estates, he owns a
great number of serfs, from whom he can exact forced labour
and, if they displease him, have them stripped and flogged, or
wrest them from wife and children and send them to serve as
common soldiers in the army. And if a girl or married woman
takes his fancy, he can send for her and use her for his pleasure.
Prince Andrew is handsome, with marked features, weary eyes
and an air of boredom. He is in fact the beau ténébreux of
romantic fiction. A gallant figure, proud of his race and rank,
high-minded, but haughty, dictatorial, intolerant and unreason-
able. He is cold and arrogant with his equals, patronizing but
kind with his inferiors. He is intelligent, and ambitious to
distinguish himself. With a nice touch, Tolstoy wrote of him:
“Prince Andrew always became specially keen when he had to
guide a young man and help him to wordly success. Under
cover of obtaining help for another, which from pride he would
never accept for himself, he kept in touch with the circle which
confers success and which attracted him.”

Pierre is a more puzzling character. He is a huge, ugly man,
so short-sighted that he has to wear spectacles, and very fat.
He eats too much and drinks too much. He is a great womaniser.
He is clumsy and tactless; but he is so good-natured, so mani-
festly sincere, so kindly, considerate and unselfish, that it is
impossible to know him without loving him. He is wealthy.
He allows a horde of hangers-on, however worthless, to dip
freely into his purse. He is a gambler and is unmercifully
cheated by the members of the aristocratic club in Moscow to
which he belongs. He lets himself be jockeyed into an early
marriage with a beautiful woman, who marries him for his
money and is impudently unfaithful to him. After fighting a
grotesque duel with her lover, he leaves her and goes to Peters-
burg. On the journey he meets by chance a mysterious old
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man, who turns out to be a Freemason. They converse and
Pierre confesses that he does not believe in God. “If He did
not exist we could not talk about Him,” answers the Free-
mason, and on these lines goes on to give Pierre an elementary
version of what is known as the ontological proof of God’s
existence. This was devised by Anselm, Archbishop of Canter-
bury, and runs as follows: We define God as the greatest object
of thought, but the greatest object of thought must exist, or
else another, as great but having existence, would be greater.
From this it follows that God exists. This proof was rejected by
Thomas Aquinas and demolished by Kant, but it convinced
Pierre, and very shortly after his arrival in Petersburg he was
initiated into the Masonic Order. Of course, in a novel events,
whether material or spiritual, have to be telescoped, otherwise
it would never end: a long-fought battle must be described in a
page or two, and everything but what the author thinks essential
has to be omitted; it is the same with a change of heart. In this
case, it seems to me that Tolstoy has gone too far; so sudden a
conversion makes Pierre uncommonly superficial. As a result
of it, however, desiring to abandon his dissipated ways, he
decides to return to his estates, liberate his serfs and devote
himself to their welfare. He is hoodwinked and cheated by his
steward, just as he was by his gambling friends, and finds himself
thwarted in all his good intentions. His philanthropic schemes
for the most part come to nothing for lack of perseverance, and
he returns to his old life of idleness. His enthusiasm for the
Masonic Order dwindles as he discovers that most of the
brethren see nothing in it beyond its forms and ceremonies,
while many cling to it “simply for the sake of being intimate
with rich people and getting some benefit out of the intimacy.”
Disgusted and weary, he takes once more to gambling, drink
and promiscuous fornication.

Pierre knows his faults and hates them, but he lacks the
tenacity of purpose to amend them. He is a modest, humane,
good-natured creature, but strangely devoid of common sense.
His behaviour at the Battle of Borodino is of a singular
ineptitude. Though a civilian, he drives in his carriage to the
field of battle, gets in everybody’s way, makes a thorough
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nuisance of himself and finally, to save his life, takes to his heels.
When Moscow is evacuated, he stays on, is arrested as an
incendiary and condemned to death. The sentence is remitted,
and he is imprisoned. He is taken along with other prisoners
when the French set out on their disastrous retreat, and is
eventually rescued by a band of guerrillas.

It is difficult to know what to make of him. He is good and
modest; he has a wonderful sweetness of disposition; he is
terribly weak. I am sure he is true to life. I suppose he should
be regarded as the hero of War and Peace, since in the end he
marries the charming and desirable Natasha. I imagine that
Tolstoy loved him: he writes of him with tenderness and
sympathy; but I wonder if it was necessary to make him quite
so silly.

In so long a book as War and Peace, and one that took so long
to write, it is inevitable that the author’s verve should some-
times fail him. Tolstoy ends his novel with an account of the
retreat from Moscow and the destruction of Napoleon’s army.
But this long and, no doubt, necessary narrative has the dis-
advantage of telling the reader, unless he is abnormally ignorant
of history, a great deal of what he knows already. The result is
that the quality of surprise, which makes you turn the pages of
a book eager to know what is to happen next, is lacking; and,
notwithstanding the tragic, dramatic and pathetic incidents
which Tolstoy relates, you read with a certain impatience. He
used these chapters to tie up various loose ends, and to bring
upon the scene again characters of whom we have long lost
sight; but I think his main object in writing them was to
introduce a fresh character who was to have an important
effect on Pierre’s spiritual development.

This was one of his fellow-prisoners, Plato Karataev, a serf
condemned to serve in the army for stealing wood. He was a
type that at this time seems to have much occupied the Russian
intelligentsia. Living, as they did, under a severe despotism
and knowing the empty, frivolous lives of the aristocracy, the
ignorance and narrowness of the merchant class, they had come
to believe that the salvation of Russia lay in the down-trodden
and ill-used peasantry. Tolstoy in A Confession tells us how,
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despairing of his own class, he turned to the Old Believers for
the goodness and faith which gave meaning to life. But, of
course, there were good landlords as well as bad ones, honest
tradesmen as well as dishonest ones, and bad peasants as well
as good ones. It was merely a literary illusion to suppose that
in the peasants alone was virtue.

Tolstoy’s portrait of the simple soldier is one of the most
winning of all the portraits in War and Peace. It was natural
that Pierre should be drawn to him. Plato Karataev loves all
men. He is perfectly unselfish. He endures hardship and
danger with cheerfulness. He has a sweet and noble character,
and Pierre, as susceptible as ever to every influence, seeing the
goodness in him, comes himself to believe in goodness: “the
world that had been shattered was once more stirring in his soul
with a new beauty and on a new and unshakable foundation.”
From Plato Karataev, Pierre learns that “happiness for man is
only to be found within, and from the satisfaction of simple
human needs, that unhappiness arises not from privations but
from superabundance, and that there is nothing in life too
difficult to face.” At last he finds himself possessed of that
serenity and peace of mind that he had so long and so vainly
sought.

If for some readers there is a certain diminution of interest in
Tolstoy’s account of the retreat, it is richly made up for in the
first part of the Epilogue. It is a brilliant invention.

The older novelists were in the habit of telling the reader
what happened to their principal characters after the story they
had to tell was finished. He was informed that the hero and
heroine lived happily, in prosperous circumstances, and had so
and so many children, while the villain, if he had not been
polished off before the end, was reduced to poverty and
married a nagging wife, and so got what he deserved. But it
was done perfunctorily, in a page or two, and the reader was
left with the impression that it was a sop the author had some-
what contemptuously thrown him. It remained for Tolstoy to
make his epilogue a piece of real importance. Seven years have
passed, and we are taken to the house of Nicholas Rostov, who
has married a rich wife and has children. Prince Andrew was

x*
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mortally wounded at the Battle of Borodino. It was his sister
that Nicholas married. Pierre’s wife conveniently died during
the invasion, and he was free to marry Natasha, whom he had
long loved. They too have children. They love one another,
but oh, how dull they have become, and how commonplace!
After the hazards they have run, the pain and anguish they
have suffered, they have settled down to a middle-aged com-
placency. Natasha, who was so sweet, so unpredictable, so
delightful, is now a fussy, exacting, shrewish housewife.
Nicholas Rostov, once so gallant and high-spirited, has become
a self-opinionated country squire; and Pierre, fatter than ever,
sweet and good-natured still, is no wiser than he was before.
The happy ending is deeply tragic. Tolstoy did not write thus,
I think, in bitterness, but because he knew that this is what it
would all come to; and he had to tell the truth.



CHAPTER TWFLVE

In Conclusion

(1)

AFTER you have given a party, especially if your guests were of
unusual distinction, when you have sped the last one on his
way and you return to the sitting-room, it is only natural,
human nature being what it is, that you and your wife, if you
have one, the friend who lives with you, if you haven’t, should
discuss them over a final drink before going to bed. A. was in
fine form. B. has a tiresome habit of interrupting with an
irrelevant remark just as someone is reaching the point of a
good story, and so killing it; it was amusing to see A., inde-
fatigably loquacious, take not the smallest notice and go on
talking as though B. had never opened his mouth. D. and C.
were disappointing. They wouldn’t make an effort. It had
never occurred to them that, when you go to a party, it is your
duty to do what you can to make it go. You defend one of
them by saying that he is very shy, and the other by saying
that it is a matter of principle with him; he will not speak
unless he has something to say worth saying. Your friend justly
retorts that if we were all as austere, conversation would perish.
You laugh and pass on to E. He was as caustic as usual, and
no less truculent: he is disgruntled because he thinks his merits
have not been adequately recognized; success would soften him,
but perhaps his wit would be less delectable if it lost its sting.
You wonder how F.’s latest love affair is going on, and try to
remember the exact wording of that brilliant repartee of his
which made you laugh. On the whole it was a good party; you
finish your drink, turn out the lights and go to your respective
bedrooms.

So I, having spent many months in the company of the
novelists with whom I have dealt, find myself inclined, before
parting from them for good, to sum up in my mind, as though
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they had been my guests at a party, the various impressions
they have made on me. It would have been a mixed gathering,
but, taking it all in all, a convivial one. At first the conversation
was general. Tolstoy, dressed as a peasant, with his great,
untidy beard, his little grey eyes darting from one to another,
discoursed with unction of God and with coarseness of sex. He
said with complacency that in his youth he had been a great
lecher, but in order to show that he was one at heart with the
peasantry used a grosser word. Dostoevsky, angrily conscious
that no one really appreciated his genius, for long maintained a
moody silence; suddenly he broke out into a vituperative
harangue which might have caused a quarrel, if the rest of the
company had not been so busy talking themselves that they
paid no attention. The party broke up into smaller groups.
Dostoevsky went and sat by himself in a corner. His ravaged
face was contorted by a sardonic sneer as he took note of the
fact that Tolstoy’s smock was of a fine material that must have
cost at least seven roubles a yard. He could not forgive Tolstoy
because the editor of a magazine in Moscow had refused to buy
a novel of his for serialization, since he had just then paid so
much money for Anna Karenina. It infuriated him that Tolstoy
should talk of God as though He were his own peculiar per-
quisite: had he never read The Brothers Karamazov? Dostoevsky’s
eyes wandered with indifference, tinged with sullen dislike,
from person to person in the room, till they came to rest on a
young woman who was seated by herself. She was not much to
look at, but he read on her pale face a contemptuous disapproval
of the persons in whose company she found herself, which
touched a chord in his own tortured soul. There was in her
expression a spirituality which attracted him. He had been
told that she was a Miss Emily Bronté. He got up, walked
towards her and, taking a chair, sat down beside her. She
blushed scarlet. He saw that she was very shy and very nervous.
He patted her kindly on the knee, which she withdrew with a
start, and to put her at her ease began to tell her his favourite
story of how in a bath-house in Moscow a governess had brought
him a little girl whom he had raped; but as he spoke very
quickly, in broken French, the young lady did not understand
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a word he said and, before he had half done telling her how
agonizing his remorse had been for the sin he had committed,
and how terrible his sufferings, she rose abruptly and left him.

When the party dispersed about the spacious room, Miss
Austen had chosen a seat somewhat apart. Stendhal, though
he had never got over his timidity where women were con-
cerned, felt it was a duty he owed himself to make a pass at
her; but her cool amusement disconcerted him, and with a
glance at Henry Fielding, who was talking with Herman
Melville, he joined the noisy group of Balzac, Charles Dickens
and Flaubert. Miss Austen was glad to be left to give her
undisturbed attention to her fellow-guests. She saw Miss
Bronté leave the ugly little man who had been talking to her,
and seat herself in the corner of a sofa. Poor little thing, so
badly dressed, with those leg-of-mutton sleeves; her eyes were
fine and her hair was pretty, but why did she do it so un-
becomingly? She looked distressingly like a governess, and
though, of course, a clergyman’s daughter, was certainly of very
humble origins. Miss Austen thought she looked lost and
lonely, and felt it would be a kindness to speak to her. She got
up and sat down on the sofa beside her. Emily gave her a
startled look, and answered Miss Austen’s friendly questions
with embarrassed monosyllables. Miss Austen had noticed
without surprise that the elder Miss Bronté had not been invited
to the party. Perhaps it was just as well, as she had a very low
opinion of Pride and Prejudice, and thought that its author lacked
poetry and sentiment; but, being a well-bred woman, Miss
Austen felt it only polite to ask how Miss Charlotte was. Emily
again replied with a monosyllable, and Miss Austen came to the
conclusion that to talk with people she didn’t know was agony
to the poor little thing and so she decided that it would be
kinder to leave her to herself. She resumed her former seat,
and for Cassandra’s sake went on with her consideration of the
other persons in the room. Of course, there was too much to
tell in a letter, and she must wait till they were once more
together at Chawton. She smiled when she thought how dear
Cassandra would laugh when she described those queer people
one by one.
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Mr. Dickens was smaller than Miss Austen liked men to be,
and much too smartly dressed; but he had a pleasant face and
fine eyes, and from his lively air she thought it quite possible
that he had a sense of humour. It was a pity he was so vulgar.
There were two Russians there, one with an unpronounceable
name who looked disagreeable and common; the other, Tolstoy,
had the air of a gentleman, but you could never tell with
foreigners. Miss Austen could not understand why he wore
that strange smock, like an artist’s, and those great clumsy
boots. They said he was a Count, but she had never thought
a foreign title anything but rather ridiculous. And as for the
others—Monsieur Beyle, whom they called Stendhal, was fat
and ugly, Monsieur Flaubert laughed much too loudly for any-
one who had pretensions to elegance, and as to Monsieur de
Balzac, his manners were deplorable. The fact was that the
only gentleman present was Mr. Fielding, and Miss Austen
wondered what he could find to interest him in that American
he was talking to. It was a Mr. Melville, a fine figure of a man,
tall and upstanding, but he wore a beard, and it made him
look like the captain of a merchant vessel. He was telling Mr.
Fielding a story, which was evidently amusing, and Mr. Fielding
laughed heartily. Mr. Fielding was a little the worse for liquor,
but Miss Austen knew that gentlemen often were, and though
she regretted it, it did not shock her. Mr. Fielding had a fine
presence and, though something of a dissipated look, an air of
good breeding. He would have held his own at Godmersham
with any of her brother’s, Mr. Knight’s, friends. After all, he
was a cousin of Lady Mary Wortley-Montagu, and through
the Earls of Denbigh descended from the Hapsburgs. He
caught herlook, rose to hisfeetand,leaving thestrange American,
came over to Miss Austen, and with a bow asked if he might sit
beside her. She smiled her assent and set herself to be suitably
gracious. He had a pleasant flow of small-talk, and presently
Miss Austen felt emboldened to tell him that she had read Tom
Jones when she was a girl.

“And I'm sure it did you no harm, Madam,” he
said.

“None whatever,” she answered. “Nor do I believe that it
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would ever do so to any young woman of sound principles and
good sense.”

Then Mr. Fielding, with a smile in which there was some-
thing of gallantry, asked Miss Austen how it had happened
that, with her charm, wit and grace, she had never married.

“How could I, Mr. Fielding?” she answered gaily. ‘“The
only man I could ever have brought myself to marry was
Darcy, and he was married to my dear Elizabeth.”

Charles Dickens had joined the group of the three eminent
novelists, Stendhal, Balzac and Flaubert, but he did not feel
quite at ease. Though they were cordial enough, he could not
but see that they looked upon him as an amiable barbarian.
They were quite plainly of opinion that nothing of literary
importance could be produced out of France. That an
Englishman should write novels was an amusing performance,
like the antics of trained dogs in a circus, but, of course, without
any pretension to artistic merit. Stendhal admitted that
England had Shakespeare, and was fond of saying every now
and then: “To be or not to be”’; and once, when Flaubert was
more than usually vociferous, he gave Dickens a quizzical look
and murmured: “The rest is silence.” Dickens, generally the
life and soul of a party, tried his best to seem amused at the
conversation of those great talkers, but his laughter was forced.
He was frankly shocked at the bawdy freedom with which they
rclated their sexual adventures. Sex was not a matter that he
cared to hear spoken of. When they asked him if it was not
true that English women were frigid, he did not know what to
answer, and he listened in pained silence to Balzac’s ribald
account of his affair with the Countess Guidoboni, a member
of the highest English aristocracy. They chaffed him about the
English prudishness: “improper” was the commonest word in
the English vocabulary; this was improper, that was improper;
and Stendhal stated as a fact that in England they put the legs
of pianos into trousers so that young girls who were learning to
play should not be distracted from their five-finger exercises by
lascivious thoughts. Dickens bore their banter with his usual
good humour; but he smiled within himself when he thought
how little they knew of the larks he and Wilkie Collins had when
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they went on their jaunts to Paris. On the last one, as they
sighted the white cliffs of Dover, Wilkie had turned to him with
a solemnity unusual to him: “Charles,” he had said, ‘“the
respectability of England, thank God, is firmly established
on the immorality of France.” For a moment, Dickens was
speechless, and then, as he realized the profound significance
of the remark, his eyes filled with patriotic tears. “God save
the Queen,” he muttered in a husky voice. Wilkie, always the
gentleman, gravely raised his top-hat. A memorable moment!

(2)

It is evident that these novelists were persons of marked and
unusual individuality. They had the creative instinct strongly
developed, and they had a passion for writing. If they are any-
thing to go by, one may safely say that it is not much of a
writer who hates writing. That is not to say that they found
it easy. It is difficult to write well. But still, to write was their
passion. It was not only the business of their lives, but a need
as urgent as hunger or thirst. There is probably in everyone
something of the creative instinct. It is natural for a child to
play about with coloured pencils and paint little pictures in
water-colour, and then, often enough, when it learns to read
and write, to write little verses and little stories. I believe that
the creative instinct reaches its height during the twenties and
then, sometimes because it was merely a product of adolescence,
sometimes because the affairs of life, the necessity of earning a
living, leave no time for its exercise, it languishes and dies. But
in many persons, in more than most of us know, it continues
to burden and enchant them. They become writers because of
the compulsion within them. Unfortunately, the creative
instinct may be powerful and yet the capacity to create any-
thing of merit may be lacking.

What is it that must be combined with the creative instinct
to make it possible for a writer to produce a work of value?
Well, I suppose it is personality. It may be a pleasant or an
unpleasant one; that doesn’t matter. What matters is that, by
some idiosyncrasy of nature, the writer is enabled to see in a
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manner peculiar to himself. It doesn’t matter if he sees in a way
that common opinion regards as neither just nor true. You may
not like the world he sees, the world, for instance, that Stendhal,
Dostoevsky or Flaubert saw, and then his world will be dis-
tasteful to you; but you can hardly fail to be impressed by the
power with which he has presented it; or you may like his world,
as you like the world of Fielding and Jane Austen, and then you
will take the author to your heart. That depends on your own
disposition. It has nothing to do with the merits of the work.

I have been curious to discover, if I could, what precisely
were the characteristics of these novelists I have been discussing
which made them able to produce books to which the con-
sensus of qualified opinion has agreed to ascribe greatness.
Little i3 known of Fielding, Jane Austen and Emily Bronté, but
as regards the others, the material for such an enquiry is over-
whelming. Stendhal and Tolstoy wrote volume after volume
about themselves; Flaubert’s revealing correspondence is
enormous; and of the rest, friends and relations have written
reminiscences and biographers elaborate lives. Strangely
enough, they do not seem to have been highly cultured.
Flaubert and Tolstoy were great readers, but chiefly to obtain
material for what they wanted to write; the others were no
more widely read than the average persons of the class they
belonged to. They appear to have taken little interest in any
art other than their own. Jane Austen confessed that concerts
bored her. Tolstoy was fond of music and played the piano.
Stendhal had a predilection for opera, which is the form of
musical entertainment which affords pleasure to people who
don’t like music. He went to the Scala every night when he was
in Milan to gossip with his friends, have supper and play cards,
and, like them, gave his attention to what was happening on
the stage only when a famous singer sang a well-known aria.
He had an equal admiration for Mozart, Cimarosa and Rossini.
I have not discovered that music meant anything to the rest,
Nor did the plastic arts. Such references as you find in their
books to painting or sculpture indicate that their taste was
distressingly conventional. Tolstoy, as everyone knows, dis-
carded all painting as worthless unless the subject provided a
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moral lesson. Stendhal deplored the fact that Leonardo had
not had the advantage of Guido Reni’s guidance and example,
and he claimed that Canova was a greater sculptor than
Michael Angelo because he had produced thirty masterpieces,
whereas Michael Angelo had produced but one.

Of course, it requires intelligence to write a good novel, but
of a peculiar, and perhaps not of a very high, order, and these
great writers were intelligent; but they were not strikingly
intellectual. Their naiveté, when they deal with general ideas,
is often startling. They accept the commonplaces of the
philosophy current in their day, and when they put them in
use in their fiction, the result is seldom happy. The fact is,
ideas are not their affair, and their concern with them, when
they are concerned with them, is emotional. They have little
gift for conceptual thought. They are not interested in the
proposition, but in the example; for it is the concrete that
interests them. But if intellect is not their strong point, they
make up for it with gifts that are more useful to them. They
feel strongly, even passionately; they have imagination, keen
observation and an ability to put themselves in the shoes of the
characters of their invention, to rejoice in their joys and suffer
with their pains; and, finally, they have a faculty for giving with
force and distinctness body and shape to what they have seen,
felt and imagined.

These are great gifts, and an author is fortunate to possess
them, but they will not suffice unless he has something else
besides. Gavarni said of Balzac that in general information
on all subjects he was completely ignare. One’s first impulse
is to translate that by “ignorant”, but that is a French word too,
and ignare means more than that. It suggests the crass ignor-
ance of a moron. But when Balzac began to write, Gavarni
went on, he had an intuition of things, so that he seemed to
know everything about everything. I take intuition to be a
judgment one makes on grounds which are, or which one
thinks are, legitimate, but which are not present to con-
sciousness. But this, apparently, was not the case with Balzac.
There were no grounds for the knowledge he displayed. I
think Gavarni used the wrong word; I think a better one
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would have been inspiration. Inspiration is that something
else the author needs in order to write greatly. But what is
inspiration? I possess a number of books on psychology, and I
have looked through them in vain to find something that
would enlighten me. The only piece of writing I have come
across that attempts to deal with the subject is an essay by
Edmond Jaloux entitled L’Inspiration Poétique et I Aridité.
Edmond Jaloux was a Frenchman, and he wrote of his fellow-
countrymen. It may be that their response to a spiritual state
is more intense than that of the sober Anglo-Saxons. He
describes, as follows, the aspect of the French poet when he is
under the spell of his inspiration. He is transfigured. His
countenance is calm and at the same time radiant; his
features are relaxed, his eyes shine with a singular clearness,
with a sort of strange desire that reaches out to nothing real.
It is an indubitable physical presence. But inspiration,
Edmond Jaloux goes on to say, is not pcrmanent. It is followed
by aridity, which may last a little while or may last for years.
Then the author, feeling himself only half alive, is ill-humoured,
afflicted with a bitterness that not only depresses him but
makes him aggressive, spiteful, misanthropic and jealous, both
of the works of his fellow-writers and of the power to work
which he has lost. I find it curious, and even rather alarming,
to perceive how like these states are to those of the mystics
when, in moments of illumination, they feel themselves at one
with the Infinite, and when, in those periods which they call
the Dark Night of the Soul, they feel dry, empty and aban-
doned of God.

Edmond Jaloux wrote as though only poets had inspiration,
and it is perhaps true that it is more necessary to them than to
the writers of prose. Certainly the difference between the
poct’s verse when he writes because he is a poet, and the verse
he writes when he is inspired, is more obvious; but the writer
of prose, the novelist, has his inspiration too. It would be only
prejudice that could deny that certain brief passages in
Whuthering Heights, in Moby Dick, in Anna Karenina, are as inspired
as any poem of Keats or Shelley. The novelist may con-
sciously depend on this mysterious entity. Dostoevsky, in
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letters to his publisher, frequently outlined some scene he had
in mind to write and said it would be masterly if, when he sat
down to it, inspiration came. Inspiration pertains to youth.
It seldom persists to old age, and then only sporadically. No
effort of will can evoke it, but authors have found that it can
often be coaxed into activity. Schiller, when he went into his
study to work, smelt the rotten apples he kept in a drawer so
as to awaken it. Dickens had to have certain objects on his
desk, without which he could not write a line. For some reason,
it was the presence of those objects that brought his inspiration
into play. But it is terribly unreliable. The writer may be
seized by an inspiration as genuine as that which seized Keats
when he wrote his greatest ode, and yet produce something that
is worthless. To this again the mystics offer a parallel: St.
Theresa attached no value to the ecstasies, the visions, of her
nuns unless they resulted in works. I am well aware that I have
not told the reader, as I should have done, just what inspiration
is. I wish I could. I do not know. Itisa mysterious something
that enables the author to write things that he had no idea he
knew, so that, looking back, he asks himself: “Where on earth
did I get that from?” We know that Charlotte Bronté was
puzzled by the fact that her sister Emily could write of things
and people that, to her knowledge, she had no acquaintance
with. When the author is seized by this welcome power,
ideas, images, comparisons, even solid facts, crowd upon him
and he feels himself merely an instrument, a stenographer, as
it were, taking down what is dictated to him. But I have said
enough on this obscure subject. I have spoken of it only to
make the point that whatever gifts an author may have,
without the influence, or the power, of this mysterious some-
thing, none of them will avail.

(3)

It is an abnormal thing for the creative instinct to possess
a person after the age of thirty, and with the exception of Jane
Austen, who seems to have had all the virtues that a woman can
have, without being a paragon that no one could put up with,
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in some respects all these writers were abnormal. Dostoevsky
was an epileptic; so was Flaubert, and the drugs prescribed
to him are generally believed to have affected his production.
This brings me to a notion which has been put forward that a
physical disability, or an unhappy experience in childhood, is
the determining force of the creative instinct. Thus, Byron
would never have become a poet if he had not had a club-foot,
and Dickens would never have become a novelist if he had not
spent a few weeks in a blacking factory. This seems to me non-
sensical. Innumerable men have been born with a malformed
foot, innumerable children have been put to work they found
ignominious, without ever writing ten lines of verse or prose.
The creative instinct, common to all, in a privileged number is
vigorous and persistent; neither Byron, with his club-foot,
Dostoevsky with his epilepsy, nor Dickens with his unfortunate
experience at Hungerford Stairs, would have become a writer
at all unless he had had the urge from the composition of his
nature. It is the same urge as possessed the healthy Henry
Fielding, the healthy Jane Austen and the healthy Tolstoy.
I have no doubt that a physical or spiritual disability affects
the character of an author’s work. To some extent it sets him
apart from his fellows, makes him self-conscious, prejudices
him, so that he sees the world, life and his fellow-creatures from
a standpoint, often unduly jejune, which is not the usual one;
and more than all, it adds introversion to the extroversion with
which the creative instinct is inexorably associated. I do not
doubt that Dostoevsky would not have written the sort of
books he did if he had not been an epileptic, but neither do I
doubt that, in that case, he would still have been the voluminous
writer he was.

On the whole, these great writers, with the exception of
Emily Bronté and Dostoevsky, must have been very pleasant
to meet. They had vitality. They were good company and
great talkers, and their charm impressed everyone who came
in contact with them. They had a prodigious power of enjoy-
ment, and loved the good things of life. It is a mistake to suppose
that the creative artist likes to live in a garret. He does not.
There is an exuberance in his nature that leads him to display.
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He relishes luxury. Remember Fielding with his prodigality,
Stendhal with his fine clothes, his cabriolet and his groom,
Balzac with his senseless ostentation, Dickens with his grand
dinner parties, his fine house and his carriage and pair. There
‘'was nothing of the ascetic about them. They wanted money,
not to hoard it, but to squander it, and they were not always
scrupulous in the way they got it. Extravagance was natural
to their buoyant temper, and if it is a fault, it is one with which
most of us can sympathize. But, again with onc or two excep-
tions, they cannot have been easy to live with. They had traits
which can hardly fail to disconcert even the most tolerant.
They were self-centred. Nothing really mattered to them but
their work, and to this they were prepared to sacrifice, without
a qualm, everyone connected with them. They were vain,
inconsiderate, selfish and pigheaded. They had little self-
control, and it never occurred to them not to gratify a whim
because it might bring distress to others. They do not seem to
have been much inclined to marry, and when they did, either
on account of their natural irritability or on account of their
inconstancy, they brought their wives scant happiness. I think
they married to escape from the hurly-burly of their agitating
instincts: to settle down seemed to offer them peace and rest,
and they imagined that marriage was an anchorage where they
could live safe from the stormy waves of the tempestuous world.
But escape, peace and rest, safety, were the last things to suit
their temperaments. Marriage is an affair of perpetual com-
promise, and how could they be expected to compromise when
a stubborn egoism was of the essence of their natures?” They
had love affairs, but they do not appear to have been very
satisfactory either to themselves or to the objects of their
affections. And that is understandable: real love surrendecrs,
real love is selfless, real love is tender; but tenderness, selfless-
ness and self-surrender were not virtues of which they were
capable. With the exception of the eminently normal Fielding,
and the lecherous Tolstoy, they do not seem to have been highly
sexed. One suspects that when they had love affairs it was
more to gratify their vanity, or to prove to themselves their own
virility, than because they were carried off their feet by an
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irresistible attraction. I venture the suggestion that when they
had achieved these objects, they returned to their work with a
sigh of relief.

These, of course, are gencralizations, and generalizations,
as we know, are only more or less true. I have chosen a few
persons about whom I have learnt something and made state-
ments about them which, in one case or another, might easily
be shown to be exaggerated. I have left out of consideration
the environment and the climate of opinion (an expression now
sadly shop-soiled, but convenient) in which my authors passed
their lives, though, evidently, their influence on them was far
from negligible. With the exception of Tom Jones, the novels
with which I have dealt appeared in the nineteenth century.
This was a period of revolution, social, industrial and political;
men abandoned ways of life and ways of thought which had
prevailed with little change for generations. It may be that
such a period, when old beliefs are no longer unquestionably
accepted, when there is a great ferment in the air and life is a
new and exciting adventure, is conducive to the production of
exceptional characters and of exceptional works. The fact
remains that during the nineteenth century, if you are pre-
pared to hold that it did not end till 1914, greater novels were
written than had ever been written before, or have been
written since.

I think one may roughly divide novels into the realistic and
the sensational. This is very indefinite, since many a realistic
novelist on occasion introduces a sensational incident, and
contrariwise, the sensational novelist generally tries by realistic
detail to make the events he relates more plausible. The
sensational novel has a bad name, but you cannot dismiss with a
shrug of the shoulders a method which was practised by
Balzac, Dickens and Dostoevsky. It is merely a different
genre. The enormous popularity of detective stories shows how
great an appeal it has to readers. They wish to be excited,
shocked and harrowed. The sensational novelist endeavours,
by violent and extravagant events, to rivet your attention, to
dazzle and amaze. The danger he runs is that you will not
believe him. But, as Balzac said, it is essential that you should
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believe that what he tells you really happened. He can best
manage to do this by creating characters so unusual to common
experience that their behaviour s plausible. The sensational
novel demands characters a little more than life-size, such
characters as Dostoevsky called more real than reality; creatures
of uncontrollable passions, excessive in their emotions, impe-
tuous and unprincipled. Melodrama is their legitimate
province and to frown on it, as is usual, is as unreasonable as
to disparage a cubist picture because it is not representational.

The realist purports to describe life as it is. He avoids violent
incidents because, on the whole, in the lives of the ordinary
creatures with whom he deals they do not occur. The occur-
rences he relates must be not only likely but, so far as may be,
inevitable. He does not seek to astound you or make your
blood run faster. He appeals to the pleasure of recognition.
You know the sort of people in whom he asks you to interest
yourself. You are familiar with their ways of life. You enter
into their thoughts and feelings because they are very like your
own. What happens to them might very well happen to you.
But life on the whole is monotonous, and so the realistic
novelist is haunted by the fear that he may bore. Then he
may be seduced into bringing in a sensational incident. The
note is forced, and the reader is disillusioned. Thus, in Le
Rouge et le Noir, Stendhal’s manner is realistic till Julien goes to
Paris and is brought into contact with Mathilde de la Mole;
then it becomes sensational, and you accompany the author
with discomfort along the new path he has unaccountably
chosen to follow. The danger of being dull was clear to
Flaubert when he set about the composition of Madame Bovary
and he decided that he could only avoid it by beauty of style.
Jane Austen escaped it by her unfailing humour. But there are
not many novelists who, like Flaubert and Jane Austen, have
managed to conserve to the end, without faltering, the realistic
mode. It requires consummate tact.

I have quoted somewhere or other a remark of Chekhov’s,
which, since it is to the point, I venture to quote again.
“People don’t go to the North Pole and fall off icebergs,” he
said, “‘they go to the office, quarrel with their wives and eat
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cabbage soup.” That is unduly to narrow the scope of the
realistic novel. People do go to the North Pole, and if they
don’t fall off icebergs, they undergo adventures as formidable.
They go to Africa, Asia and the South Seas. Not the same
things happen in those parts as in the squares of Bloomsbury,
or the seaside resorts of the South Coast. They may be sensa-
tional, but if they are the sort of things that are usual, there is
no reason why the realistic novelist should hesitate to describe
them. It is true that the ordinary person goes to the office,
quarrels with his wife and eats cabbage soup; but it is the
realist’s business to bring out what is not ordinary in the
ordinary person. Then to eat cabbage soup may be of as great
moment as falling off an iceberg.

But even the realist does not copy life. He arranges it to
suit his purpose. To the best of his ability he avoids impro-
bability, but some improbabilities are so necessary and so
_ general that readers accept them without demur. For instance,
if the hero of a novel urgently needs to meet a certain person
without delay, he will run across him while walking along the
crowded pavement of Piccadilly. “Hulloa,” he says, “fancy
meeting you! The very person I want to see.” The occurrence
is as unlikely as for a bridge-player to be dealt thirteen spades,
but the reader will take it in his stride. Probability changes
with the sophistication of readers: a coincidence which at one
time passed unnoticed will cause in the reader of to-day a jolt
of unbelief. I do not suppose the contemporary readers of
Mansfield Park thought it odd that Sir Thomas Bertram should
arrive from the West Indies on the very day his family were
having private theatricals. A novelist to-day would feel
obliged to make his arrival at so awkward a juncture more
likely. I make this point merely to indicate that the realistic
novel is in fact, though more subtly, less blatantly, no more true
to life than the sensational one.

(4)

The novels I have dealt with in these pages are very different
from one another; but one thing they have in common: they
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tell good stories, and their authors have told them in a very
straightforward way. They have narrated events and delved
into motives without recourse to any of the tiresome literary
tricks, such as the stream of thought, the throw-back, which
make so many modern novels tedious. They have told the
reader what they wished him to know, and not, as is the present
fashion, left him to guess who the characters were, what their
calling was and what their circumstances: in fact, they have
done all they could to make things easy for him. It does not
appear that they sought to impress by their subtlety, or startle
by their originality. As men, they are complicated enough; as
writers, they are astonishingly simple. They are subtle and
original, as naturally as Monsieur Jourdain spoke prose. They
tried to tell the truth, but inevitably saw it through the dis-
torting lens of their own idiosyncrasies. With a sure instinct,
they eschewed topics of temporary interest, which with the
passage of time lose their import; they dealt with the subjects
of enduring concern to mankind: God, love and hate, death,
money, ambition, envy, pride, good and evil; in short, with the
passions and instincts common to all from the beginning of
time, and it is on that account that from generation to genera-
tion men have found in these books something to their purpose.
It is because these writers saw life, judged and described it as
their unusual personalities revealed it to them, that their works
have the tang, the individuality, which continues so power-
fully to attract us. In the final analysis, all the author has to
give is himself, and it is because these several authors were
creatures of peculiar force and great singularity that their
novels, notwithstanding the passage of time, bringing with it
different habits and life and new ways of thought, retain their
fascination.

One odd thing about them is that, though they wrote and
rc-wrote, and for the most part endlessly corrected, they were
not great stylists. Flaubert alone seems to have made efforts
to write well. It is an irony that Madame Bovary, on which he
spent such enormous pains, should now, just on account of its
style, be less appreciated by the French intelligentsia than the
carelessly written letters. Years ago, Prince Kropotkin, talking
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to me about Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, told me that Tolstoy
wrote like a gentleman and Dostoevsky like Eugéne Sue. If he
meant that Tolstoy wrote in the conversational style of a well-
bred and cultivated man, that, it seems to me, is a very good
one for a novelist to adopt. I should say that Miss Austen
wrote very much as we may suppose a gentlewoman in her
day talked, and it is a style that admirably suits her novels. A
novel is not a scientific treatise. Every novel demands its own
particular style, as Flaubert very well knew, and so the style
of Madame Bovary differs from that of Salammbé and that of
Salammbé from that of Bouvard et Pécuchet. No one, so far as I
know, has ever claimed that Balzac, Dickens and Emily
Bronté wrote with distinction. Flaubert said it was impossible
for him to read Stendhal, because his style was so bad. Even in

translations it is obvious that Dostoevsky’s style was slovenly.

It looks as though to write well were not an essential part of
the novelist’s equipment; but that vigour and vitality, imagina-

tion, creative force, keenness of observation, knowledge of
human nature, with an interest in it and a sympathy with it,

fertility and intelligence are more important. All the same, it is

better to write well than indifferently.

But strange as it may be that these distinguished authors
did not write their respective languages better than they
did, what is stranger still is that they wrote at all. There
is nothing in their heredity to account for their talent. Their
families, more or less respectable, and perfectly common-
place, were neither particularly intelligent nor particularly
cultivated. They themselves were not in youth thrown
in contact with persons interested in arts and letters. They
knew no authors. They were not inordinately studious.
They joined in the amusements and occupations of the girls
and boys of their age and station. There was nothing to show
that they had unusual capacity. With the exception of Tolstoy,
who was an aristocrat, they belonged to the middle class.
With their environment and upbringing one would have
expected them to become doctors or lawyers, government
officials or business men. They took to writing as the new-
fledged bird takes to the air. Surely it is very strange that of
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two members of a family, Cassandra and Jane Austen, Fyodor
and Michael Dostoevsky, for example, brought up in the same
way, leading very much the same sort of lives, exposed to the
same circumstances and bound together by mutual affection,
one, and not the other, should be endowed with a supreme
gift. I think I have shown that the great novelist needs a
variety of parts, not only creativeness, but quickness of percep-
tion, an attentive eye, the power to profit by experience, and
above all an absorbing interest in human nature, by the
happy conjunction of which to become just the sort of novelist
he is. But why these faculties should be meted out to one person
rather than to another; why, against all likelihood, they should
be possessed by the daughter of a country parson, the son of an
obscure doctor, the son of a pettifogging attorney or of a shifty
government clerk, is a mystery which, so far as I know, is
insoluble. How these novelists came by their rare gifts, none
can tell. It seems to depend on the personality, and the
personality, with few exceptions, seems compounded of estim-
able qualities and sinister defects.

The artist’s special gift, his talent or, if you wish, his genius,
is like the seed of the orchid that comes to rest, at haphazard
it would seem, upon a tree in the tropical jungle, there to
burgeon, deriving no nourishment from it, but from the air,
and then to bring forth a strange and beautiful flower; but the
tree is cut down to be made into logs or floated down the river
to a sawmill, and the wood on which grew the rich, fantastic
flower is no different from a thousand other trees in the
primeval forest.

THE END
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