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Preface

T H Efirst ten essays in this collection are reprinted
from the London Mercury. Of the remainder, five
have appeared in the New Satesman, two in the
Saturday Westminster Gazette, and one in the
Queen. | am much indebted to the Editors of
these journals.

All these essays have been revised since their
first appearance in print. The earliest « of them
was written in 1917, the latest in the present year;
and what | thought five years ago | do not neces-
sarily think now. Where correction has seemed
possible | have done my best to effect it—for in
criticism surely, however it may be in poetry,
early errors have no claim to be preserved, even
as curiosities. It is as well to confess that in one
instance | have gone so far as to convert a negative
into an affirmative.

It is almost unnecessary to add that | should not
dare to offer these studies of authors and books as
ilustrations of a definite principle of criticism. |
should like to ask that they may be read as attempts
to find such a principle. But literature is, strictly
speaking, an impure form of activity. A definition
of it, which does not include Hamlet, The Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire, Roderick Hudson, and
Kubla Khan, or does not allow each of them to
rank as excellent, involves a vicious simplification

VI



Preface

and is worse than usdess. It is possible, no doubt,
to base all on€s judgments on a rigid theory of
aeshetic, excluding all the other eements of what
in ordinary speech we refer to as literature; but
we can never prevent the mass of cultivated readers,
to serve whom the critic exigts, from being interested
in these other elements. Nor can we prevent the
mass of mankind from judging literature by some
standard derived from outside it: for no man in
the long run will ever admit the claim of literature
to exist savein so far asit rendersa serviceto him,
however, conscioudy or unconsciousy, he may
define that servicee The subjects which a critic
must study are the psychology of mankind, with
all its local, temporal, and accidental variations, and
the successful practice of the great masters. And
to deduce a smple general principle from this
study might well be the work of a lifetime.

E. S
RODMBLL,
SUSSEX.
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Samuel Butler!

SAMUEL BUTLER was a philosopher whose favourite
doctrine was expressed in the words pas trap de
zle;, and he spent a great part of his life com-
plaining a little too eagerly that the world was not
sufficiently zealous in appreciation of his works.
His reception and his reputation did indeed deserve
a considerable part of the ailmost excessive attention
which he lavished on them; for at this moment,
now that the first is accomplished and the second
enormous, they make a very curious subject for
study. In his notebooks they occur again and
again as themes for his meditation. "I am the
enfant terrible” he says, " of literature and science.
If I cannot, and | know | cannot, get the literary and
scientific big-wigs to give me a shilling, | can,
and | know | can, heave bricks into the middle of
them." " | have chosen the fighting-road,” he
sys elsewhere, " rather than the hang-on-to-a
great-man road, and what can a man who does
this look for except that people should try to silence
him in whatever way they think will be most effec-
tual ? In my case they have thought it best to
pretend that | am non-existent." There is some-
thing pathetic in the spectacle of a man pursuing
" the fighting-road " with no one to fight him and
heaving bricks into the middle of persons who
obstinately continue to ignore his existence. There
is something more pathetic in the spectacle of an
original thinker and a great wit sitting down in
isolation to pen these apologies for his obscure

! Samuel Butler : a Memoir. By H. Festing Jones. 2 vols.
(Macmillan)



First Essays on Literature

position, aways affecting to be indifferent to it
and never deceiving any one. For Butler was not
indifferent to his lack of success. Had his been
a true and not an assumed indifference he could
not have returned to the subject so often as he
does and in so many keys. He betrays himself
again and again beyond mistake. He was an
intensely, a morbidly sensitive man, one to whom
success would have been very pleasant. He was
damaged, and confirmed in oddity, by the want
of it. He missed it because of what first started
him in oddity—that is to say, an unfortunate
childhood.

" The subject of this memoir,” so Butler once
suggested that his biography ought to begin,
"was the son of rich but dishonest parents.”
Dishonest they may have been: respectable they
certainly were. Dr. Butler, the first distinguished
member of the family, was for twenty-seven years
head master of Shrewsbury, a man with all the
attributes of the great schoolmasters of the early
nineteenth century, an imposing figure, who,
towards the end of his life, became Bishop of
Lichfield. His son was not so distinguished.
His sole claim to be remembered, if his canonry
be disregarded, is the fact that somehow or other he
became the father of 'Erewhon' Butler. There is
much detail in M r. Festing Jones's enormous book
on Butler's early life and his relation to his parents;
but there is nothing quite so significant as an anec-
dote which occurs in the second volume:—

" At Sses he made the acquaintance of Mr.
and Mrs. MacCarthy, who were staying in the
hotel with their son, an Eton boy. One day the
father and son had been for an excursion and the
2



Samuel Butler

father returned alone. The anxious mother, hearing
that her boy preferred speculating in short cuts to
accompanying his father, borrowed a red umbrella
to make herself conspicuous, and went out ' to ook
for Desmond." Presently she came upon Butler
loaded up with his camera and toiling along on
his way back after a fatiguing day. He told her
he had seen a little white figure among the trees
on the mountain-side and had no doubt it was her
son who, he assured her, would be all right, and
he himself was loitering, intending to be over-
taken so that they might arrive at the hotel together.

"'You see' he explained, ' | know he will be
late for dinner and it may make things a little
easer for him if he does not come in aone.

" Years afterwards Mrs. MacCarthy told me
that she had been reading The Way of All Flesh,
and had remembered this incident and for the
first time had understood why Butler thought that
her son would require the presence of an elderly
gentleman to protect him from his parents if he
came in late for dinner."

This throws a curious and unexpected sidelight
on Butler's childhood, from the effects of which he
never recovered. His parents learnt the art of
bringing up children from a book which adjured
them to " Break your child's will early or 'he will
break yours later on." They did not break it,
but unquestionably they deformed it. This may
have been done on principle. To Butler, how-
ever, it sometimes seemed to spring from other
motives. " | have felt," he once said of his father,
" that he has always looked upon me as something
which he could badger with impunity." He said
that, like Ernest Pontifex, with regard to his

3
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father he could remember no feeling during his
childhood except fear and shrinking.

Nor was this life of terror and pain lightened
by any gracious or liberal influences. The world
which Mr. Festing Jones exhibits to us in his
opening chapters is full of the drabbest and most
depressing horrors of Early Victorianism. Its
measure can be taken by a single story which
Butler preserved:—

" Archdeacon Bather was lunching with my
grandfather some two or three years after the
Archdeacon had lost his first wife. Dr. Butler
dearly loved a hard crust of bread baked nearly
black, and it so happened that a piece was set
by his plate with hardly any crust, and what
little there was very thin. My aunt, then Miss
Butler, observing what had happened, at once
said:—

"' Oh, papa, this won't do at all, | will find you
a piece more to your liking." Whereon she went
to the kitchen, and returned with a crust baked
exactly to Dr. Butler's taste.

"When the Archdeacon saw this he said to
himself: 'That is the young woman for me’;
and shortly afterwards he proposed and was
accepted.”

Readers will remember the scene in The Way of
All Flesh in which Theobald, driving away for his
honeymoon, insists that Christina shall order their
dinner at the first stop, and in which Christina
protests with tears her nervousness, and Theobald
replies, " It is a wife's duty to order her husband's
dinner; you are my wife, and | shall expect you
to order mine." A sensitive child, neglected or

4



Samuel Butler

even ill-treated by his parents, might, if the rela-
tions of the parents between themselves had any-
thing beautiful or kindly, see some possibilities
of happiness in the institution of the. family. But
Samuel Butler was brought up in a world where
no such possibilities seemed to exist. He came
to believe, Mr. Festing Jones tells us, that, like
Habakkuk, le pere de famille est capable de tout.
It has often been maintained that the greatest
poets and artists do nothing throughout life but
draw on those fresh and lovely impressions which
they have gathered in childhood. When he was
a child Butler acquired habits of suspicion against
all those surrounding him who were not connected
with him by freely-chosen bonds of friendship.
Canon Butler bullied him on moral grounds; and
he grew to suspect every claim made on him,
every exhortation addressed to him, on moral
grounds. Ernest Pontifex is described on one
occasion as assuming the expression of a puppy
which is being scolded for something it does not
understand; and Butler did indeed develop some
of the habits of an ill-treated dog. He shied and
snarled at a lifted hand, which might have been
lifted in kindness or in ignorance of his existence.
Having, as he supposed, penetrated the fraud of
the family, he felt a distrust of all human institu-
tions. He suspected the world of beirfg in a
conspiracy to pretend that parents were naturally
kind to their children, that Christ rose from the
dead, and that Tennyson was a great poet. And,
turning from all these discredited shows, he devoted
himself in isolation to the care of his own idiosyn-
crasies and the companionship of a very few, very
intimate friends.

Here, where in one ca he might have sus-
FEL. B 5



First Essays on Literature

pected with justice, he was all blind trust. The
story of Charles Paine Pauli is one of the most
extraordinary that have been brought to light in
human records in recent years. A correspondent
who knew this man and admired him wrote not long
ago to The Times, not to controvert Mr. Festing
Joness account of the relations between him and
Butler, but to protest, in an almost agonised manner,
that there must be some explanation of it; and
this is precisely what the reader, who did not know
Pauli, feedls when he comes upon these pages. But
there seems to be no explanation.

In 1859 Butler rebelled against his father, and
finally decided that he could not take Orders,
basing his refusal on " doubts,” which in after
years seemed to him no less absurd than the doctrines
against which they were directed. As a result of
this he emigrated to New Zealand, taking with
him an alowance from Canon Butler and a promise
of support in capital, in order that he might estab-
lish himself as a sheep-farmer. In this occupation
he was, against all the probabilities, moderately
successful, and, largely owing to the rapidly-
developing condition of the colony, managed to
turn an original capital of £4400 into the sum of
£8000. But finding this life uncongenial, he
concluded that it would be wiser to invest his
money'in New Zealand, where the current rate
of interest was 10 per cent., and go home and
live on the proceeds. While he was making
preparations to this end, a previous slight acquaint-
ance with Pauli developed into an intimate friend-
ship. Pauli was handsome, fascinating, well-dressed,
ineffably well-mannered. He was, in fact, the
Towneley of The Way of All Flesh, though Provi-
dence, not doing as well by him as by Towneley,
6
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had omitted to make him rich. He was actually
poor and in ill-health, and anxious to go to England
in order that he might recover. He then proposed
to get caled to the Bar and to return to New
Zealand to practise. Butler, who believed himself
to be worth about j£800 a year, promptly lavished
on this creature the generosity and tenderness
which had found no outlet during his childhood.
He offered to lend him £100 for his passage and
to allow him £200 a year for three years—that is,
until his return to New Zealand as a barrister.
They accordingly made the passage together ;
and Butler kept his promise, and more than kept it,
extending the allowance, even through the time
of his acutest financial difficulties, until Pauli's
death in 1897. It was then discovered that Pauli
had been earning "900 a year, and that even
at the last he earned between £500 and £700.
He left a fortune of £9000; but Butler was
not mentioned in the will and received his
invitation to the funeral by way of the under-
taker.

A singular and enlightening circumstance in
the intercourse between Butler and Pauli unhappily
prevents Mr. Festing Jones from making this
astonishing but veracious narrative entirely life-
like. The charming young man did not recipro-
cate the feelings of his pathetic and somewhat
uncouth adorer. " | had felt from the very begin-
ning," says Butler, " that my intimacy with Pauli
was only superficial, and | also perceived more
and more that | bored him." Pauli confessed
that he had never been more miserable in his life
than once when he spent a holiday with Butler
at Dieppe. Consequently it soon came about
that the essentia part of the relations between

7
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them was the punctual payment of the allowance.
Latterly, they met only three times a week, when
Pauli lunched in Butler's chambers. He discon-
tinued informing Butler of his changes of address,
so that at the end Butler did not know where he
was living, and Mr. Festing Jones met him " only
on business, for he would have nothing to do with
any of Butler's friends in any other way." Butler
learnt of his death from an announcement in The
Times.

Truly a mysterious creature! And his friend
is very comprehensible in supposing that there
must be some explanation. Possibly Mr. Festing
Jones, if he had met him otherwise than purely
on business, might have given us some impression
of his personality which would have let in light
on this dark business. As it is, we must content
ourselves with wonder at the extraordinary situa-
tions which human nature is capable of creating.
But this unhappy friendship is worth examining,
apart from its intrinsic curiosity, because it pre-
sents in extremity an essential and determining
part of Butler's life. His devotion and loyalty to
his friends were perhaps the most beautiful things
in his character and do much to redeem his some-
what unlovely attitude of snarling and suspicion
toward™ all strangers.

Life might have been thought to have treated
him savagely in following up his parents with the
hardly less cruel Pauli. He disguised the shock
of his discovery on Pauli's death by remarking that
he would now save not only £200 a year, but aso
the cost of those three lunches a week in Clifford's
Inn. Yet anature that opened itself so trustingly,
so defencelessly, must have suffered on finding
its bounty abused. But in his other friends, in
8



Samuel Butler

Miss Savage, in his clerk, Alfred Emery Cathie,
and in Mr. Festing Jones he had ample compen-
sations. He was a man who at first sight was not
readily liked. He was awkward and nervous in
the company of strangers, and it is likely that
he did not disguise so well as he supposed his
grave misgivings* that they were either pretentious
scoundrels or conceited hypocrites. He was always
badly and carelessly dressed; and though his por-
traits, when one is used to them and can associate
them with the best one knows of his mind, become
attractive, there can be no denial that his appear-
ance was on the most lenient showing decidedly
grotesque, that of a difficult, taciturn, maliciously
observant gnome, roughly carved in a hard wood.
It took some time and some degree of intuition
to penetrate behind this mask. Those who did
so were rewarded and rewarded him. Miss Savage,
who used to meet him first at Heatherley's art-
classes, was not attracted by him for a considerable
time. When at last she was, it was by a flash of
remarkable intuition. In commenting on one of
his books, she writes:—

"1 like the cherry-eating scene, too, because it
reminded me of your eating cherries when first |
knew you. One day when | was going to the
gallery, a very hot day, | remember, | met you
on the shady side of Berners Street eating cherries
out of a basket. Like your Italian friends, you
were perfectly silent with content, and you handed
the basket to me as | was passing, without saying
aword, | pulled out a handful and went on my
way rejoicing, without saying a word either. |
had not before perceived you to be different from
any one else.”

9
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It is not certain whether Miss Savage became a
Butlerian or whether Butler acquired something of
what we consider his characteristic attitude of mind
froiti her. If he did not, then her spirit leapt at
once to answer his as soon as she had perceived
the possibility of common interests between them,
for her first letters to him are written in his own
vein. She entered immediately into his concerns,
read all his books in manuscript, criticised them,
gave them more praise than they received from
any one else, and abused his enemies with a gusto
equal to his. The only trouble between them in
their long connection was his gnawing fear that
she wanted to marry him. And he did not want to
marry any one, let alone her who was—

" Plain and lame and fat and short,
Forty and overkind."

But if all these disabilities had been removed, he
would still have been disinclined to marry her.
He did not believe in marriage, had a hatred of
the family ; and he slunk snarling away from the
danger like a terror-stricken wild animal at the
sight of a trap, only to reproach himself in after
years for unkindness to his friend. But his rela
tions with women were not, and he did not intend
that they should be, of the sort that leads to marriage.
He had mistresses, whom he visited. Mr. J. B.
Yeats, in a recent paper of reminiscences, has
repeated his avowals on this point in a manner
which conveys well enough Butler's view that his
lapses were caused by a necessity of the flesh.
One of his mistresses, referred to as " Madame,”
was after a long connection allowed to visit his
chambers in Clifford's Inn. No other gained this
privilege; and Butler extended it to her as he
10
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might have done to an old and well-tried servant.
Butler did not love these women, he frequented
them. He was amost insensible to the notion
that there might be anything beautiful in*-the
relations between the sexes, as he was insensible
to the notion that there might be anything of value
written in verse. Theobald and Christina pre-
tended to like poetry: Theobald and Christina
pretended to love one another and him. It was all
of a piece with their pretence that Christianity
was a religion of kindliness and enlightenment.

So he remained a bachelor, and, when Miss
Savage was dead, contented himself with the intimate
companionship of Mr. Jones and Alfred, his clerk.
After he had resigned the ambition of becoming a
painter, after his odd and disastrous excursion into
the world of business, his daily life was that of an
eccentric gentleman with a small independent
income. Heread and wrote in the British Museum,
he went for walks in the country and took holidays
in Italy, he published his books at his own expense,
and he scrambled out of invitations to dinner- as
best he could. For a hobby he wrote music in
collaboration with Mr. Festing Jones, oratorios
which were to be as much like Handel's oratorios
as possible.  The first of them, Narcissus, was
inspired by his own misfortunes in business, and
the final chorus ran:—

" How blest the prudent man, the maiden pure,
Whose income is both ample and secure,
Arising from consolidated Three
Per Cent. Annuities, paid quarterly! "

" We remembered Handel's treatment of ' con-
tinually,'" says Mr. Festing Jones, " and thought
N
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we could not do better than imitate it for our
words ' paid quarterly,” "

And so his life went on and his interests drifted
through the theory of evolution, the authorship of
the Odysey, the life of his grandfather, and the
meaning of Shakespeare's Sonnets. The sdes of
his books pursued a course by no means so varied,
but steadily declined. In 1899, when he drew up
a statement of profit and loss, the average sdes
of his eleven books, excluding Erewhon, which was
the first, amounted to 306 copies each. Of his
Selections from Previous Works, 120 copies were
sold in fifteen years. Of the Authoress of the Odysxy,
165 copies were sold. He might well have added
discouragement to hisfirst cause of bitterness. The
religion of Christ produced Canon Butler, the
religion of science produced Darwin, the religion
of good looks and good breeding produced Pauli.
On paper he was indomitable. He swore he had
enjoyed life, that on the balance his good luck
had exceeded the bad. But he swore a little too
often, he explained a little too much in detail, for
this to have been quite true. And then, at the
very end of his life, the luck turned, and his last
book, by a strange irony, was produced at the
publisher's own risk, the greatest triumph in his
literary career which he had been able to attain
since the success of his first. After he was
dead his reputation, magically assisted with incan-
tations by Mr. Bernard Shaw and others, sprang
up to an amazing height, like the plant grown
from the Indian enchanter's bean.

Now the world is confronted with a situation
in which the neglected philosopher of Clifford's
Inn has attained an importance he never dreamt of
and perhaps would not have approved. " Above
12



Samuel Butler

all things," he said, " let no unwary reader do me
the injustice of believing in me" This useful
motto was printed on the menu of the first Ere\vhon
dinner; but a great number of his disciples have
disregarded the admonition. | was once the
witness of one undergraduate trying to proselytise
another and telling him that it was aworthy ambition
to desire to be like Christ. " | don't want to be
like any one else” replied the second under-
graduate, " but if |1 did, | shouldn't choose Christ,
| should choose Samuel Butler." This is at once
an extreme instance and one strictly guarded against
Butler's own disapproval: for the kernel of the
remark would meet with his applause. But it
illustrates the direction in which many of his
admirers have more frenetically rushed. It is an
ironic fate for so ironic a philosopher that his
teaching should have become asort of Tom Tiddler's
ground for so many solemn and ridiculous persons.

What, after all, is his total achievement ? He
himself summed up what he considered to be his
life-work in a statement which is not dated but
which must have been written in 1899 or later.
It begins with (1) The emphasising the analogies
between crime and disease (Erewhori), and ends
with (17) The elucidation of Shakespeare's Sonnets
(Shakespeare*s Sonnets Reconsidered). " The fore-
going," he contiuues, " is the list of my mares-
nests, and it is, | presume, this list which made
Mr. Arthur Piatt call me the Galileo of mares-
nests in his diatribe on my Odyssey theory in the
Classical Review" The two to which he probably
attached most importance, to judge from the
bitterness of his remarks on their reception, were
his intervention into the great evolution dispute
and his great discovery that the Odyssey was written

13
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by a female inhabitant of Trapani in Sicily. With
regard to the second he continually complained
that.no classical scholar had ever replied to his
arguments. It was once remarked in answer to
this, that if a classical scholar published a book
arguing that no player of Rugby football ought to
be allowed to pass the ball without obtaining a
signed receipt for it, the great community of Rugby
footballers, intent on other matters, would probably
ignore his suggestion. Butler's claim may perhaps
be left there. Yet he did apparently take it
seriously, in spite of his failure to deal with the
singular fact that no scrap of confirmation of his
theory" has survived from the writings or the
traditions of antiquity. His " mares-nests,” he
said, " were simply sovereigns which he found
lying in public places and which people would not
notice and be at the trouble of picking up." They
were mostly, however, one cannot help suspecting,
recommended to him less because they seemed to
be sovereigns than because other people would
not pick them up. They were, in fact, the notions
of a crank, who, having acquired a distrust of the
rest of the world, took pains to differ from it as
much as he could.

His theories of evolution hold a different position.
Darwin's theory has now been so greatly modified,
as much by his supporters as by his opponents,
that it cannot be said any longer to hold the field
as he first presented it; and Butler's attitude has
been largely justified. But this change has been
accomplished less by the acceptance of Butler's
views than by the work of experimental biologists.
He did, in fact, offer several general principles,
many well-founded, some mistaken, all stimulating,
for the consideration of practical workers; and it

14
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is not possible to overlook the fact that his writings
have had considerable influence on the development
of science. But Charles Darwin and his followers
were practical men—men no doubt, with faults,
with the intolerance and impatience of the laity
that are often to be found in the scientific investi-
gator. It is not hard to see why they received
Butler with tepid interest, and finally ignored him
when he forsook their path of inquiry. For they
did ignore him: they did not, as he supposed,
conspire to silence him. He seems to have believed
that Darwin was a sort of Anti-Christ malevolently
determined to force on humanity a diabolical
belief of his own invention; and he was only too
ready to suspect him of unscrupulous dealing and
machinations. When he conceived that Darwin
had engineered an attack on him, though he obtained
an expression of regret for an accident, he flung
violently into print, and did, though he remained
ignorant of the fact, get from Darwin and his
friends the attention as an enemy which they would
not bestow on him as a friendly critic. His letter
to the Athenaum seriously perturbed Darwin, who
drafted two replies to it, and submitted them for
advice to the members of his family and to Professor
Huxley. The advice given was against replying;
and Butler was accordingly confirmed in his
opinion. But this was an opinion which"a less
suspicious man would have been slower in forming
and less stubborn in holding.

Darwin was not, in his career or in his handling
of Butler, a model of the urbane virtues. Butler
did right to protest against the sacerdotal attitude
which Victorian men of science frequently adopted.
But he did wrong not to redise that Darwin did
not take him altogether seriously, and why this

15
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was so. Butler's challenging manner of writing,
the prickly defensveness which he developed on
the.. smallest provocation, must have been dis-
agreeable to the great investigator who had spent
years of careful research into the problems which,
he thought, Butler airily settled at his writing-
table in the intervals of other pursuits. Darwin
is perhaps to blame, but not so greatly to blame
as Butler contended, if he regarded Butler at first
as a well-disposed, and then as an ill-disposed,
amateur; and that was in effect his view of the
whole matter. When he sent Evolution Old and
New to Dr. Krause, he expressed the hope that the
German writer " would not expend much powder
and shot on Mr. Butler, for he really is not worthy
of it. His book is merely ephemeral." It was
characteristic of the professional scientist to dismiss
thus slightingly what was not founded on actual
observation and practical experiment. Butler's
reply was that he took his facts from those who
made it their business to collect facts : these were
the very people who were now attacking him, but
surely they did not attack the accuracy of his data.
Thereply seemsto bevalid. But Darwin'sinability
to see it was due less to malignity than to a kind
of myopia which often afflicts the experimental
scientist.

Sonie of Butler's " mares '-nests,” then, were
" mares-nests’ from the beginning. Others,
neglected when they might have been useful, have
begun to lose interest now that they have been con-
firmed and carried further by practical work. But he
remains, apart from his theories and his discoveries,
as an observer of life and a teacher of conduct.
Passages of this nature exist in all his works; but,
generally speaking, his claim to be accepted as a
16
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philosopher rests on five books, Erewhon, Erewhon
Revisited, the Note-books, The Way of All Flesh, and
Mr. Festing Joness biography,

Mr. Festing Jones observes that " | was struck
by his uncompromising sincerity. If a subject
interested him, he took infinite pains to find out
all he could about it at first-hand, thought it over
and formed an opinion of his own, without reference
to what any one ese thought or said." In demon-
stration of this, Mr. Jones relates the following
reminiscences.—

"We talked about Charlotte Bronte; .Butler
did not like her; | said, as though taking the odd
trick with the ace of trumps:—

"'Well, at all events, she wrote three splendid
novels.'

" He replied in a low voice, reluctantly but
decidedly: ' They are not splendid.’

" These four words shifted the subject under
discussion from the splendour or otherwise of
Charlotte Bronte's novels to the sincerity or other-
wise of my opinion."

It was no doubt well that Mr. Joness sincerity
should be probed; and this is in fact what Butler
does at his best. He challenges established opinions
and forces those who hold them to consider whether
they have any good ground for doing so. But the
reader who is not dazzled by Butler's originality of
judgment in this instance will ask himself whether
the sentence which Mr. Jones quotes is anything
more than a very facile assertion. He will then
perhaps ask himself how often Butler's original
pronouncements on established reputations are of
the same order. He will certainly find some that
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are not. In the Note-books there is an elaborate
arraignment of Raphael. It may not be convincing;
but the critic has produced his arguments. Here,
aso, may be found Butler's explanation of his
hostility towards post-Handelian music. But one
may search the two volumes of the biography for
a considerable time without finding his appreciation
of any book published in his own time. Here,
again, we must be just: Butler did like one book.
It was called Pudey, or My Summer in a Garden;
its author was Charles Dudley Warner; and Butler
said, " | like Pudey very much and have read it
all." .

But the majority of his opinions are on the
model of the much-quoted passage in the Note-
books:—

" Talking it over, we agreed that Blake was no
good because he learnt Italian at over sixty in order
to read Dante, and we knew Dante was no good
because he was so fond of Virgil, and Virgil was
no good because Tennyson ran him, and as for
Tennyson—well, Tennyson goes without saying."

That is an exceedingly witty way of expressing an
indolent prejudice; and those who share that
particular chain of prejudices may well regjoice in
it, without supposing that it proves their case
But this particular form of humour grows weari-
some; and Butler's independence of attitude would
be slightly more entertaining and useful if he had
occasionally replaced the reputations he smashed
with these hammer-strokes by some discovery of
hisown. Unfortunately, it is not easy to remember
any unknown author whom he brought into the
light—unless Nausicaa be taken as such.
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But this is, in a way, the defect of his qualities.
It is easy, too easy, to grow incensed with him when
he inanely doubts any convention or Qpinion that
comes in sight. It is possible to refnark of him,
adapting the remark made of Dr. Johnson, that
he may have been very sensible at bottom, but
that there was a great deal of nonsense on top.
But the fact remains that by challenging every-
thing he did detect many frauds, and he did let
the light of scepticism into many topics where
scepticism is a healthy attitude. If his view of
family life was bigoted and unreasonable, there is
a great deal of use in the reminder that family life
is not necessarily perfect and needs a deal of
watching to keep it from being very imperfect
indeed. Some of the assumptions he challenged
have now disappeared. We no longer believe that
good looks and good manners are the unmistakable
indices of an ill heart; and we are becoming con-
vinced that it is better to have these attributes than
to be without them. But these lessons may still
with advantage be enforced as Butler continually
enforces them. It was his fate that life made him
a suspicious man. But suspicion made him a
doubting, questioning, and therefore inquiring man.
And his natural gift of humour taught him what
he has ever since been teaching others, that it is
possible to be serious without being solemn. This
was perhaps the most valuable thing he had to
say to a society emerging from the Victorian era
and passing over into another that was to be as
desperately serious as we are now realising. Itisa
reflection pathetically ironical that some of his
loudest followers in these days should be persons
whom he would very likely have described as
Simeonites of the intellect.
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Of the value of his writings judged as literature
it is not so easy to speak with confidence. Erewhon
is-not so much a novel as a collection of essays
roughly pressed into a common mould. They are
not merely disconnected, they are also composed
on different planes of satire, at different removes
from reality, so that the reader as he goes from
chapter to chapter has an uncomfortable sense of
being jolted from level to level. Yet the satire, on
its varying levels, is extraordinarily easy, ingenious
and penetrating; and, in another key again, the
opening chapters make one of the best introductions
to a story of exploration ever written. Erewhon
Revisited is the book of an old man; and it has
much of the beauty so often to be found in such
compositions. The manner of its writing was
very different from that of its predecessor, and it
is impossible to complain of any unevenness in
its structure. Nevertheless, the satire is not so
easy. Itisalittle strained, alittle too ingenious, a
little too closely calculated to make good reading.
Butler himself picked out the best part of the
book when he complained that none of his critics
had noticed the idea of a father attempting by noble
conduct to deserve the good opinion of a newly-
found and adored son. Thus, at the end of his
life, still haunted by early memories, he attempted
to fashion in imagination what should have been
and completely to invert the facts of his own
childhood.

The Way of All Flesh is precisely the opposite of
this. It has long been known to be of the photo-
graphic order of novels; but how minutely photo-
graphic it is we could not know until the appearance
of Mr. Joness book. This need not, and should
not, affect our judgment of it, even when we are
20
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informed that Theobald's delightful letters are
almost literal transcriptions from those of Canon
Butler. We can very well continue to admire .the
inimitable accuracy and vividness with which these
real scenes are described, while we suffer from the
painful bitterness of this exhaustive improvisation
on the old theme of parents and children. But the
whole book is not of equal merit. It begins to
weaken at the point where Ernest's career diverges
from Butler's own experience; and when it reaches
the catastrophe it sinks into improbabilities from
which it never recovers. The Ernest, whose
thoughts and feelings at Cambridge have been
described, and who was Butler, would never have
made that disastrous mistake over Miss Maitland's
real profession. Butler did not, in fact, ever make
it, nor did he ever develop into the super-prig
which Ernest became after his release from prison.

Butler's reputation will probably rest more and
more, as time goes on, on his Note-books and on
M r. Joness biography, which might be described
together as the story of a distrustful man. Indeed,
posterity, reading these alone, will probably miss
little of what it should retain: for Butler was careful
of his best things, and most of them are to be found
here as well as in the books in which he enshrined
them among more perishable material. On the
strength of these two books he will remain a definite
and unforgettable character, though he may, pro-
bably will, recede in importance, perhaps even to
the level of those wits whose " table-talk " is read
by the curious in every generation.

But even s, there he will be still: a man whom
fate tortured into such distrust of his fellows as
to make him question everything and teach others
to do the same. He suffered intensely in the process

FE.L. Cc 21



First Essayson Literature

that made him what he was. he suffered again,
much more than he would ever admit, from the
ineffaceable results of the process " | do not
deny, however," he bursts out, " that | have been
ill-used. | have been used abominably.” This
cry rings truer, echoes longer in the memory, than
the assertion which follows that he considered the
balance of good fortune to have been on his side.
By one of those contrivances of events with which
fate marks the lives of distinguished men, an
atmosphere of distrust followed him on to his
death-bed and beyond it. For the doctors dis
agreed during his last illness, and Mr. Festing
Jones doubts the accuracy of the causes given in
the certificate of death.
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WHEN The Journal of a Disappointed Man was
first published in March, 1919, the suspicious
circumstances that it contained an introduction by
Mr. H. G. Wells, and purported to be written by
a young assistant in the Natural History Museum
at South Kensington, immediately produced the
impression that it was a fictitious work, composed
by Mr, Wells himself. He was known at that
time, from other books acknowledged to be his, to
be feeling a particular interest in the philosophical
problem of human suffering; he had done some-
thing of the kind before, and many readers, it
may be conjectured, unconsciously found it a relief
to suppose that this almost unbearably tragic history
had been invented. But the impression could not
long survive a careful study of the book. The
author's identity was soon guessed at by a few
persons who knew him and suspected by some
who had heard of him; and presently Mr. Wells
wrote to a newspaper to say that the only fictitious
details in the Journal were the author's name and
the date of his death, there given as December 31st,
1917. This date was in fact incorrect by nearly
two years. Bruce Frederick Cummings lived until
October 30th, 1919, that is to say, for seven
months after the publication of his diary.

Thus it comes about that the later part of it,
which has recently been printed, contains many
references to his critics, in whose opinions he was
deeply and frankly interested. He remarks again

! The Journal of a Di pointed Man. Enjoying Life and Other
Essays. By W. N. P. Barbellion. (Chatto and Windus.)
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and again on the ordinary incompetence of reviewers,
the usual complaint of an author, but especialy
ppignant here. He mentions, once in a letter and
once in the diary, an imbecile who thought that he
was a "social climber”; and he welcomes with
joy the first writer who seemed to him to have
read the book carefully. But among all these
references to his work there is none more illumin-
ating than the last entry he ever made:—

" Friends and relatives say | have not drawn
my true self. But that's because | have taken my
clothes off and they can't recognise me stark1l
The Book is a self-portrait in the nude."

Thus, with this final self-explanation, he ends his
work. The last two words stand aone at the top
of a left-hand page, and opposite them in the book
lies the blotting paper he used. He had often
before said farewell to his Journal. Once it was in
a fit of disgust with it and himself, and he took
it up again to record the discovery that he was
suffering from an incurable disease. Then, owing
to the paralysis of his right hand, writing became
too painful for him, and he thought this the hardest
and shrewdest stroke of fate, to deprive him of his
secret consolation. Last, under the date May
25th, 1919, he made an entry of four pages, chiefly
supplementing earlier entries, and concluded with
the words large and scrawled, but legible: " This
is the end. | am not going to keep a diary any
more," But on June 1<, without explanation, he
made a long entry, recalling an experience of early
life, and on June 3rd the very last, which | have
quoted.” He desired that at the end should be

! These entries do not appear in this order in the published book.
The Last Diary was written deliberately as a literary compostion
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written, " The rest is silence,” to serve as an
inscription on the base of his " self-erected monu-
ment/' Genuine self-portraits in the nude occur
very rarely in the history of literature, This is a
picture of a man of genius vividly drawn by him-
self. It is a remarkable book about a remarkable
man.

Barbellion was born on September 7th, 1889,
and was the third son of a reporter on a news-
paper in a Devonshire town. He was able to
remember the first time a bird's nest was ever
shown to him; but a passion for natural history
became very early the most important part of his
life. He was articled as a boy to his father's
unattractive and uncongenial profession. He never-
theless continued to pursue his passion with an
extraordinary energy and strength of will, and
was determined to secure somehow or other an
entrance into the desired career. He was other-
wise and exactingly occupied and he was entirely
self-taught; and in 1910, just when by great good
fortune he had been offered, and had accepted, a
post in the Plymouth Marine Laboratory, his
father's health broke down altogether, compelling
him to renounce this dazzling but ill-paid oppor-
tunity. But in the following year he won in open
competition an appointment in the Natural History
Museum, which justified the abandonment of
journalism.

In 1909 there first appears in the diary the
definite indication of a theme which was soon to
rival natural history in importance and at last most
horribly to overwhelm it.

for publication. The manuscript contains directions that certain
passages shall be removed from their strictly chronological places
and inserted elsewhere.
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" Feeling ill—like a sloppy tadpole. My will is
paralysed, | visit the Doctor regularly to be
stethoscoped, ramble about the streets, idly scan
magazines in the Library and occasionaly rink—
with palpitation of the heart as a consequence. In
view of the shortness, bitterness, and uncertainty
of life, all scientific labour for me seems futile.”

After this he does not often forget the subject of
his health for many pages together. The deaths
of his father and mother deepened the preoccupa
tion, and Barbellion's symptoms and dreads were
amost infinite in their variety. He suffered from
intermittent action of the heart, from nervous
weakness, and from dyspepsia; he feared now
paralysis, now blindness, now consumption. The
thought of death was constantly with him, but until
the end he could not be sure in what form it would
come. Sometimes he demanded that it should
finish his sufferings, sometimes he hoped it would
delay a little more to allow him to complete the
work he had in hand.

Meanwhile, amid the unescapable and agonising
reflections which this condition induced, another
side of his nature was being developed. In 1910
there is an entry which, again, is like the first
tentative introduction of a musical theme in a
symphony:—

"1 hope to goodness she doesn't think | want
to marry her. In the Park, in the dark, kissing her,
| was testing and experimenting with a new
experience."

He was not, of course, by any means so callous and
inhuman as this brief note might make him appear;
26
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but he was immensely curious about himself and
about other people, and immensely greedy for new
sensations. He dabbled a good deal in love-
making, and his dabbling was prompted as much
by curiosity as by the natural pressure of the
senses. At last he fell in love, could not make up
his mind whether he wanted to marry, made it up
and was rejected, felt relieved, then unhappy,
renewed his suit and was accepted. In September,
1915, he was married. A few weeks before,
duringaholiday at Coniston, boisterously prosecuted
with his usual reckless disregard of his weak health,
he had fallen and jarred his spine, and this had
brought on a partial paralysis which filled him with
the gloomiest thoughts and seemed to suggest the
cancellation of all his plans. But his doctor
made light of the matter and the marriage took
place.

In the following November, having formally
presented himself for recruitment, he was led by
curiosity to read the sedled certificate written by
his own doctor, not supposing that its being sealed
had any particular meaning. Thus he discovered,
while sitting in a railway-carriage, that eighteen
months before he had shown the first symptoms of a
terrible and incurable disease and that this had
been concealed from him, though it had been
communicated to his relatives. He found later that
his wife had learnt of it before their marriage, and
also that his fall at Coniston had reawakened activity
among the bacteria and hastened the end. In
1916 his daughter was born, and in July of the
following year his rapidly failing strength com-
pelled him, after ineffectual periods of sick leave,
to resign his appointment at the Museum. His
health varied; he grew worse and recovered a little,
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but never recovered what he had lost. He pre-
pared his diary for publication, but the publishers
who had first accepted it became afraid of it when
it was partly set up in type and asked to be relieved
of the wundertaking. Another publisher was
found. The book appeared, and its reception
did something to soften the miseries of his last
months.

How profound and unremitting were these
miseries, and how he bore them, is shown in the
last section of the diary. His disease was painful
and the end certain. He had a wife who was often
fatigued and ill, and a child, and he had next to
no money. The strain of witnessing his sufferings,
as well as the necessity of earning her living, made
it imperative that his wife should spend long
periods of time away from him. In 1919 there was
an idea that a certain prolonged and troublesome
treatment might possibly, though only possibly,
effect an improvement. But he did not care to be
experimented with then. He was already dead,
he said, and it was too late, he could not bear the
burden of a fresh hope. He continued to be
tortured by the long-drawn-out agony of his dis-
solution, by the defeat of all his ambitions, and by
the black prospects of his wife and child. But the
success of his book brings a curiously sweeter and
gentle *note into the diary, a note most poignant to
the reader who could understand his refusing to be
grateful for anything.

"I am still miserable " (he writes), " especialy
on E.'s account—that dear, brave woman. But |
have suffered a change. My whole soul is sweetened
by the love of those near and dear to me, and by
the sympathy of those reading my book."
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Grants were made to him out of various funds,
and, just before his death, a committee of distin-
guished literary men was formed to see that .his
wife and child did not want. This, in particular
touched him to gratitude, and he died proud and
happy in the thought that those who should have
been dependent on him had so many good friends
to serve them instead. A few hours before his
death he said to his brother, " You will soon be
able to blow the trumpets and bang the brasses “;
but his eyes were full of a pathetic desire to have it
denied.

It is not difficult to understand the complaint
made by his friends and relatives that he had drawn
a misleading portrait of himself, any more than it
is difficult to understand his own protest that he
had drawn himself with the clothes off. Both
points of view are exceedingly natural, and perhaps
it is possible for a disinterested observer to see in
the diary the whole truth which could not be
immediately obvious either to himself or to those
who were closely connected with him. We need
not involve ourselves very deeply in the theories
of psycho-analysis to make the point that a man
who keeps ajournal of this sort probably does so
because there is something in him which ordinary
life keeps under, which he desires to exprgss and
cannot, except thus in secret. Hence come apparent
contradictions between the outward appearance and
the confession.  On one occasion Barbellion says.—

" | have no personal courage and all this pride
boils up behind a timid exterior. | quail often
before stupid but overbearing persons who conse-
quently never realise my contempt of them. . . .
Of course, to intimate friends (only about three
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persons in the wide, wide world), | can aways
give freevent to my feelings, and | do so in privacy
with that violence in which a weak character
usually finds some compensation for his intolerable
self-imposed reserve and restraint in public. |
can never marvel enough at the ineradicable
turpitude of my existence, at my double-facedness,
and the remarkable contrast between the face |
turn to the outside world and the face my friends
know. It's like leading a double existence or
artificially constructing a puppet to dangle before
the crowd while | fulminate behind the scenes.
If only | had the moral courage to play my part
in life—to take the stage and be myself, to enjoy
the delightful sensation of making my presence
felt, instead of this vapourish mumming—then this
Journal would be quite unnecessary."

No man who is a hero to himself stands a very good
chance of seeming a hero to other people. But in
this passage Barbellion not only shows the differ-
ence between his appearance and his self-portraiture,
but also directs attention to one of the factors
which make his diary so interesting a document.
He was aware of the contrast between what he
allowed the world to see and the rest of his nature;
but this contrast remained profoundly mysterious
to himself. He understood himself enough to be
able to describe himself, but not so thoroughly that
the knowledge could remove all curiosity; and, in
fact, while he knew much of his own character
that no one ese knew, there was something left
over of which he was ignorant.
He once said:—

" | am apparently a triple personality: (i) The
30
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respectable youth; (2) The foul-mouthed commen-
tator and critic; (3) The rea but unknown I.
Curious that these three should live together amiably
in the same tenement."

One might aso say that the reader of the diary
discovers another triple personality: (1) Barbellion
as he must have seemed to others; (2) Barbellion
as he thought he seemed to others; (3) The rea
Barbellion, not fully known even to himself, yet,
between his appearance and his confessions, for
ever unconsciously betraying himself. In actua
fact, he was, it is agreed by all who knew him, a
man of tremendous, amost daemonic, force of
character. | have aready alluded to the restless
vigour with which he drove hisfailing body through
all manner of tasks and difficulties, and this trait
in him gives a fair idea of his spirit. From boy-
hood onward he was weakened by continual ill-
health. The diary is full of medical observations
and forebodings, but no one, not even his family,
realised how constantly the fear of sickness and
death attended him. He never mentioned his
health save in a tone of cheerful cynicism: he never
pampered himself or allowed himself to be pam-
pered. In spite of his palpitating heart he exposed
himself to fatigues and performed feats of endurance
which a sound man might well have shirked. He
worked furiously and unceasingly. He kept his
balance and his courage under staggering blows of
ill-fortune. Never was there so impossible an
ambition as that of this sickly youth in a provincial
town, who desired, without any help, without even
any decent opportunities for self-instruction, to
obtain a scientific appointment. Yet he overcame
these obstacles and his ambition was fulfilled. And
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when this was taken from him, when nothing was
left but a few painful months of life and his Journal,
when it was infinite labour even to trace a few words
on the page, he continued the self-portrait which
had become his last ambition, as long as he could
hold a pen at all. The straggling, irregularly-
formed letters which sprawl across the paper are
the last witnesses of his invincible courage.

And to others thistimid and cowardly young man
seemed strong, masterful, difficult to manage,
frightening, sometimes savage and bitter in con-
versation, but aways magnetic and fascinating.
"1 know," he says, " | am not prepossessing in
appearance—my nose is crooked and my skin is
blotched.” In reality his height, his distinction of
bearing and fine hair produced an immediate effect
of good looks—which, with the emaciation of his
final days, changed into an austere and painful
beauty. He had particularly beautiful hands, and
his photographs certainly represent him as being
not only noticeable but aso attractive. The dis-
parity between what he says of himself and what
others thought of him involves no rea contra-
diction. He is writing of the hidden and secret
personality which no one eése knew, and the
fact that no one ese could know this personality,
save by his own deliberate act of revelation, is
another proof of his strength. He is describing the
other side of the moon.

His ambition was the one part of his secret life
which was too great and too violent for even him
to hide altogether. He might doubt his own
qualities, but he could not conceal from himself
or from others what he desired to be and to do.
His ambitions were, he thought, very soon and
very easily defeated, but the title he gave to his
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book, a catchpenny title, as he owned, and alittle
wanting in sincerity, confessed to a graver defeat
than he actually sustained. His achievements were
not great in bulk. His scientific triumph was the
triumph of reaching a self-proposed aim in spite
of almost impossible obstacles; but it was worth
less in itself than as a witness to character. He
might have become one of the greatest of English
biologists; but promise is only promise, and this,
besides, is promise of a kind with which we are not
concerned here. "In time,"” he once sad, " |
should have revolutionised the study of Systematic
Zoology." But he was not allowed time, and his
scientific observations will be amplified, superseded,
heaped under at last by an accumulation of the
work of his successors. In literature his position
is different.

When his book was being prepared for publi-
cation, and while hewas still ignorant what reception
it would have, he remarked without hesitation that
he "liked to look at himself posthumously as-a
writer "; and it appears from the introduction to
Enjoying Life that his friends had long before
expected him to turn his whole attention to litera-
ture. Even here his work is comprised in small
space. It consists of three things: the Journal
of a Disappointed Man, containing extracts frpm his
diaries between 1903 and 1917, the volume called
Enjoying Life and Other Literary Remains, containing,
together with a number of essays and articles, long
passages omitted for the sake of space from the
previous book, and the Last Diary which runs from
the beginning of 1918 onwards. Even from these
three small books certain deductions must be made.
The scientific articles in the second volume were
only just worth reprinting; and the essays on
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journal-writers and the two short stories, though
they are promising, are yet no more than the experi-
ments of a man who was thinking of giving himself
formally to the profession of literature. But when
all deductions are made, there is a residue which
is considerable in value.

In the introduction to the first volume Mr.
Wells very comprehensively lays stress on the
circumstances of Barbellion's fate. He represents
the diarist as saying, " You shal have at least one
specimen carefully displayed and labelled. Here is
a recorded unhappiness. When you talk about
life and the rewards of life and the justice of life
and its penalties, what you say must square with
this." This is, of course, an aspect of the matter
which no reader could manage to overlook, even if
he desired (as he might conceivably desire) to do
so. It would be a pity, however, if we were to
consider it to the exclusion of every other aspect.
Barbell ion was not essentialy a specimen who by
good luck had the ability to display and label
himself. If his circumstances had been quite other
than they were, he would still have been a remark-
able man and would amost certainly have done
remarkable work. His disease and death ought to
play the same part in our conception of him that
they do in our conception of Keats, with whom,
besides, he had certain affinities which he half-
consciously recognised. We do not know what
part disease played in creating or forcing or con-
ditioning Keats's genius; we only know that it
infuses a poignancy and a colour into our picture
of his life. He does not appear to us as the diseased
poet, but as a poet who, as it happened, was stricken
with disease. So with Barbellion: he had a per-
sonality and a gift for describing his experiences;
34
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and, since it fell out that his experiences were
tragic, therefore the story he tells is a tragedy.
But the tragedy is not interesting only as such.
It is interesting because the principal- figure in it
is Barbellion.

The comparison with Keats is natural, is sugges-
tive, and can be supported by a number of particulars,

both accidental and essential. " Since the fateful
November 27th," says Barbellion, " my life has
become entirely posthumous. | live now in the

grave and am busy furnishing it with posthumous
joys." Keats writes in his last letter, from Rome,
" | have an habitual feeling of my real life having
passed, and that | am leading a posthumous
existence." But there is a closer similarity between
them than the superficial parallel suggested by their
use of the same image. Barbellion himself made
the comparison more than once, and once in a
very significant context.

"You can search all history" (he exclaims),
" for an ambition more powerful than mine and
not find it. No, not Napoleon, nor Wilhelm I1.,
nor Keats."

And this uncontrollable ambition in both of them
was one manifestation of the innermost ruling
characteristic which they had in common, the
passion for life in all its shapes and forms, for all
the sensations life can bring, which inspires
Barbellion's Journal as surely as it inspires Keats's
poetry and letters.

The title of Barbellion's second book was not,
as it might seem, intended in irony. He enjoyed
life to a terrifying degree and could abandon him-
self to the ecstasy which it produced in him.
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"As you say " (he writes in a letter, referring
to a review of the Journal), " the rest of the notice
distinguishing Marie Bashkirtseff from me by her
zest for life- is an astonishing and ludicrous mis-
reading. Why, even since | became bedridden, as
you will see some day, my zest for life took a devil
of a lot of killing—like a sectioned worm with all
the parts still wriggling. . "

In the last part of the diary his assertion is amply
proved. Here the zest for life, in a man who could
no longer indulge it save in memory, is sublimated
to a piercing but sweet lyrical cry, which is one
of the most moving utterances in recent literature.
Before, when he was in possession of all his faculties,
when the shadow of illness could sometimes be
forgotten, it is a rapturous and boisterous expression
of infinite energy, high spirits and gusto. Almost
any paragraph in the essay called Enjoying Life
would serve to demonstrate this:—

" ' Dans litterature,' said M. Taine, 'j'aime tout.
| would shake his hand for saying that and add:
"In life, Monsieur, as well." All things attract me
equally. | cannot concentrate. | am ready to do
anything, go anywhere, think anything, read any-
thing* Wherever | hitch my wagon | am confident
of an adventurous ride. Somebody says, ' Come
and hear some Wagner." | am ready to go. Another,
"| say, they are going to ring the bull '—and who
wants to complete his masterpiece or count his
money when they are going to ring the bull ? |
will go with you to Norway, Switzerland, Jericho,
Timbuctoo. Talk to me about the Rosicrucians or
the stomach of a flea and | will listen to you. Tell
me that the Chelsea Power Station is as beautiful
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as the Parthenon at Athens and |'ll believe you.
Everything is beautiful, even the ugly—why did
Whistler paint the squalor of the London streets,
or Brangwyn the gloom of a steam-crane? To
subscribe to any one particular profession, mode of
life, doctrine, philosophy, opinion or enthusiasm,
Is to cut oneself off from all the rest—I subscribe
to all. With the whole world before you, beware
lest the machinery of education seizes hold of the
equipotential of your youth and grinds you out the
finished product! You were a human being to
start with—now, you are only a soldier, sailor,
tinker, tailor. Leonardo da Vinci, racked with
frustrate passion after the universal, is reported to
have declared that only to do one thing and only to
know one thing was a disgrace, no less."

Crying for the Moon, the essay which follows,
aso extracted from the Journal, is the obverse of
the same coin:—

"1 am passing through the world swiftly and
have only time to live my own life. | am cut off
by my own limitations and environment from know-
ing much or understanding much. | know nothing
of literature and the drama; | have but little ear
for music. | do not understand art. All ,these
things are closed to me. | am passing swiftly
along the course of my life with many others whom
| shall never meet. How many dear friends and
kindred spirits remain undiscovered among that
number ? There is no time for anything. Every-
thing and every one is swept along in the hustling
current. Oh! to sun ourselves awhile in the water
meadows before dropping over the falls! The
real tragedies in this world are not the things
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which happen to us, but the things which don't
happen.”

Inhere are critics who would trace the source of
such outbursts as these and of the joy in life that
constantly appears in Keats to the effects of bacterial
disesase. We cannot contradict the conclusion,
which may have a certain truth. We can only
point out that the same cause does not aways
produce the same effect, and we must therefore
deduce a particular genius in those in whom this
spirit manifests itself. Barbellion was, from one
point of view, a case for pathology, but he was not,
any more than was Keats, nothing but that. He
Pa(él a fine temperament which he expressed very
inely.

There is a temptation when one is considering
the Journal, to which Barbellion's work must
eventually be reduced, to consider it as so much
raw material and to speculate how, if he had lived,
he would have used the many talents he displays
in it. He began it as a record of a naturalist's
observations, and it developed only very gradually
into a self-portrait and a repository for all his
reflections and impressions. He was still, when
his last illness overtook him, a professional scientist,
scribbling in his diary at night for a hobby. But
he was thinking of going over to literature; and
one cannot help asking whether, if he had done
s0, he would not have turned his genius to some
more formal and less miscellaneous method of
expression. It is easy to discern in him any number
of capacities. He might have become a critic—a
statement which can be proved by a few examples
taken at random:—

" | thoroughly enjoy Hardy's poetry for its
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masterfulness, for his sheer muscular compulsion
over the words and sentences. In his rough-hewn
lines he yokes the recalcitrant words together and
drives them along mercilessly with something that
looks like simple, brute strength. . . . All this
pleasess me more, for | know to my cost what
stubborn, sullen, hephaestian beasts, words and
clauses can sometimes be. It is nice to se them
punished. Hardy's poetry is Michael Angelo
rather than Greek, Browning not Tennyson.

"It amuses me to discover the evident relish
with which the author of The Daffodil Fields em-
phasises the blood and the flowers in the attack on
Achi Baba. It's all blood and beautiful flowers
mixed up together to Masefield's great excitement.

. Still, to cal Gallipoli ' bloody hell" is, after
all, only a pedantically exact description. You
understand, tho', a very remarkable book—a
work of genius.

" ... James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist—one
of those books which the mob will take fifty years
to discover but once discovered will again neglect.”

He might have been a psychological or a satirical
novelist, a metaphysician, a casual essayist. He
might have been a poet of nature. His diaries are
studded with exquisite descriptions of landscapes
and living things, which grow only more vivid and
moving as the end approaches and they become
transcripts from memory instead of recent impres-
sions. The last long entry in the Journal is one
of them, and it is so good and so characteristic that
it must be quoted here:—

" Rupert Brooke said the brightest thing in
the world was a leaf with the sun shining on it.
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God pity his ignorance | The brightest thing in
the world is a Ctenophor in a glassjar standing in
the sun. This is a bit of a secret, for no one knows
about it save only the naturalist. | had a new sponge
the other day and it smelt of the sea till | had soaked
it. But what a vista that smell opened up !—rock
pools, gobies, Blennies, anemones (crassicon, dahlia
—oh! | forget). And at the end of my little
excursion into memory | came upon the morning
when | put some sanded opague bits of jelly, lying
on the rim of the sea into a glass collecting jar
and to my amazement and delight they turned into
Ctenophors—alive, swimming, and iridescent! Y ou
must imagine a tiny soap-bubble about the size of
a filbert with four series of plates or combs arranged
regularly on the soap-bubble, from its North to
its South Pole, and flashing spasmodically in unison
as they beat on the water."

But | think that this way of looking on Barbel-
lion's work, excusable as it might be, would never-
theless be mistaken. Every author writes the book
that it is given to him to write, and Barbellion's
book was the Journal. [f, as seems very likely, he
had developed altogether into a writer, he might
still not have abandoned this form which had
become by a gradual process peculiarly his
own.

And this view is supported by the fact that up
to the very last he was improving the flexible and
accommodating method of literary expression which
his diary had become. Towards the end it is
obviously growing into something more than a
diary: it is changing its character, turning into
something which is subtly different in kind from
the work of the diarists, his predecessors, with
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whom he has most often been compared. It does,
without question, lose something by the change.
It becomes less spontaneous, more suspect from
the evidential point of view. But what it loses in
the unconscious, it gains in the conscious.

The last eighteen months of it seem to me to
show an advance on the third part of the published
Journal almost as striking as the advance of that
third part on the first. The form fitted very closely
to Barbellion's many-sided and individual tempera-
ment; and, as time went on and he understood
better what he was doing, he made it fit more
closely still. It was a frame into which he could
put with perfect ease all that his roving perceptions
picked up in life: an impression of a landscape
or an animal, a conversation overheard in the
street, a suddenly flashing truth about himself or
some other person, a genera reflection upon
humanity. As ajournal-writer he.is not, of course,
alone; but being a strongly-marked personality,
he is unique even among journal-writers. His
intense interest in his own consciousness does not,
as it did with Amiel, blind him to the actua out-
side world; he has more humour, more gusto in
concrete detail than Marie Bashkirtseff, a vein of
poetry that we do not find in Pepys. This is not
intended to rank him above the writers withjvhom
he loved to compare himself, but rather to em-
phasise his individuality among them.

We find ourselves at last wondering not how he
would have employed the gifts he displays in the
Journal, but to what pitch of excellence he would
have brought the Journal itself. The last entries
are admirably full of matter and admirably worded.
The passage | have quoted on the Ctenophors is of
great lyrical beauty—not a random jotting, but an
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impression seized and made permanent with some-
thing of the proportion and balance of a sonnet
by Heredia. Over against it there might be quoted
passages on the old village nurse who attended him
for months, closely and humorously observed and
st down without the waste of a syllable. Or there
are pages of reflections like this:—

THE ICONS

" Every man has his own icon.

" Secreted in the closet of each man's breast is
his icon, the image of himself, concealed from view
with elaborate care, treated invariably with great
respect, by means of which the Ego, being self-
conscious, sees itself in relation to the rest of man-
kind, measures itself therewith, and in accordance
with which it acts and moves and subsists. In the
self-righteous man's bosom, it is a molten image
of a little potentate who can do no wrong. In the
egotist's, an ideal loved and worshipped by almost
all men, addressed with solemnity and reverence,
and cast in an immutable brazen form. Only the
truth-seeker preserves his image in clay, covered
in damp rags—a working hypothesis.

" A man towards his icon is like the tenderness
and secretiveness of a little bird towards its nest,
which does not know you have discovered its heart's
treasure. For every one knows the lineaments
of your image and talks about them to everybody
else save you, and no one dare refer to his own—it
IS bad form—so that in spite of the gossip and
criticism that swirls around each one's personality,
a man remains sound-tight and insulated.

" The human comedy begins at the thought of
the ludicrous unlikeness in many casss of the
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treasured image to the real person—as much
verisimilitude about it as say, about a bust by
Gaudier-Brzeska.

" Heavens! what a toy-shop it will be at the
Last Day! When all our little effigies are taken
from their cupboards, undraped, and ranged along
beside us, nude and shivering. In that Day
how few will be able to say that they ever
cried,—

"' God be merciful to me a sinner,’ or ' a fool,’
or ' a humbug.'

" The human tragedy begins as soon as one
feels how often a man's life is ruined by simple
reason of this disparity between the image and
the real—the image (or the man's mistaken idea of
himself)—like an ignisfatuus leading him through
devious paths into the morass of failure, or worse
—of sheer, laughing-stock silliness. The moral
'S yruth ceavrov

"(My dear chap, quoting Greek at your time of
life.) "

The mellowness and sweetness of these lines are
worth noting as characteristic of a transformation
which is obviously taking place through all the last
pages of the diary. This transformation adds
something in the nature of a rounding and a com-
pletion to the whole work which might otherwise
have been merely an interrupted record. It enlarges
too our conception of the author's character and
capacities and fillsin, most graciously, our picture
of him.

Barbellion was accustomed to accuse himself of
being an egotist; but, on his own definition, he
was atruth-seeker. His portrait of himself was not
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immutable. It grew clearer as he understood
himself better and it changed as he changed. It
was not complete when he died because his own
development was not complete. But he carried it
as far as he could and made of it a singular picture.
His Journal is a book of an enduring sort, not
merely because it is an accurate and candid self-
portrait, but also because of the inherent attrac-
tions of its subject. Barbellion was a poet, a humour-
ist, an observer, a philosopher, as well as atruthful,
passionate and amazingly courageous man. In
drawing a picture of the last he also made a picture
of the world as it seemed to the first four, and
thus captured in it poetry, humour, observation,
and philosophy. The subject is still too fresh, and,
by the vividness of its presentment, too painful, for
any attempt at a final valuation to be made. Not
long ago, Barbellion was still alive, suffering and
hoping; and, with the best will in the world, no
critic can avoid being influenced by this fact. But
his book is a fair topic for prophecy; and it is not
Very rash to predict that, as it loses the sharpness
and painfulness of a record of fact, so its qualities
as a work of literature will come more into pro-
minence and we shall realise that Barbellion was
not only a genius untimely overwhelmed by an
evil fate, but a genius who, before he was over-
whelmed, had opportunity to do some at least
of his appointed work. Then, whatever may be
the theoretical views we hold on the connection
between disease and genius, we shall be able to
think less of Barbellion as a " case " and more of
him as awriter. We shall not, perhaps, think that
we have a complete portrait of him in his Journal
any more than that we have a complete portrait of
Keats in the Odes or even in the Letters. The
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greatest of artists cannot entirely disclose himself in
his work. Barbellion did so no more than others.
But he was an artist, and, between what he wrote
of himself and what was otherwise revealed, it is
possible to form a picture of a remarkable per-
sonality.

POSTSCRIPT

Professor A. F. Pollard, in an article which
appeared in History after | had revised this essay
for publication in book-form, seeks, under the form
of a study in historical method, to dispute the
genuineness of Barbellion's diaries. His specific
arguments have been deat with in a letter to
History by Barbellion's brother, Mr. A. J. Cum-
mings; and | will not go over them again here.
| alude to the matter only because Professor
Pollard suspects that three " literary artists" had
a hand in the diaries. He seems to think that
Mr. H. G. Wells was one of them ; and | suspect
him of thinking that 1 was another. | certainly
was not; and | am convinced that Professor Pollard
Is altogether deluding himself when he thinks that
the diaries have been tampered with, otherwise
than by their author.
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GOETHE lived on into his eighty-third year; and
Felix Mendelssohn, who saw him in his old age,
said that the world would come to believe that
there had been, not one, but many Goethes. This
has proved, in a literal sense, to be only too true.
During his long life he changed his mind many
times, held many contradictory opinions, assumed
many characters. The critic who wished to
describe the outcome of his experience as expressed
in his reflections on it would be hard put to it
to know what period to choose; and there is no
particular reason why the opinions of his seventieth
year should be thought more valid than those of
his fortieth. Yet every phase of his career is so
voluminously recorded that it seems to offer the
portrait of an independent being. Some writers
se him as a youthful lover to the exclusion of that
other phase in which he was an elderly flit. To
some heis essentially amorbid and violent romantic,
to some aformalising classicist; to somearationalist
and to some a mystic; to some the best of good
companions, to some a cold egotist; to some the
freest, most flexible spirit the German race has
ever produced; to some the typically pompous
and buttoned-up Geheimrat of legend. There is
justificationfor insisting on each of theseimpressions;
but their multitude makes synthesis difficult, and
of all possible syntheses perhaps the most mis-
leading would be the easy conclusion that he was
“myriad-minded."

The difficulty is reflected accurately enough in
the vast literature which treats of Goethe and in
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our natural attitude towards it. It is nearly ninety
years since his death, and innumerable biographies of
him exist; but we still hope that one which will
be satisfactory may be produced. The posthumous
work of Professor Hume Brown,' scholarly and
laborious as it is, does not satisfy us. It is full*
as full as Bielschowsky, without his preposterous
inflations, without indeed the customary Germati
reverence for the most frivolous or the most foolish
utterance that issued from Goethe's mouth. It is,
of course, more accurate than Lewes. But Lewes,
who wrote so soon after Goethe's death, who never
saw what German scholars call the Urfaus, who
went astray, for want of sufficient information, over
the complicated occasions of Werther—Lewes, has
nevertheless written what is probably the best
biography of Goethe in any language. He was not
a poet, let alone a poet of Goethe's rank, but, to
use an expressive phrase, he had " been there
himself." His free intelligence, his wide range of
interests, enabled him to distinguish, and to
sympathise with, what was free and vital in Goethe's
own work and character. He took Goethe's pro-
ductions and the facts of his life at their intrinsic
merits and made out of them a portrait which is
reverent but not idolatrous.

It would not be quite true, of course, to say that
all the other biographers of Goethe think their
hero incapable of a fault. Professor Hume Brown
admits that he was weak in will and quotes Emerson's
judgment that he was not fundamentally an artist.
But he cannot help writing of these things in such
an odd way, which is not merely his own, as to
give them insensibly the appearance of merits.
Goethe was weak-willed; hewasinartistic: perhaps,

! Life of Goethe. By P. Hume Brown. (Murray.)
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in some mysterious manner which we are
unable to understand, these qualities are of the
essence of true greatness!  The parody, of course,
if"it were applied to Professor Hume Brown,
would be extremely unfair; it would take the most
abysmal of German commentators to express so
fatuous a thought. But such are the feelings,
whatever element of caricature they may contain,
with which we rise from these two volumes, as
from so many of their predecessors. The tradi-
tional image of Goethe issues from these pages, a
little flawed perhaps but substantially unbroken,
an Olympian who embraced in one mind and one
life all the knowledge, all the interests, all the
experience possible to humanity. But it would
probably be more accurate to say that the contra-
dictions of Goethe's personality mean, not so much
that he reconciled in himself many tendencies
usually incompatible, as that obscure elements in
his character, assisted by misfortunes of circum-
stance, hindered him in doing things which he
wished to do and which, at first sight, his endow-
ments would seem to have made possible for him.
He was truly a marvellous man, but in many ways
tragically marvellous. There is perhaps no case
in literature in which gifts so great have been so
often frustrated by apparently trifling but really
insuperable difficulties.

Goethe, it has been said, has compensated man-
kind for the aimost total loss of the biography of
Shakespeare. Here, at least, we have the life of a
genius set out on the heroic scae and with encyclo-
pedic minuteness. He is esteemed the greatest
poet of a people which holds art and learning in
high respect and has a traditional devotion to
scholarly research; and he himself deliberately
8
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laid the foundations on which succeeding genera-
tions of students have reared an impressive edifice.
Many eyewitnesses have left their impressions of
him; his correspondence has been preserved in
almost unequalled profusion; he devoted a long
book to a record, more careful than candid, to be
sure, of his first twenty-six years. More than
this, little that he wrote is, by his own confession,
without its corresponding and illuminating fragment
of biographical knowledge.

His life naturally attracts both biographer and
reader by its variety, its richness of incident and the
fact that hardly any part of it is mere dumb detail,
uninterpreted by the poet himself, speaking as
poet. He was the son of a well-to-do citizen of
Frankfort, a precocious child and a still more pre-
cocious youth; and when he entered upon the first
excitements of manhood he noted and illustrated
their effects on him in an abundant series of fresh
and beautiful lyrics. His appearance—though his
good looks as a youth have probably been exag-
gerated—attracted all who met him and commonly
sent them off to their notebooks to record their
impressions. He startled Europe with Werther;
invented, or at any rate popularised, a new kind
of folly; caused no one knows how many suicides,
and influenced the dress of a continent. Wertherism
was then as great a force as Byronism later—it was
indeed one of the direct sources of Byronism—and
Chinese painters took scenes from the book for
subjects. This wave of fame floated him into the
ducal court at Weimar, where, to the astonishment
of all, he developed from a boon-companion of
the young Duke into a hard-working and capable
Minister of State. He held this position for ten
years, thereby proving himself superior to the
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charges usually preferred against poets of vague-
ness and impracticability, and ended it by that
dramatic departure for Italy which divides his
career in two and seems to typify the longing of all
poets for the south. He formed with Schiller the
most impressive of all literary friendships. He
met Napoleon, and extorted his admiration—
" Voila un homtne! " said Napoleon, as the poet
entered the room. In his old age he was one of
the wonders of Europe—a goa of pilgrimages.
He was even so fortunate as to utter in his last
delirium words capable of bearing an allegorical
interpretation.

His numerous love-affairs, in particular, charm
biographers and throw an especial glow of poetry
over what might be otherwise too serious a story.
Scholars no longer young, whom one would have
supposed to have outgrown such interests, learnedly
debate whether this young lady or that is properly
to be included in the canon. It begins, perhaps,
in the most catholic versions, with Gretchen, of
whom we know nothing more, not even her sur-
name, but that she led the boy into bad company
anddidnotreturn hisaffection. Kitchen Schonkopf,
at Leipzig, fails to qualify thoroughly by reason
of her failure to inspire any poem of the first order.
Friederike Brion, the pastor's daughter of Sesen-
heim, was the occasion of the first great affair,
which, to be sure, we know amost solely from
Goethe's own, certainly inaccurate, account. He
abandoned himself entirely to this passion for
severd months, and while it lasted he wrote
Wilkommen und Abschied, Ich komme bald, ihr
goldnen Kinder, and a dozen other pieces which
make as fine and tender an expression of young
love, the first physical intoxication of sense and
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spirit, as it has ever received. After a time he
remembered himself, extricated himself, and
brusquely departed, to do penance for the betrayal
by scourging the treachery of Weislingen, of
Clavigo, and of Faust.

There follows the affair with Lotte Buff, when
he was saved from too deep an engagement by
Lotte's previous betrothal, and the affar with
Maximiliane Brentano, when he was not saved
from burning his fingers, from scenes and humilia-
tions, by the lady's marriage. He telescoped the
two affairs, and out of them he made Werther.
Then came Lili SchSnemann and the loves of the
citizen's son and the young lady of fashion, which
resulted in a disconcertingly unexpected betrothal.
The poems he wrote on this subject are, in a
different manner, as beautiful as those inspired by
Friederike; and they are, for reasons to which |
shall return, psychologically much more interesting.
Again he extricated himself, went to Weimar,
and began the long connection with Charlotte von
Stein, which is commemorated in Iphigenie auf
Tauris and Tasso. On his return from Italy he
quarrelled with her and took under his protection
a young woman who had been employed in an
artificial-flower factory, Christiane Vulpius. She
is the subject of the sensual, richly-decorated
Rdmische Elegien and of a few other poems of the
same kind. In 1806, when the liaison had lasted
twenty years, he married her. There remains
Minna Herzlieb, the heroine of the sonnets;
Marianne von Willemer, the heroine (and part-
author) of the West-ostlicher Divan ; and Ulrike
von LevetzoW, the heroine of the Trilogie der
Leidenschafty to whom, when she was seventeen
and he seventy-two, he sent an offer of marriage
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by the hand of the Grand Duke Karl August
himself.

.The catalogue of Goethe's loves involves a
catalogue of a good deal of the best poetry he ever
wrote. But there is more to be considered, and,
besides, the character of the whole must be con-
sidered. He was, of course, unfortunate in his
country and his age. Germany, still recovering
from the Thirty Years War, was centuries behind
the other great nations of the West in the produc-
tion of a literature. Between Walther von der
Vogelweide and Goethe there is hardly any figure
to be seen in pure literature save the rather sugary
poets of the Breslau school, the true but small
talent of Claudius, and the slightly unsympathetic
talent of Lessing. Goethe was born into the flattest
of landscapes, with no elders whom he could respect
and no contemporaries to rival him. It was not
until the maturity of Schiller that Germany could
provide any man even approaching his equal. He
was therefore without models, standards, or guides,
a genius working in the void, with nothing done
for him and all to do. He became early conscious
of the emptiness of German literature and looked
outside its boundaries for assistance. There he
found a whole world of forms created and estab-
lished by generations of artists—the forms of
Homer,* Shakespeare, Racine, Molifcre, Sophocles,
Propertius, Petrarch. He set feverishly to work
to import these into his own country, to make
himself the great creator of genres in German
literature. As a result, in spite of the range and
variety of his work, in spite of his genius and
original mind, hefailedin, or rather never attempted,
that fundamental duty of a great poet, the creation
of aform suited to himself. For Faust, though it is
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not copied or imported, is not a form, not a logical
and harmonious growth from a central inspiration,
but a convenient receptacle for a number of idgas
and passages of different sorts on wholly different
levels of value and intensity.

This misfortune does indeed injure to a con-
siderable extent the artistic value of his total work,
of which there is only one section quite exempt
from its influence. The greater number of his
lyrical poems was based on, and developed from,
native models, from the traditional songs which
Herder at Strassburg first taught him to find, to
study, and to enjoy. Here something was done for
him, something was ready at hand which he could
transmute to his own uses by a genuine exercise of
the formative faculty instead of by the more
mechanical work of transplantation from the Greek
or the English into the German language. Of all
his work, Goethe's songs and ballads make the
part which we feel to be most truly, indefeasibly,
hisown. They spring out of the traditional poetry,
but not by the way of imitation. Goethe was not
concerned, as are always the makers of sham
ballads, to copy, perhaps more carefully than any-
thing dse, the accidental quaintnesses and naiveties
which at first sight seem to be their most charac-
teristic peculiarities. He went behind their surface
appearances and drew on as much of tfie spirit
and modes of thought, which first made them, as
could serve him for his own purposes of personal
expression.

But songs and ballads of love and country life
and simple emotions, however excellent they may
be, will not make a great poet of the rank commonly
granted to Goethe, nor will they altogether account
for the genius which we believe him to have
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possessed. We must turn to his other works, his
more ambitious works, if we are to find the counter-
part of Homer and Virgil, of Dante and Shake-
speare. When we do so, what a disappointment it
is! What treasures of wisdom and poetry we find
in these great compositions, and yet how poor
seems the whole by the side of the achievements
with which it has been compared. Y et our feeling
that the comparison can, and should, be made is
not wholly effaced. Goethe is, in fact, a poet who
is equal to this rank by his natural endowments
but not by his actual performance. Professor
Hume Brown remarks with justice how great a
part of his work is made up of fragments and
unfinished failures. A long succession of these
runs from the great Prometheus and Der Ewige
Jude of early years to the Aufgeregten, the Nausikaa,
Achilleis and Natiirliche Tochter of the second half
of his life. It isamost a miracle that Faust should
have been rescued, after many years, from this
fate; and its rescue was accomplished only on the
condition that it should lose its unity and consis-
tency. Of the other fragments, either of the two
first-named might very well have become what
Goethe never did produce, a complete and self-
sufficing poem cast in a form necessary and peculiar
to its author and to itself. Prometheus was to have
been a dithyrambic drama, written in an extremely
vigorous and flexible kind of free verse, a drama
drawing modern significance from an ancient myth.
But it was doomed not to be even half finished.
Der Ewige Jude, which was hardly more than begun,
would have been an even more remarkable pro-
duction. Goethe intended in it a long, compre-
hensive, half-satirical, half-philosophical narrative
of the development of the Christian world; and
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the fragment he did write has astonishing power,
together with a freedom and penetration of wit
which seem to anticipate Heine.

Even in Faudt, the best part, from the strictly
poetic point of view, is the central fragment which
Goethe wrote before he went to Weimar. The
rest, splendid as it sometimes is, was taken up by
an older, less enthusiastic man and carried out in a
different manner. It formally completes the frag-
ment, tells the whole story connectedly, and gives
the tragedy a more or less symmetrical shape. But
the amplification, even apart from the quiteirrelevant
Intermezzo, is largely an attempt to give it a philo-
sophical meaning which is not aways raised into
poetry. Goethe was inspired, as a young man,
by the characters of Faust and Mephistopheles—
by a Mephistopheles as concrete, as fully embodied,
as that of Marlowe or the Satan of Paradise Lost
—and in these early scenes the wider significance
of their pact and its fulfilment was implicit in what
they had to say, was indeed poetically apprehended
by the author—for it is one of the functions of
poetry to particularise, and thoroughly to par-
ticularise, general ideas. But later on Goethe
resolved that these characters should express an
attitude towards the world which had become
anterior in his mind to his conception of them-
selves. Faust may be, perhaps, the greatest of
modern poems; but its deficiencies become terribly
obvious when we compare it with the Divine
Comedy (which Goethe despised) or the tragedies of
Shakespeare.

When we examine his other completed works
we se at once how much he suffered from the
temptation to import his forms readymade from
other literatures. In Gotz von Berlichingen he did
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most patently what he avoided when he drew
inspiration from the traditional songs of his own
country: he copied the errors, the accidental
characteristics of the Shakespearean drama, at
least as carefully as any other part of it. This was
perhaps a fault of the undiscriminating enthusiasm
of youth. Look, then, at the famous Hermann und
Dorothea, the work of his forty-eighth year. For
this country idyll he adopted deliberately as close
an approximation as he could manage to the manner
of Homer.

"Und es sagte darauf der edle, verstandige
Pfarrherr,
Er, die Zierde der Stadt. . . .

" Sorgsam brachte die Mutter des klaren herr-
lichen Weines,
In geschliffener Flasche auf blankem zinner-
nem Runde,
Mit den grunlichen Romern, den echten
Bechern des Rheinweins."*

It is indeed astonishing how well Goethe adapts the
characteristics of his original to his own purpose:
it is a never-failing miracle of dexterity. But are
not these such exclamations as we use for the fit
of borrdwed garments ? Should we be so much
impressed by the way in which they fit here and
there if there were not other places in which they
do not fitat all ? One can perhaps imagine Goethe,
if he had received any support from his own

" And thereon spoke the noble judicious parson, he the
ornament of the town." o

" Carefully the mother brought them of the clear lordly wine, in
a polished flagon on the shining tin tray, with the gretn glasss
the right beakers for Rhine wine."
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language, working out for this poem a style which
might have been, as it were, the equivalent of that
which Wordsworth worked out for somewhat
similar purposes. But he had no such support:
he was condemned to adaptations. Of these
probably the most successful is to be found
in the Romische Elegien, where he used the elegiac
couplets of what he called " Amor's Triumvirs,"
Ovid, Tibullus, and Propertius, to describe his
passion for Christians But was it not here
that in the first place he borrowed from the
poets the precise cast of feeling which afterwards
he expressed in a style adso borrowed from
them ?

As we go further we find faults of other sorts.
Werther is perhaps artistically the most equal of
all Goethe's productions. The flow and stream of
its splendid prose, the most lucid written in German
before the appearance of Heine and still the most
eloquent, preserves the reader's interest alive until
the end, but the spirit of the book suffers a degenera-
tion which was sufficiently indicated by Goethe
when he remarked that while the hero is sane he
reads Homer, but Ossian when he is beginning to
go mad. It degenerates, that is to say, not out-
wardly but inwardly, from the noble to the maudlin.
Wilhelm Meister is richly heavy with wisdom; but
how, we cannot help asking, could any novelist,
writing so tolerantly of what Carlyle amiably called
" players and libidinous actresses” write at the
same time so dully, without giving his work even
a scandalous attraction ? Among the plays, Tasso
has the most continuous beauty of style and a
radical defect of substance, a defect which, in
Goethe, sprang from deep origins and is very
symptomatic. This divinely serene conversation,
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broken by only six physical movements of the
characters, conceals, without denying, the tragedy
of its hero. Tasso is here not a great poet who
finds himself astray in the real world and ends in
the madhouse, but merely a sensitive spirit goaded
into an exaggerated display of feeling, an hysteria,
from which he will in time recover. This is not a
transmutation of the fact but a shrinking from it;
and it was characteristic of Goethe that he did aways
shrink from any excessively painful fact. When he
permitted a tragic ending, for once, to the first
part of Faus, the second part had to begin
with a scene in which, by flowers and soft
breezes and the song of birds, the spirits restore
Faust (not Gretchen, by the way) to cam and
happiness.

Thisis, | own, a sufficiently cursory and incom-
plete catalogue, and one deliberately directed to the
discovery of faults instead of the discovery of
beauties. It would be possible to reverse the point
of view and make a great reckoning on the other
side. But no such reckoning, | think, could ever
remove the strong sense of dissatisfaction remaining
in the mind of any one who searches Goethe for
large achievements worthy of a poet on the greatest
scale. It is true—and this is perhaps the most
interesting point—that any one who does 0 will
find many things not unworthy of a very good
poet, and many things, even, not unworthy of
Goethe's reputation and gifts. But these things
are rarely the same. There are good poetical
things, there are examples of wisdom and insight;
but where Goethe is most successful as a poet he
is not often on the highest level of significance,
and where his conception is widest, it is generally
not quite fused into poetry.
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" Grau, theurer Freund, ist alle Theorie
Und griin des Lebens goldner Baum."*

How magical and stimulating are those lines when
we first discover them; what a shaft of light they
throw down into Faust's library! But they are
only the expression of a mood, a statement which is
partial, not comprehensive.

" Es bildet ein Talent sich in der Stille,
Sich ein Charakter in dem Strom der Welt." 2

—that is wise and valuable, but versification, which
has made it tersely epigrammatic, has not made it
poetry.

If the distinction is clear and the argument
recommends itself, then the conclusion is easy
enough and perhaps sufficient. But the disparity
between Goethe's gifts and what he accomplished
must spring from some element in his character,
and it is interesting to inquire what this may have
been, all the more because his position is not
merely that of a great poet, but aso of a great and
exemplary figure. This element might be sought
by severa different channels of approach, but there
is one which has been aready mentioned and is
the easiest.

Lewess remarks on the affar with Friederike
are distinguished throughout by his usual strong
common sense—never more so than when he dis-
poses of the notion that Goethe jilted her in order
to " remain true to his genius." " Had he loved
”f;",' Gray, dear friend, is theory, and green the golden tree of

2" Talent is formed in quietude, but character in the flow of
the world."
9
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her enough to share a life with her,” says Lewes,
" his experience of women might have been less
extensive, but it would assuredly have gained an
element it wanted. It would have been deepened.
. . . The kiss he feared to press upon the loving
lips of Friederike—the life of sympathy he refused
to share with her—are wanting to the greatness of
his works." This really expresses the truth in
a way that need only amplification and illustration,
though Lewes for some reason lost sight of it and
did not pursue it further. It contains a truth
which is valid to some extent in almost all the
relations of Goethe's life.

He frequently spoke of himself—and his ad-
mirers, contemporary and later, have accepted his
testimony—as being possessed by a daemon, as
having in his nature an incalculable force which,
were it not wisely bridled, might carry him help-
lessly to ruin. Perhaps his fear of this force and
the limits he set upon it were greater realities in
his life than it was itself. We see him generally
possessed by caution and prudence, a man for ever
drawing back. It is certain that he never rushed
into disaster: it is not certain that he might not
have been more fully, more satisfactorily, the poet
he was intended to be if he had occasionally taken
therisk of it. The influence of women was perhaps
one of the greatest of the dangers that opened
before him. He was unboundedly inflammable ;
but he contrived—and " contrived " is the word
—to remain single up to the age of fifty-seven.
Men of daemonic character are very frequently
unhappy in their married lives; but | do not think
that we see them very frequently enjoying quite so
many hairbreadth escapes from that most serious
of all human decisions. It is not as though Goethe's
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affairs were commonly of the kind that does not
lead up to marriage. They were, on the contrary,
precisely of the kind that, in the ordinary way,
entalls marriage as a natural consequence: yet
only once was he so much as betrothed. The
occasion on which this happened is of considerable
interest.

When Goethe, in writing Dichtung und Wahrheit,
reached the episode of Lili Schonemann, he told
Eckermann that his love for her had been the most
powerful he had known in his life. Lewes rather
oddly dismisses this as the forgetfulness of an old
man (he has a strong partiality for Friederike and
Christiane—so queerly do Goethe's amours affect
his biographers!) but | think that both in Dichtung
und Wahrheit and in the poems of the time good
evidence can be found for putting the most literal
interpretation on his statement. Lili is amost,
if not absolutely, the most vivid figure in the
autobiography. Friederike is little more than an
element entering into the composition of a poetic
scene, a decorative person, with not much to say
for herself; but Lili is a vigorous, determined
girl, whose personality is a factor in the events
in which she takes part.

There was a disparity of position between Goethe
and Lili as great as there had been in the case of
Friederike, but now the aspiration was on his
side, not on hers. He approached her with diffi-
culty and unwillingly. He came of a sober,
middle-class family ; she and her mother were
ladies of fashion; their religions were different;
and, what seemed conclusive to the elder Goethe,
the Schonemanns were leading an expensive life
on a doubtfully sufficient income. The position
seemed hopeless ; but a third party, a woman,

61



First Essays on Literature

busied herself in the matter, removed the opposition
of the two families, and triumphantly bade the
lovers embrace. " | stood," says Goethe, " opposite
to Lili and held out my hand to her. She, not
delaying indeed, but still slowly, laid hers in it.
After a deep breath, we fell, strongly moved, in
one another's arms." The course of the affair
was what this would suggest. Eventually Goethe
created a breach by omitting fully to resume
relations when he returned after an absence from
Frankfort.

But the poems he wrote for Lili are even more
eloguent than the material facts. They were
couched from the first, though at first of course
playfully, in the form of complaints.

" Warum ziehst du mich unwiderstehlich,
Ach in jene Pracht ?
War ich, guter Junge, nicht so selig
In der oden Nacht ? "

But as time goes on the playfulness disappears.
In Lilts Park he represents himself as the half-
tamed, wholly mutinous bear, threatens that he
will break away from her, boasts that he still has
the strength. He made the attempt, travelled to
Switzerland with a friend, reached a mountain-pass
whence he could see below him the plains of Italy,
and was forced by his longing to return.

" Wie ein Vogel der den Faden bricht
Und zum Walde kehrt,
Er schleppt, des Gefangnisses Schmach,

" Why do you draw me irresigtibly into this splendour ?  Was
I.nﬁtt,’;good, smple young man that™| am, happy in the empty
night 7
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Noch ein Stiickchen des Fadens nach:
Er ist der ate freigeborne Vogel night,
Er hat schon jemand angehort."

There is in this a curious note of bitterness which
is not natural to Goethe: the exclamation of a man
who is afraid of something and resents it. It is
easer to understand it when one sees in Dichtung
und Wahrheit how deep was the impression which
Lili's strength of character made on him. There
he describes how once, when she was offended by
something a stranger said at table, " without
changing the sweetness of her expression, she
brushed her right hand quite prettily across the
tablecloth, and composedly pushed on to the floor
al that stood in the way of her gentle movement."
The incident is curious, the picture of it strikingly
real. Lili seems to have been in that circle a
person of equal importance with Goethe, with an
equal licence for self-expression. He speaks of
her, as he did not always of Friederike, as an equal
and sometimes with genuine humility. And she
frightened him more than any one else he ever
met in his life, because, more than any one else
she threatened to invade his mental independence.

There are other traits in his character which
reinforce the impression produced by this episode.
Among these, one of the most noticeable is his
hatred of interview of farewell, which is perhaps
a speciad form of his reluctance to speak of any
project before it was actually carried out. Thus
he effected his breach with Friederike, in a some-
what cowardly manner, by letter after he had

" Like a bird who breaks the thread which holds him and
returns to the wood, he drags after him, shameful sign of his
bondage, still a scrap of the thread. He is not the old, free-born
bird, he has been some on€e's property.”
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returned to Frankfort; he left Wetzlar in the midst
of his perturbations there, leaving a note for Lotte
and Albert, who had shared and suffered with him;
he st out for Italy for a long sojourn, without
warning any of his friends, even Frau von Stein,
though it had been by no means a sudden decision.
This was the initial, and, one would think, sufficient,
cause of his quarrel with Frau von Stein, who
resented his want of confidence in her.

But the thing was native in him, a trick con-
stantly repeated. It sprang from his ruling desire
to be his own master and from his knowledge that
he could satisfy that desire only by following very
special courses of behaviour. In his early years
he called himself a chameleon. The truth of the
charge is demonstrated by the ease with which he
fell successively under different influences, now
Behrisch, now Herder, now Merck, and by the
way in which his youthful letters and professions
accommodate themselves to the taste of his severa
correspondents. He was determined to make his
own decisions, to be himself; but he knew that he
was not strong enough to withstand the influence
of his friends, if ever he should admit them too
far into his life. The only safety for his mental
independence lay in withdrawing himself.

This is the secret of that mask of ice-like inflexi-
bility and self-sufficiency which the later Goethe
assumed and which terrified all beholders. It
covered an impressionable, feminine spirit, only too
ready to obey the will of any person who could
get at it. Goethe came at last to live aone because
he could not share his life with any one and remain
himself. Even with Schiller, during the whole
course of that long and impressive connection, the
note of reserve is more evident than the note of
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intimacy. It is true that the freedom of their
intellectual intercourse was complete; ideas flowed
between them without check or hesitation, and the
mind of each was fully opened to the other. But
it was only his mind that Goethe opened to his
friend. He showed towards him none of the
irrational, affectionate, spontaneous impulses which
prove that the inward springs of the spirit are
loosened.

This element in Goethe's character governed the
whole of his work, the whole of his thought. It
limited his knowledge of life, and it restrained
him, after his earliest years, from ever throwing
himself into hiswork with that complete self-forget-
fulness which is necessary if the last degree of
excellence is to be obtained. He could not wholly
forget himself in anything, save with peril to his
painfully won, precariously maintained mental
balance. He never underwent, in life or in art,
that salutary experience of surrender to something
stronger than himself—simply because whenever
he encountered something stronger than himself
he ran away from it. It is this which makes him
so noticeably avoid the element of tragedy in his
poetry, which turns the catastrophe of Tasso into
no more than a painful breach of good manners.
It is this instinctive shrinking from unpleasant and
unmanageable fact which betrays him into his
occasional turns of fatuity, as when he gives for his
sole reflection on the profoundly disturbing affair
of Lili the remark that " it was a strange decision
of the high powers which dispose of us that, in
the course of my wonderful existence, | should
experience aso what it feels like to be betrothed.”

To a man capable of that thought we do not
turn in our moments of deepest feeling either for
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counsel or for comfort. Goethe knew a great deal
about life, but he preserved himself for eighty-three
years from any too close experience of it. He is
the observer seated on the water's edge whose
keen sight penetrates very far down intothe depths;
but he is necessarily without the more poignant,
if more restricted, knowledge of the man who has
fallen in, who knows from immediate experience
that water is wet and what it feels like to drown.

And yet, after all, when one has considered that
mind and that work, how natural it is to turn back
on oneself and exclaim, with Arnold, " My voice
shall never bejoined to those which decry Goethe."
" Goethe's profound, imperturbable naturalism,”
says Arnold again, " is absolutely fatal to all routine
thinking; he puts the standard once for all inside
every man instead of outside him; when he is
told such a thing must be so, there is immense
authority and custom in favour of it being so, it
has been held to be so for a thousand years, he
answers with Olympian politeness, ' But is it so ?
Isitsotome?" And in truth the first business of
criticism is to find out what things are, and what
they are worth, rather than to complain because
they are not something else. That | should so
naturally say this is in itself evidence that Goethe
has lived, evidence of years spent under his guidance.
He didvhis work, he made his contribution to our
thought, he has his place in the history of humanity,
even if these things should be discovered not to
be quite what they have been supposed. Perhaps
one of the ways of seeing life steadily and seeing it
whole is not to see it too close. If one keeps far
enough away from it, its vibrations cannot impair
the steadiness of the observation.

Goethe had a wide and shallow mind. His
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knowledge of humanity isexcelledin every particular
aspect by some one; but only very rarely has so
great a range of knowledge been held in a single
mind. His disinclination to engage himself too
firmly in anything assisted the constant shifting
of his point of view, from romantic to classic, and
back to romantic again, from Christian to pagan
and back again to Christianity, so that in the end he
had at least sampled almost every possible mode of
thought. We do not go to him, as | have said,
for help in distress, but we can go to him for as
much as any detached observer can tell us of some-
thing we are about to experience. No one who
has allowed himself to feel fully the influence of
Goethe's mind will ever look at the world again
in quite the same way. We have only to guard
against the two extremes, one of which is regarding
him as an all-adequate guide to life while the other
lies in casting him aside as soon as he proves in
any particular case not to be adequate.
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THE poetry of Mr. de la Mare is fortunate in
being almost universally admired, equally by the
idolaters and by the enemies of tradition, by the
reading public at large as well as, in a very specia
way, by the members of his own calling. And so
far it has not done what often, after a time, obscures
the beauty of an original style and brings it, if only
passingly, into disrepute: it has not yet raised up
aflock of too faithful imitators. It remains unique
and unvulgarised, the sole contemporary flower of
astrain in its predecessors, clearly novel, yet clearly
continuing a tradition in English poetry. The
forerunnersof Mr. dela Mare are, chiefly, Coleridge
and Poe, and, beyond them and in a somewhat
different way, Christina Rossetti. His superficial,
and, | suspect, conscious resemblance to the third
of these is the greatest. Which of them wrote:—

" Come to me in the silence of the night;
Come in the speaking silence of a dream " ?

And which wrote:—

" There came a pedlar to an evening house;
Sweet Lettice, from her lattice looking down,
Wondered what man he was, so curious
His black hair dangled on his tattered gown " ?

Many of the poems in Songs of Childhood, Mr. de
la Mare's first book, have distinct affinities with
Goblin Market and Maiden-Song, and throughout
68 ! Poems, 1901 to 1918. Two volumes. (Congtable)
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his work of this sort Miss Rossetti's influence has
often counted for something. But, generally
speaking, he has not her peculiar power of tight,
exact, sufficient writing, her hard, clear line, and
she has not his peculiar power of suggesting the
inexplicable. It is this power which he shares with
Coleridge and Poe and which makes him their
modern successor. We call it, unsatisfactorily but
inevitably, " magic." In him, as in them, it
expresses itself often enough through a fantastic
or dreamlike character in the imagery and through
amost unanalysable subtleties in the rhythm. |
mention their names here not for the purpose of
instituting comparisons or of tracing their influence
on him (they have had indeed very little), but so
as to indicate a quality which is more easily dis-
tinguished thus, than described.

Mr. de la Mare's earliest work was produced
rather later than that of most poets, but there is
less in it than is usual with others for him to be
ashamed of, and it shows him already aware of,
and understanding, the fundamental qualities of
his own genius. The pieces in Songs of Childhood
(1901) and Poems (1906) have not an average level
so high as that of the later volumes, and there are
in them a good many technical blemishes, from
some of which it has evidently since cost the poet
much time and trouble to free himself. 'He was
occasionaly given to clumsy and ugly inversions,
from which one would have thought his love of
Miss Rossetti would have freed him, and to the
use of fase and affected words. The atrocious
adverb " wonderly " appeared as late as the Motley
volume of 1918, but has now, in the collected
edition, given way to " wondrously "—causing in
the reader a slight surprise that Mr. de la Mare
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did not think of that before. In Poems he was
capable of writing such a verse as this—gauche,
angular, and inexpressive:—

" Thou canst not see; | see, dearest;
O, then, yet patient be,
Though love refuse thy heart all rest,
Though even love wax angry, lest
Love should lose thee ?"

In the same collection he placed a curious imitation
of Spenser's allegorical beasts, and a number of
sonnets, not all of which show genuine feeling for
the form or anything but the will to comply with
its mechanical necessities.

But in these two books there is plenty that no
one else could have written, and plenty that prophe-
sied unmistakably (or so it seems now) his future
power. Among the Songs of Childhood there are
several pieces which could have gone into Peacock
Pie, published twelve years afterwards, without
causing the slightest feeling of incongruity. There
are also most characteristic pieces of a different
sort, such as Alulvan :—

" The sun is clear of bird and cloud,
The grass shines windless, gray and still,
In dusky ruin the owl dreams on,
The cuckoo echoes on the hill ;
Y et soft along Alulvan's walks
The ghost at noonday stalks.

Al night the fretful, shrill Banshee
Lurks in the ivy's dark festoons,
Calling for ever, o'er garden and river.
Through magpie changing of the moons:
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"Alulvan, O, das| Alulvan,
The doom of lone Alulvan!"'"

This is crude enough compared with what Mr. de
la Mare has done since. The internal rhyme in
" Calling for ever, o'er garden and river," is out
of keeping with the rest of the rhythm; and the
Banshee is not a fortunate stroke of the imagination
—one cannot help seeing it swinging in the ivy
by its tail. But the poem, in its cadences and its
atmosphere, is the precursor of many in which
a similar inspiration is expressed with more sure-
ness and cunning. " Alulvan" is never long
absent from Mr. de la Mare's verse, by whatever
name he calls it—Arabia, or " a dark chateau,” or
" the courts of the Lord Pthamasar." In the same
volume there is a piece of sheer metrical beauty
which points forward to similar but finer achieve-
ments :—

" There is a wind where the rose was;
Cold rain where sweet grass was;
And clouds like sheep
Stream o'er the steep
Gray skies where the lark was.

Nought gold where your hair was;*
Nought warm where your hand was;
But phantom, forlorn,
Beneath the thorn,
Y our ghost where your face was. . . ."

It required genuine inspiration to make so lovely
an effect out of material so uncompromisingly
sibilant.
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The earliest known and most popular part of
Mr. de la Mare's work was, naturally, the poetry
which he has written for children. Naturally—
because any sort of literature which serves a definite
and immediate purpose must get a start in time
over that which does not. And these poems do
serve a purpose: children do like them. There is
not enough verse in the world, written for children,
which children really enjoy and which intelligent
parents can bear to see them enjoying, to hinder
the recognition of Mr. de la Mare's great gift for
this kind of writing. His two collections, Songs
of Childhood and Peacock Pie, contain certain poems
which might have gone just as well elsewhere, are
not indeed strictly intended for children. (It is
true that children frequently like these pieces as
much as the others; but then they frequently
like Paradise Lost, The Grave, and The Dawn in
Britain—quite comprehensibly.) Both collections
do, in fact, appea to others besides children, offer
a good dea more than most children can under-
stand. They are both suffused with the general
spirit of Mr. de la Mare's work, of which | shall
speak more at length later. But they are valuable
for their immediate purpose because they are full
of bright, definite pictures and of fantastic things.
Fairies, goblins, and witches, the dwarfs" Alliolyle,
Lallerie', Muziomone" appea to a child, and so
do exact and vivid descriptions of the common
things it knows. Thus on the one side in Peacock
Pie, we have:—

" Clapping her platter stood plump Bess,
And all across the green
Came scampering in, on wing and claw,
Chicken fat and lean :—
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Dorking, Spaniard, Cochin China,
Bantams sleek and small,

Like feathers blown in a great wind,
They came at Bessie's call.”

It takes a grown-up, no doubt, to understand
precisely how remarkable a piece of work that is,
to appreciate how exquisitely chosen are the strokes
of description that make up the picture, and how
great is the poet's tact in saying so much and no
more. But the child does what is really essential
when it enjoys the picture. Children can be devoted
realists. they have, more than their elders, that
faculty which Nietzsche required in his superman,
of accepting life so fully that they demand more
of it, all the same things over again in infinite
repetition. There is a great number of poems of
this sort—Mima, The Dunce, Bread and Cherries,
" Sooeep ! " and many more, all ministering to the
same desire.  On the other side we have the purely
joyous fantasy of:—

“Ann, Ann!
Come! quick as you canl
There's a fish that talks
In the frying-pan.
Out of the fat,
As clear as glass,
He put up his mouth
And moaned ' Alas! '
Oh, most mournful,
‘Alas, alack!
Then turned to his sizzling,
And sank him back."

Mr. de la Mare knows, too, and can describe, the
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small secret pleasures of childhood—the pleasure,
for example, of staring from behind a curtained
window at people in the street and reflecting that
none of them knows he is watched; and the child
loves to recognise itself in a bodk. He is even so
much at home with his audience that he can venture
on alittlemoral instruction: Poor Henry is an appeal
to the young to take their physic without protest,
but it is not offensive. Peacock Pie has been pub-
lished, strangely enough, in an illustrated edition;
but it is for children a picture-book in itself, where
no competition ought to be risked with the images
which the reader can derive so immediately from
the poet's words. These images, whether it is
fact or fancy that they embody, are sufficiently
sharp and realistic. Note the one appeal to the
eye in the poem last quoted, the fat " as clear
as glass," and observe how vivid it is and how
satisfying to a child who likes fantasy properly
substantiated.

From this series of pictures the way of transition
to Mr. de la Mare's other work is not hard to find,
for his poetry throughout is rich in pictorial power.
He has a region of his own which has aready been
exemplified in Alulvan and of which there will be
more to say later; but he can adso make most
beautiful pictures of ordinary scenes and things.
The Scarecrow is one example of this, The Linnet
another, and The Bells another:—

" Shadow and light both strove to be
The eight bell-ringers' company,
As with his gliding rope in hand,
Counting his changes, each did stand;
While rang and trembled every stone,
To music by the bell-mouths blown:
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Till the bright clouds that towered on high
Seemed to re-echo cry with cry.”

Thearts with which, here and elsewhere, he manages
to content the eye are of the glightest sort, but they
are sufficient. He has not the curious and exact
observation of which Tennyson is the perpetual
example, and of which, in our own time, both Mr.
Edmund Blunden and Mr. Robert Nichols have
provided interesting specimens. He rarely offers
us one of those phrases of half-a-dozen words
which stay in the memory because they are so
felicitous a description of something seen, such as
Tennyson's " like a downward smoke, the silver
stream,” or Mr. Nichols's " the chill shower
brightens on the pane." There are a few such
felicities here and there in his work. " Lean-
stalked purplelavender " is one of them: " moulded
furze" perhaps, another. But in The Linnet,
whence comes the second of these two phrases,
the impression which is given to the reader of an
open, windy, sunny hillside is breathed out of the
whole poem rather than conveyed by any particular
stroke of it. He prefers, as a rule, the general
word; but it is his secret, as well as his peculiarity,
that he knows how to place it so as to secure a
particular effect. The value of the word " bright "
in the last line but one of the passage quoted from
The Bells is an instance of this; and here it is
obvious that " bright clouds " provides no definite
image by itself but only in the context where the
image is sharp enough.

If we pursue this brief study of Mr. de la Mare's
imagery into that part of his work where he describes
things and scenes which are not of ordinary
experience, it begins to be apparent that to make a
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distinction here between fact and fancy may, if
the effort be pressed too far, prove more misleading
than serviceable. There is a country of his own
creation, the counterpart of Xanadu, and the dim
lake of Auber, and the misty mid-region of Weir,
a world in which are to be found his Arabia and
the house in The Listeners and his mountains " with
frosty ulys overgrown "—a flower this last, by the
way, which has been vainly looked for in text-
books on Alpine botany, but which is a standing
reminder of the poet's remarkable sense of words.
These poems do seem, on the surface, to come
from another source than those which have just
been described. The Bells or The Sunken Garden
might have had their origin in physical impressions.
Arabia and The Listeners clearly cannot be anything
but records of spiritual experiences, such experiences
as may come to a feeling mind anywhere, lying
awake in bed, or on the top of a mountain or on
the top of a 'bus. But the actual result is in both
cass the same.  Whatever may have been the first
incentive, whether something externally seen or
heard, or only a movement in the mind, the expres-
sion is on the same plane of reality and truth.
Compare with The Bells these lines of de-
scription from a poem of apparently different
origin:—

" And he felt in his heart their strangeness,

Their stillness answering his cry,

While his horse moved, cropping the dark turf,
'‘Neath the starred and leafy sky.

* . . Ay, they heard his foot upon the stirrup,
And the sound of iron on stone,

And how the silence surged softly backward,
When the plunging hoofs were gone."
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The experience, the mood, is made to take concrete
form in these yet not too sharp details; but The
Bells is aso a mood, a spiritual experience. Both,
by touches which are vivid and yet not too definite,
disengage the magic which is Mr. de la Mare's
peculiar property.

The power which we call " magic" proceeds
from an inextricable combination of imagery and
music: it is never found in a composition where
both these characteristics are not remarkable. The
pictures and sounds of which Kubla Khan and
Ulalume are made up produce a quite definite effect
on the mind; but it is easer to note this effect,
and even to describe it, than to say precisely how
it is produced. These are symbols and means of
persuasion which address themselves immediately
to the spirit and not by the ordinary methods of
logical speech. Mr. de la Mare employs symbols
of a like sort, not indeed to produce the same effect,
but in the same manner. With him, as with Poe
and Coleridge, sound and image can hardly be
separated or made each to confess its share in the
magic they together produce. But the effect and
the beauty of his versification would be difficult to
exaggerate. The various and subtle music of his
verse is hardly to be paralleled in English literature
except in the work of Campion and Mr. Bridges.
Campion's rhythms are probably, to a great extent,
the creations of a mind occupied with the com-
position of songs. they are sometimes amost
unintelligible without the settings for which they
were meant. Mr. Bridges's lovely and fruitful
inventions are the result of intense conscious
experiment, not the instinctive flowers of a mind
struggling to express inspirations too subtle for
any ordinary use of words. Mr. de la Mare has

77



First Essays on Literature

not experimented with any new metres that can
be classified or reduced to a formula. His most
beautiful successes occur unexpectedly, inexplicably,
in the omission or the insertion of a syllable, by
methods which depend not on consideration but on
the spontaneous promptings of an ever fortunate
instinct:—

" Far are the shades of Arabia,
Where the Princes ride at noon . » .

Speak not—whisper not;
Here bloweth thyme and bergamot. . .

"1 have no master,’ said the Blind Boy,
" My mother, "Dame Venus" they do call;
Cowled in this hood, she sent me begging
For whatever in pity may befall. « . .

See this house, how dark it is
Beneath its vast-boughed trees! . . ."

Itistruethat Mr. dela Mare's range of rhythmical
possibilities is not very wide. There are certain
types of metre he has never attempted and which
he will never attempt. But within his range his
discoveries are almost infinitely various. A suffi-
ciently elaborate system of metrical notation might
perhaps express the mechanical peculiarities of these
effects, and even show that there was very little
inthem. Butit could not explain their appropriate-
ness in each case, could not show us how to repro-
duce their charm; nor could it explain the many
instances in which there is no obvious mechanical
peculiarity, but where the rhythm is still plainly the
poet's own, expressing something which the mere
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meanings of words could never have expressed.
Before | leave this subject it seems worth while to
add that, so far as | know, none of the many com-
posers who have attempted to set Mr. de la Mare's
verses has done that justice to his cadences which,
I think, he would have had from the Elizabethan
lutenists. | once heard a distinguished young
musician restore regularity (at least | take it that
must have been his intention) to the lovely line,
" His lambs outnumber a noon's roses " by giving
two notes to the word " noon's.”

Thisis all very well; and if what | have said is
true, Mr. de la Mare is a charming, a delightful,
and an original poet. But | should like to claim
something more for him than this. Let us make
no mistake about it: beautiful imagery, beautiful
music, even the " magic " which is compounded
of them—these things, indispensable as such
qualities may be, admirable and entertaining as
they may be in themselves, do not give the utmost
we demand from poetry unless they express some-
thing which is more than themselves. Here a
certain complication enters into the argument, a
complication which aways enters into the criticism
of poetry, because the poet's attitude towards his
work necessarily differs from that of the reader.
(A man may be, of course, and most men of poetic
mind are, both poet and reader in respect of the
same work; but this occurs at different times, and
there is a fundamental difference between the two
attitudes.) If | ascribe to the body of Mr. de la
Mare's work a definitely edifying influence, 1 do
not mean to suggest that the poet has ever had
the remotest thought of edifying any one. His
business, as poet, is to express a certain spirit; but
if this expression be achieved, the influence of that

79



First Essays on Literature

spirit naturally emerges and presents itself to our
estimation.

Matthew Arnold, in one of his essays quotes
a saying of Butler's that " endeavouring to enforce
upon our own minds a practical sense of virtue, or
to beget in others that practical sense of it which
a man really has himself, is a virtuous act." In
this sense there are a good many collections of
verse which may be taken as the equivalent of so
many virtuous lives; and these are the work of
poets whose central and determining spirit is that
of moral beauty, of, to use an uncompromising
word, goodness. Let not this be taken as dis-
paraging any poetry of which the same cannot be
said. We have plenty of room in our capacity of
appreciation for beauty of sight and sound, for
tales well told, and for all the arts that are desirable
only as means of entertainment. But we must
admit the superior power of a poetry which does
something, which urges us, though only by example
and implicitly, not explicitly, towards better living.
There is an ancient definition of an eloguent man
as one who can persuade other men that he is likely
to be right. So the best poet is he who can persuade
us, not by preaching at us, not by reasoning with
us, but by purely aesthetic means, by the expression
of his temper in poetry, that his is a right temper,
i)_?e which is conducive to the leading of a good
Ife.

The spirit which Mr. dela Mare most frequently
and most persuasively expresses in his work is one
of kindness and pity. He is, in the first place, the
poet of lost paradises. Almost all his poetry
expresses dissatisfaction with this world, with this
life, and a straining towards something more to be
desired, which isindescribable, almost unimaginable,
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of which an image is evoked as it were between the
words of his poems. If he has one constant and
recurring thought about the world it is this—that
there is a better place to be in than the one in which
we now find ourselves. Sometimes this paradise
lies back in childhood, sometimes forward or in
another world or undiscovered in the depths of
the human mind. Heislike hisown Rachel who—

" Sings of hope
And of memories:
Singsto thelittle
Boy that stands
Watching those slim,
Light, heedful hands.
He looks in her face;
Her dark eyes seem
Dark with a beautiful
Distant dream."

Sometimes it is indeed no more than a dream which
will never be realised:—

" Think! in Time's smallest clock's minutest beat

Might there not rest be found for wandering
feet ?

Or, "'twixt the deep and wake of Helen's dream,

Silence wherein to sing love's requiem ?

No, no. Nor earth, nor air, nor fire, nor deep

Could lull poor mortal longingness asleep.

Somewhere there Nothing is; and there lost
Man

Shall win what changeless vague of peace he
can."

It is perhaps alittle disconcerting to be reminded
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by Mr. de la Mare of Baudelaire, whose surround-
ings and career, whose spirit and the expression of
it, seem at first sight so utterly different. But he
too, was a poet of lost paradises, though he strove
to find a substitute for them in les paradis artificiels.
He, too, gave voice continuously to the feeling that
something was wanting in this life, that it would
be better elsewhere—all that is for ever contained
in the cry, " Emporte-moi, wagon! enlhve-moi,
frigate! " And once in a singular and beautiful
poem, written in a mood not very common in him,
he expressed, | think, what is the secret of Mr. de
la Mare's peculiar temper. The poem is called
Le Cygne. It was suggested by the sight of an
escaped swan; and it is Baudelaire's gesture of
compassion towards all who, like himself, were
exiles in this world:—

" Je pense k la nagresse, amaigrie et phthisique,
Pieinant dans la boue, et cherchant, Poeil hagard,
Les cocotiers absents de la superbe Afrique
Derrifere la muraille immense du brouillard;

A quiconque a perdu ce qui ne se retrouve
Jamais, jamais ! a ceux qui Sabreuvent de pleurs
Et tettent la Douleur comme une bonne louve!
Aux maigres orphelins sechant comme des fleurs!

Ainsi dans la foret oft mon esprit sexile

Un vieux Souvenir sonne a plein souffle du cor!

Je pense aux matelots oublies dans une ile,

Aux captifs, aux vaincusl . . . a bien d'autres
encor! "

Baudelaire melted for once; and his sense of exile
awakened in him pity for those in a like case.
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Ordinarily it produced nothing but scorn for
himself, for his fellow-sufferers, and, most of all,
for the thick-skinned people who do not suffer.
In Mr. de la Mare the feeling of pity is constant,
and for him there is nobody who does not suffer:
we are all where we ought not to be, we are all
less happy than we should be, whether we know
it or not.

It would be interesting, and no doubt edifying,
to follow the up-shoots of this master inspiration all
through his work ; but it would take far more
gpace than can be found for it here. It can only be
said that he expresses his own spirit, his own dis-
coveries without any trace of argument or didac-
ticism: his assumption that hisis the lot of mankind
is no more than implicit. But his sense of exile
flowers again and again, in pity, in kindness, in
humility—even in one of the loveliest poems he
everlt\j/vrote, in gratitude for the loveliness of this
world;—

" What lovely things
Thy hand hath made:
The smooth-plumed bird
In its emerald shade,
The seed of the grass,
The speck of stone
Which the wayfaring ant
Stirs—and hastes on!

Though | should sit
By some tarn in thy hills,
Usingitsink
As the spirit wills
To write of Earth's wonders,
Its live, willed things,
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Flit would the ages
On soundless wings
Ere unto Z
My pen drew nigh;
Leviathantold,

And the honey-fly:
And still would remain
My wit to try—
My worn reeds broken,
The dark tarn dry,
Allwordsforgotten—

Thou, Lord, and | . "

That is grandeur, achieved not by " trying one's
hand at the grand manner,” but simply by humility
and sincerity.

A well-meaning critic observed recently—appar-
ently in extenuation—that no one but a fool would
ask Mr. de la Mare to write an epic. He seems to
have meant that Mr. de la Mare was well enough
in hisway, piping little hedgerow melodies, and that
we ought not to despise him for doing no more.
Well—if we use the word in its stricter sense,
neither Mr. de la Mare nor any other man is likely
to write an epic again till a new heroic age comes
upon the earth. But if we understand by it, what
this critic probably wished us to understand, a large
poem of large pretensions, such as The Prelude,
then |1 know of no man of his generation from whom
such an attempt might, with better reason, be
awaited with more excitement and interest. He
has, much more than most of his contemporaries,
a central conception underlying his work, not a
code or atheory, but an idea, instinctive and native;
and this conception is not eccentric or limited but
applicable to the life of every one. His development
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in breadth and power has been continuous
and rapid throughout the whole of his poetic career.
The Listeners, published in 1912, showed a clear
advance, not only in sureness but in depth, over
the Poems of 1906; and Motley (1918) repeated and
excelled that advance. In The Vel (1921), Mr. de
la Mare's last volume, a curious quality is present.
These poems suggest that so much new material
has come to him as almost to throw him back into
the position of a beginner—a beginner of much
greater genius than the easy technician of Motley,
He has become intermittently harsh and crabbed,
sometimes even inexact and crude; but such faults
suggest only that his advance is continuing with
accelerated rapidity and with greater scope. These
pieces are opening up new veins of thought, new
modes of experience; and in the very awkwardness
of some of them is betrayed the truly original poet's
inability to stand still or to be content with doing
again what he has already done well.
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THERE have been periods in which it has been
demanded of poetry only, or chiefly, that it should
gratify the senses, that it should recall or suggest
experiences of sight, touch, hearing, taste, or
smell. In face of any such demand, the poetry of
Mr. Freeman would have gone for lost, since, in
addition to certain positive obstacles in the way of
reading it, it would have suffered from the negative
quality of offering no very strong invitation to
surmount these obstacles. It is a poetry curiously
devoid of sensua attraction; and even the music
of the verse, which is always subtle and sometimes
lovely, the creation of a patient and cunning
prosodist, a thing by no means to be forgotten in
any survey, is so tenuous and, as it were, so abstract
as to reverberate rather in the mental than in the
physical ear. Perhaps even now, in a generation
hot so exclusively devoted to colour and shape
and bodily delights as have been at least some of
its predecessors, this constitutes one of the greatest
barriers in the way of a more general appreciation
of Mr. Freeman's work.

His first book, Twenty Poems, was published in
1909, h's second, Fifty Poems, the first to attract
much notice, in 1911. Since then the recognition
of his gifts has become more widely spread among
poets and among critics, though not much more,
it is probable, among other readers, and such
recognition as there has been still suffers from a
certain vagueness and perplexity, not clearly dis-
tinguishing his merits or separating them from his
defects. The volume which forms the subject of
86



The Poetry of Mr. John Freeman

these pages' contains, apparently, all he has chosen
to preserve of both his earlier and his later work,
and is, in fact, a collected edition, by means of
which it is possible to survey his poetry as a whole.
Only thus indeed is it possible to make other than
groping and inaccurate comments on his charac-
teristics. It has been remarked of his earlier and
less comprehensive books that it was necessary
to read each of them entire and in sequence. He,
more than most poets, suffers by the detachment
of single pieces, and very often such as are suffi-
ciently near perfection, as wholes, to suffer least
by detachment are not among his most representa-
tive. Heis an unequal writer; not all his poems,
especially the most ambitious, are evenly good
throughout; and fine and characteristic touches
occur in poems which are otherwise among his
worst. This large collection, containing nearly
two hundred titles, presents therefore a valuable
opportunity for estimating his excellences and his
faults and for attempting a coherent portrait of
him as a poet.

" The earlier pieces," he states correctly in the
note to this addition, " will easily be distinguished
by those who wish to distinguish them." Mr.
Freeman has changed, as he recognises, since the
publication of his first verses; but the change
sems to have been consistently in one direction,
and to have been the development of a germ not
hard to perceive in his beginnings. He is now,
so0 he describes himself:—

" A man serious with change
Of life and death,"

but his earliest work, in its aready settled gravity,
! Poems Old and New. By John Freeman. (Sdwyn and Blount.)
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showed him capable of becoming, indeed by inward
necessity certain to become, such a man. The
change has been not in purpose but in experience
and knowledge. Heis more serious, in the common
sense of the word, than most of our poets, serious
enough to have been called a didactic. He has
not merely a definite attitude towards life. That
attitude is based upon certain definite principles to
which he clings; and both attitude and principles
are of a sort that prevents him from showing any
levity, even that which arises out of sheer ecstatic
joy in life. His attitude is necessarily implicit in
the best and most characteristic of his compositions.
It is his occasional defect that here and there his
principles are somewhat too explicitly stated, in a
manner which is not quite that of poetry.

The word " didactic " rings rather ominously in
modern ears; and some consideration of its meaning
is not out of place in studying Mr. Freeman's
poetry. He is deeply moved by the contemplation
g{ moral beauty, of the beauty of conduct in its
widest sense, of man's relations with eternity; and
these things are pictured in his verse in such a
way that the reader may derive moral profit from
them. But when we speak of " didactic poetry "
we do not mean merely poetry from which we can
learn something. We mean poetry the writer of
which has definitely set out to teach us something;
and our distrust of the term embodies our obscure
understanding of the fact that in so doing the poet
has refused his proper function and has offered us
what we do not ask from him. For it is poetry
that must teach us, not the poet: the poet must
bear witness to the truth, not expound it. His
work must be the outcome of delight in the per-
ception of the truth's existence, not of any desire
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to impart it or even to make it prevail. The poet,
in aword, while and in so far as he is a poet, must
be absolutely disinterested. If he loses this mood,
he enters into that of the preacher whose function
it is to inculcate and to expound.

Hence it is that so much of the " didactic "
poetry of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
from rhymed essys on morals to studies in the
philosophy of evolution, has rightly fallen into
discredit. This is not poetry but the statement in
metre of philosophical notions. And, by intending
what he should not, the poet fails in what he intends.
Poetry, he knows, is the highest expression of
humanity and can convey truth absolutely as no
other medium can convey it. But " truth of science
does not become truth of religion until it is made
religious”; and similarly truth of no sort, religious
or scientific or philosophical, becomes truth of
poetry until it is made poetical, until, that is to say,
it is exposed to the fusing heat of contemplative
ecstasy which is the specific and indispensable
condition of poetic creation. When this is absent,
the truth escapes the clumsy attempt to state it in
bare terms; and the result is something which is
not poetry, and which, as a rule, only suffers by
being presented with pseudo-poetic trappings and
circumstance.

It is thus not hard to see why the erro? of didac-
ticism is one to which the most ambitious and
most earnest poets are especialy liable. The timid
and self-restricting writer may avoid it, but not
one who seeks to go deep. Neither Shelley nor
Milton is entirely free from it; and Keats almost
dimmed the radiance of more than one of his
loveliest compositions by stating a " moral " too
baldly. These lapses are evidences of the writer's
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failure perfectly to fuse his content, in the strictest
sense, and his form, in the widest sense, which
fusion is the last and the highest of the problems
confronting the poet. It is clear that the more
elevated and abstract the attempted content becomes,
the more difficult will be the process of fusion; and
to produce specimens of this failure from Mr.
Freeman's work is only to rank him with those
whose intentions at least have been of a noble sort.
Mr. Freeman has other characteristics and other
faults; but this trait of didacticism must be con-
sidered first. Take, for example, these lines from
Judgment Day.—

" It was not in these bodies that we drew
Near, nearer: never, never by these we knew
Transfusion past all senseof ' "and ' You.'

It was youth's blindness held the body so dear:

Slowly, slowly, year after bewildered year,

The dark thinned and the eyes of love grew
clear."

This is a proposition, debatable or acceptable, but
it is hardly poetry—it is argument. The fusion
has not been effected: the writer is in the preacher's
mood, not in that of contemplative ecstasy. But
the conclusion of the same poem is a sufficient
contrast, differing from the preceding passage in
kind, not in degree.—

" Even now,
Though bodyyto body submissively still bow,
'Tis not on body's blood that our loves grow.
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Though | am old and you are old, though nerves
Slacken and beauty slowly loses its curves,
And greedy Time the bone and sinew starves,

Like some lean Captain gloating over atown
That has not fallen, but will fall, every stone
O'erthrust and every bravery overthrown;

Who entering the defeated walls at last
Finds emptiness, and hears an escaping blast,
Triumphant from the shining east hills cast,

And knows defeat in victory. . . . O that rare

Music is ours, is ours—prelusive air

Caught from the Judgment music high and
severe.

Will it indeed be thus ? Yes, thus! The body
burns,

Not with desire and into pale smoke turns,

And there is only flame towards flame that
yearns.

Whilethat ill lecherous Time among the stones

Sits musing and rocking his old brittle bones,

Irked by long shadows, mocked by those bright
far tones/'

This passage is indeed open to exception in minutiae
(thethird terzet,for example, istoo diffuse compared
with the rest of the simile), but it achieves what the
other did not; and the difference between the two
is precisely that in the first the writer is still
expounding his idea, while in the second he has
become absorbed by the contemplation of it and
has found for it a true and poetical symbol, has
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become, in fact, what he was not before—a poet.
The contrast here displayed illustrates our argument;
and it might be paralleled a great many times from
Mr. Freeman's work. Sometimes, as in The Human
Musi, the idea comes limping at the end of the
composition, a jejune and untransfigured moral.
This poem is the spiritual biography of a soul dis-
mayed by the harshness and evil of the world; and
frequently in the course of it absorption in detail
produces the right poetical mood. But the last
lines, which should sum up and unite the total
impression of what precedes them, are sheer
deception in their fall below the proper temperature.
The idea is definite enough and is conveyed to the
reader, but this conclusion makes it clear that the
writer has not succeeded in conceiving it as a poet:—

" Kindness gave solitude the lovely light
She loved, and made less terrible black midnight.
Even as a bird its unlearned music pours
Though windows all be blind and shut the doors,
And sings on still though no faint sound be

heard
But wind and leaves and another lonely bird:
So poured she untaught kindness all around
And in that human music comfort found—
Music her own and music heard from others,
Prime music of all lovers, children, mothers,
Precarious music between all men sounding,
The horror of silent and dark Powers con-
founding.

Singing that music she could bravely live;
Hearing it, find less sorrow to forgive."

Sometimes, as in The Song of the Forest, an ode on
the conclusion of the war, the right mood finds
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uccess not in the employment of a symbol but
purely in the potency of chosen and austere diction:

" | cannot syllable that unworded praise—
An ashen sapling bending in Thy wind,
Uplifting in Thy light new-budded |eaves,
Nor for myself nor any other raise
My boughs in music, though the woodland

heaves—

O with what ease of pain at length resigned,
What hope to the old inheritance restored!
Thy praise it is that men at last are glad.
Long unaccustomed brightness in their eyes
Needs must seem beautiful in thine, bright Lord.
And to forget the part that sorrow had
In every shadowed breast, where still it lies,
Is there not praise in such forgetfulness ?
For to grieve less means not that love is less."

This is a noble thought, expressed, as every poetical
thought must be expressed, so that we feel that in
no other way could it have been communicated to
us immediately and without impairment. And it
is precisely this which we ask of poetry and which
distinguishes poetry from any other form of human
activity.

But the rare moments in which Mr. Freeman
reaches his highest level of achievement*are not,
and could hardly be, unexpected, unrelated and
inexplicable leaps into the blue. They rise from a
mass of verse which is not by any means made up
(though what | have written so far might possibly
give that impression) of failures so to rise. His
finest poems result from the contemplation of wide
and deep ideas, but they have a necessary back-
ground of poems resulting from the contemplation
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of ideas less wide and less deep, or of sensations
only. This poetry has an individual body as well
as soul: it has, that is to say, its own particular
range of symbol and imagery. Moreover, it has
as a whole a quite unusual unity and coherence.
It is amost a single work, a sequence of poems
rather than a collection of disparate pieces, and
the verses of lessimportance exist in easily perceptible
relations with those of greater importance. It is
therefore convenient to consider the general ques-
tions of style and manner all together at this point.

A very few of the pieces in the third part of the
volume, which contains M r. Freeman's early work,
show recognisable signs of derivation. Here is a
sonnet which has traces of resemblance to Meredith,
and here a song in whose cadences there is an
Elizabethan echo. But, for the most part, Mr.
Freeman's juvenilia are distinguished from his later
work chiefly by the fact that in them he has not yet
thoroughly explored or mastered his own powers.
There are here not so many of the highest moments,
and the lesser moments are, on the whole, not so
intensely rendered; but between the third part of
the book and the first there is little change of
spirit or temper and very little of method.

His technique, which was never conventional,
has never become revolutionary. His verse adheres
to the iambic norm, but is subject to wide departures
from it. It is fluid, flexible, and variable, under-
going changes and modulations in obedience to
the writer's mood. It is mostly rhymed verse;
but the rhyme counts in it for curiously little.
Mr. Freeman is never a precisian in this matter.
He is often content with the repetition of a word
or with an assonance; or on occasion he lets the
rhyme go by altogether. But even when his verse
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is rhymed in the strictest and most formal way,
the actual ring of the rhymes plays only a small
part in its music. It is rather a thread holding the
poem together as unobtrusively as possible, than
a conspicuous element in its structure; and as a
rule Mr. Freeman contrives that even this function
shall be filled by the least number of rhymes,
securing his musical effects, and building up his
stanzas, by other means, as in the subtle though
unpretentious stanza-form of Nightfall:—

" Eve goes slowly
Dancing lightly
Clad with shadow up the hills;
Birdstheir singing
Cease at last, and silence
Falling like fine rain the valley fills."

Such original forms, not all as successful as this,
are numerous in his work; and the general effect
produced is that of a subordination of rhyme alittle
unexpected in any verse where it is retained at all.
Strong, full, and just rhyming has aways been
considered an important part of the technique of
an English poet; and the habitual inaudibility of
Mr. Freeman's rhymes may be thought a sign of
technical weakness in him. It ssems to me, how-
ever, that this quality cannot be separated from the
peculiar nature of his verse, the capacity of which
for beauty of sound is shown in The Aide, one of
the quietest and most lovely of his poems:—

" How near | walked to Love,
How long, | cannot tell.
| was like the Aide that flows
Quietly through green level lands,
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So quietly, it knows

Their shape, their greenness and their shadows
well;

And then undreamingly for miles it goes

And silently, beside the sea

Seamews circle over,

The winter wildfowl wings,

Long and green the grasses wave
Between the river and the sea

The seds cry, wild or grave,

From bank to low bank of the river rings;
But the uncertain river though it crave
The sea, knows not the sea.

Was that indeed salt wind ?

Came that noise from falling

Wild waters on a stony shore ?

Oh, what is this new troubling tide

Of eager waves that pour

Aroundandover, leaping, parting, recalling?...
How near | moved (as day to same day wore)
And silently, beside the seal "

It is certain in any case that this fact helps to
produce the general air of remoteness and absence
of sensuous appeal in Mr. Freeman's work, which
is aso produced by the character of his imagery.
Like so many of his generation, he draws the most
part of his imagery from English country scenes,
but his countryside is one that he has transfigured
and made peculiar to himself. He does not describe
what he himself calls:—

" Such easy brightness as the poets see
Or easy gloom or hues of faerie."
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His landscape, even when it is recognisably an
English field or orchard such as we all know, is
wilder and lonelier, and its atmosphere colder and
rarer, than in the work of other poets. He seems
instinctively to prefer evening and early morning
to noon, the first days of spring and the last of
autumn to high summer, buds to full flowers and
leaves, and the flowers of April to the bolder-hued
flowers of July. It is characteristic in him to be
more vivid and concrete than usually elsewhere in
such a picture as this:—

" On the wide fields the water gleams like snow
And snow like water pale beneath pale sky,
When old and burdened the pale clouds are

stooped low.
Sudden as thought or startled bird's near cry
The whiteness of first light on hills of snow
New dropped from skiey hills of tumbling white
Streams from the ridge to where the long woods
lie;
And tall ridge-trees lift their soft crowns of
white
Above slim bodies all black or flecked with snow.
By the tossed foam of the not yet frozen brook
Black pigs go straggling over fields of snow;
The air is full of snow, and starling and rook
Are blacker amid the myriad streams of light."

This, from a recent poem, is inimitable in the
exactness of the detail and in the breadth of sugges-
tion which each trait brings to the whole. The
same power is discernible, in varying degrees of
accomplishment, in earlier poems, written when
Mr. Freeman was more often content simply to
record the moment's sensation. The lyrics, Sone
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Trees, describing a sudden lightning flash in a
dark night, It Was the Lovely Moon:—

"She lifted
Slowly her white brow among
Bronze cloud-waves that ebbed and drifted
Faintly, faintlier afar."

The Tew, a dark shadow in the moonless garden,
November Skies, and half a dozen more might be
cited as exquisite pieces of work in this kind. But,
while Mr. Freeman's seriousness has deepened so
that he less often describes only the moment, yet
his power of description has grown at the same
time. Among the hitherto unpublished pieces,
The Ash has beautiful passages; and in The
Unloosening, a symbolic painting of the defeat of
Winter, there is an intensity of feeling and realisa-
tion greater perhaps than in any of the earlier
poems.—

"+ . . Hesaw all the laughing valley,
Heard the unloosened waters leaping down
Broadening over the meadows, saw the sun
running
From hill to hill and glittering upon the town.

All day he stared. But his head drooped at
evening,
Bent and slow he stumbled into the white
Cavern of a great chalk hill, hedged with tall
bushes,
And in its darkness found a darker night.

Among the broken cliff and falling water,
Freezing or falling quietly everywhere;
8
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Locked in a long, long sleep, his brain un-
dreaming,
W ith only water moving anywhere.

Old men at night dreamed that they saw him
going,
And looked, and dared not |ook, lest he should
turn,
And young men felt the air beating on their
bodies,
And the young women woke from dreams
that burn.

And children going through thefieldat morning
Saw the unloosened waters leaping down,

And broke the hazel boughs and wore the tassels
Above their eyes—a pale and shaking crown."

This power of describing landscape constitutes
perhaps not the highest, but certainly the broadest
appeal of Mr. Freeman's poetry. The infallible
working of the instinctive preferences, to which |
have aready alluded, contributes strongly to the
effect of unity which his work produces and makes
as a background for his thoughts and feeling an
identifiable, consistent, and unique countryside.
The main characteristics of his style, as | have
just described them, may suggest as a predominant
impression that Mr. Freeman, with his ascetic
rather than sensuous verse, his bleak rather than
ascetic imagery, is essentially a poet of the spirit
and not of the flesh. Poetry is indeed so inde-
feasibly a spiritual exercise that this distinction is
doubtful and difficult to make; but it may be
allowed to stand for what it suggests, if it be not
taken as a literal statement. His poems are, in
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fact, records of the adventures of a soul ; and it
is not unfitting to use the phrase Goethe used of
of his own work and to say that they are fragments
of a confession. This is not the confession of a
man with Goethe's comprehensive mind or his
insatiable desire for something of all knowledge and
all experience; but it recounts, however brokenly,
the reactions towards, and the speculations on, life
of a mind perpetually engrossed by the problem
of the existence of the human spirit in the world
and perpetually revolving this problem, within a
comparatively narrow range of experience but with
areal intensity and seriousness of application.

This view of his work embraces the whole of
his book with its two hundred pieces;, and naturally
only a cursive and selective summary under this
aspect is possible. As a psychologist, an inquirer
into the motions of the individual heart, he expresses
himself especially in two sequences of poems in
the second part of his collection, Memories of Child-
hood and Wild Heart, which are in many ways
characteristic of his attitude towards the world.
The first is a confession which depicts the initiation
of the child into the world, the child's pleasures,
discoveries, glimpses of beauty and disappointments,
and ends with the thought:—

" Hateful it seems now, yet was | not happy ?. . .
Who may regret what was, since it has made
Himself himself? All that | was | am,

And the old childish joy now lives in me
At sight of a green field or a green tree."

Wild Heart is the confession of a grown man in
the presence of love, the confesson of a meta-
physical poet who has not perhaps Donne's lightness
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or agility of thought, but who certainly has
Donne's determination to pluck the reality, if
possible, out of deceptive and confusing shows;—

" Come not to me,
Bring not your body nearer,
Though you overleapt the miles
| could not behold you clearer.'

It is in form a statement, but in fact an inquiry.
Such poetic mood as is here attained springs from
the contemplation rather of the paradox than of
the elusive and bewildering truth. It is often so
with Mr. Freeman; and perhaps this too plays
its part in giving him his preponderating air of
earnestness instead of the lightness and serenity
of the poets who se immediately, or believe that
they see, an immediate truth.

But he goes further than, and generalises from,
his own experiences; and not the least interesting
part of his work is the frequency in it of generalisa-
tions on the life of man and his place in the universe.
It is rich in such gnomic lines as this, of the flocks
and herds:—

" Earth's chosen nourished by earth's wise
self-chosen.”

And the first part of the collection contains two
long poems, Beechwood and Out of the East, which
at least indicate a grandiose widening of theme. The
second of these is perhaps afailure. It is too diffuse
and too rambling; and the author seems throughout
the most of it to have allowed its breadth of subject
to distract him from the narrow and precise task of
finding the only right word for each occasion,
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Nevertheless, its subject, as well as its length,
makes it the most considerable and ambitious
attempt on which Mr. Freeman has yet entered,
and in an age whose poets are most justly reproached
with timidity in the choice of subjects this is a fact
not to be neglected. It describes the conflict of
tradition and change, of age and youth, in a primi-
tive tribe in the beginnings of humanity:—

" When man first walked upright and soberly
Reflecting as he paced to and fro."

The old prince and his grandson are returning from
the burial of the boy's father, killed in the prime
of life while hunting. The old man explains how
the snapping of this link has cut him off from a
new world which he understands only enough to
fear it. They go into their house and go to sleep;
but both lie awake dreaming, the old man of dangers
approaching the tribe:—

" And all unsatisfied his people grown
Would move from this rejected mountain
range
By yearlong valley journeys slowly down,
Sun-following, till surfeited with change,
Mid idle pastures pitched or fabled town,
Subdued to climes and kings and customs
strange,
At length their very name should die away
And all their remnant be a vague * Men say.* "

the younger of a time when he would lead out his
people to new greatness. The thing is not perfectly
done, but it is a fine conception, and it is in some
ways characteristic of Mr. Freeman's habitual
thought.
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For, if he is to be described as a nature-poet,
it is because he ses humanity as though it were
a forest-god only half escaped from the tree.
Nature is aways present in his poems, but now as
an influence on mankind, now as a symbol of it.
He speaks of " the world that is the changing image
of my thought "; but it is for him a framework as
well as an image. This fact is to be taken as the
centre of his work; and if it is a conception that he
has so far expressed only fragmentarily, yet the
fact that he has expressed it even so much entitles
him to be taken seriously as a poet.
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IT may be true that there is a small circle of readers
and critics by whose opinion reputations are made.
It is quite certain that the reputations which seem
to be made there have a way of escaping the control
of their putative creators. Nine years ago Mr.
Masefield published The Everlasting Mercy in the
English Review. Before he did so his name was
known to a comparatively small number of persons
who regarded him with some admiration and more
curiosity; but afterwards he received fame instead
of expectant attention. For some time he bulked
large in two worlds. He made modern poetry
popular before Rupert Brooke; and critical opinion,
broadly speaking, agreed in owning the novelty and
ambition of his work and the adequacy of his
talents. In the theatre he seemed to be the inheritor
of Synge, destined to make Synge's methods his
6wn on a larger scale and before a wider audience.
Mr. John Galsworthy, then at the zenith of a
reputation which has followed a somewhat similar
course, proclaimed him " the man of the hour, and
the man of to-morrow, too, in poetry and the play-
writing craft." At the universities, among the
rising generation, his name had great power; and
a new book by him was genuinely an event of
importance. Elderly and academic persons con-
firmed his adherents by attacking him on the
ground that he was coarse, violent, gratuitously
ugly, that he chose subjects unfitted for poetry—
charges which, as they were preferred, were insuffi-
cient and might be cheerfully accepted as a challenge.
For a little while it really seemed to many that a
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new writer had emerged of the rare stature and
originality which engage the interest both of the
general public and of the sceptical and selective
readers who attempt to anticipate the judgment of
their descendants.

But | do not think that this is true any longer,
Mr. Masefield's works were not found wanting in
the qualities at first discerned in them. But radical
defects, which had hitherto somehow escaped
general notice, were revealed; and some of the
very qualities turned out, on cooler examination,
not to have the value with which they had been
credited. Worse still, the defects became apparent
through, as it were, a sort of rash on the surface,
an outcrop of awkwardnesses and ineptitudes
which lent themselves quite charmingly to
ridicule.  The public continued to admire,
possibly even more than ever; but first one
voice was raised among the critics, then another
and another.

In this swing of opinion there is some danger
that Mr. Masefield's real achievements may be
overlooked; and the danger continues so long as
his demerits are not clearly stated. The general
public, once he had been forced on its notice, liked
him to a considerable extent for excellent reasons.
The general public does indeed like good qualities
in, for instance, Shakespeare, Scott, and Dickens,
and even in its unworthy favourites, in cheap and
trashy novelists, it has a way of feeling after virtues
which better writers would be better for possessing.
Mr. Masefield actually has originality, enterprise,
ambition, and some degree of force: he is one of
the most interesting figures in modern literature.
Assuming that he has genius, that he did not
capture opinion only by pretence, the mere range
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of hiswork must be considered and may be reckoned
to his credit. He has experimented in many forms.
He has written lyrics and sonnets and a series of
successful narrative poems, plays both in prose
and in verse which have stood the test of production,
several novels and collections of stories, a book
on Shakespeare, and books about the war. His
sincerity as an artist may often be questioned, will
certainly be questioned in the pages that follow;
but his personal sincerity, in the broadest and most
fundamental sense, is beyond doubt. If he has
pandered to anything, it has been to his own mis-
taken artistic ambitions, not to the taste of the
public which admires him. His work, now con-
siderable in bulk as well as wide in range, is ailmost
all thoroughly characteristic, ailmost all shot with
virtues and vices, aimost all offering substantial
material for the process of sifting and distinction
which must assuredly be applied to it. It is more
than worth while, it is important, that the attempt
should be made to distinguish between the virtues
for which he will be remembered and the vices
which, on discovery, rendered his critical following
so profoundly distrustful, if not completely dis-
illusioned.

Mr. Masefield's earliest work is a tangle of
influences and themes;, and its most interesting
characteristic was the way in which these were
combined. He had experience of ships and the
sa, knowledge and love of English country, and
the beginnings of a view of life; and he expressed
the themes thus suggested to him in a manner
reminiscent of Mr. Yeats, with occasiona
assistance from Mr. Kipling. One opens his
second book, Ballads, to find the following
lines:—
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" Would | could win some quiet and rest, and a

little ease,

In the cool gray hush of the dusk, in the dim
green place of the trees,

Where the birds are singing, singing, singing,
cryingaloud

The song of the red, red rose that blossoms
beyond the seas."

One turns over a few pages and discovers Cargoes,
that celebrated poem without afiniteverb, of which
the first verse describes a " quinquereme of Nine-
veh," and the second a " stately Spanish galleon,"
and the third a

" Dirty British coaster with salt-caked smoke stack
Butting through the Channel in the mad March
days,
With a cargo of Tyne coal,
Road-rails, pig-lead,
Firewood, ironware, and cheap tin trays.

Subject, rhythm, and implication are alike derived
from Mr. Kipling; and thefirst feelings of a reader
who saw these two passages in juxtaposition might
be wondering respect for awriter who could quench
his thirst at two so dissimilar springs.

His first prose shows traces of an influence not
so incompatible with that of Mr. Yeats. Just as
Synge had so used the peasant speech of the west
of Ireland as to create from it a medium of expres-
sion for poetry of a highly cultured sort, keeping
its flavour and yet turning it into the channels of
civilised literature, so Mr. Masefield attempted
to manipulate the language of old seamen telling
fo'c'sle yarns. The prose of A Mainsail Haul is
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by no means merely reported dialect. It is a
finished literary product in which fo'c'sle expressions
and turns of speech are worked up on paper by a
man of letters into rhythms no less cunning and
refined than those of Pater or Wilde. Take this,
from A Slor's Tarni—

" Now the next morning that fellow Bill | told
you of was tacking down the city to the boat,
singing some song or another. And when he got
near to the jetty he went fumbling in his pocket
for his pipe, and what should he find but a silver
dollar that had slipped away and been saved. So
he thinks: ' If | go aboard with this dollar, why
the hands'll laugh at me; besides it's a wasting of
it not to spend it." So he cast about for some place
where he could blue it in.

" Now close by where he stood there was a sort
of great store, kept by a Johnny Dago. And if |
was to tell you of the things they had in it | would
need nine tongues and an oiled hinge to each of
them. But Billy walked into this store, into the
gpace inside, into like the ‘'tween decks, for to
have a look about him before buying. And there
were great bunches of bananas a-ripening against
the wall. And sacks of dried raisins, and bags of
dried figs, and melon seeds and pomegranates
enough to sink you. Then there were cotton
bales, and calico, and silk of Persia.  And rum in
puncheons and bottled ae. And al manner of
sweets and a power of a lot of chemicals. And
anchors gone rusty, fished up from the bay after
the ships were gone. And spare cables, all ranged
for letting go. And ropes and sals and balls of
marline stuff. Then there was blocks of all kinds,
wood and iron. Dunnage there was, and scantling,
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likewise sea-chests with pictures on them. And
casks of beef and pork, and paint, and peas, and
peterolium. But for not one of these things did
Billy care a handful of bilge."

It must be conceded that this passage is vivid, if
itisaso atrifle " mannered "; and to be successful
in this sort of writing is to show proof of a quality
comparable to that which in sculpture would be
caled " sense of the material." Even the catalogue,
an extremely literary device, is put with propriety
into the mouth of the sailor and serves not as mere
decoration but to display his gusto in the story.
Here Mr. Masefield has converted his raw material
into literature without destroying its character.
The danger of the method, a danger from which
even Synge did not wholly escape, is that the writer
is tempted to charge" his medium with more than
it can bear, until nothing is left of its original
character but a forced and fase quaintness. This
happens in Port of Many Ships, when another old
sailor is made to say, describing the Day of
Judgment:—

" The sun will just be setting in the s far
away to the west, like a ball of red fire. And just
as the curve of it goes below the s it will stop
sinking and lie there like a door. And the stars
and the earth and the wind will stop. And there
will be nothing but the sea and this red arch of
the sun and the whales with the wrecks and a stream
of light upon the water."

Overcharging of the material, the imposition of too
severe a strain on his means of expression—these
will perhaps be found to be Mr. Masefield's most

109



First Essays on Literature

damaging errors in compositions of greater extent
and weight than the sketches of A Mainsail Haul.

So far the main element of individuality that we
have discovered in Mr. Masefield's work has been
in his choice of subjects and in his application of
style to subject—a matter of importance, for, with
a writer of any personality, the possesson of a
definite and favourite range of themes will, in the
long run, determine style, drawing whatever may
be original out of a chaos of echoes and influences.
When M r. Masefield began writing more ambitious
compositions than his early songs and sketches he
showed himself concerned with making poetry out
of more or less contemporary life, the life of English
peasants and labourers, and English seamen. His
Tragedy of Nan, which was produced in 1908, is
enacted in "a kitchen in the house of a small
tenant farmer at Broad Oak on Severn"; and
though the period is 1810 and the action turns on
the crime of sheep-stealing, yet another year and
another crime might have been substituted without
great difficulty. The dialogue and action are for
all practical purposes drawn from contemporary
life; and the period actually chosen affords only
minor convenience to the dramatist. In the series
of narrative poems one describes the conversion
of an evil-living poacher, another the ruin of a
decent young labourer by a vile woman, another
the contest between a wastrel and a serious farmer
for a woman's love, another the attempt of a gentle
artist to make himself a sailor among sailors. The
hero of the latest of the series, Reynard the Fox,
is no longer human; but there is a human back-
ground and the manner of the whole is as con-
temporary and human as that of its predecessors.

The early narratives were at first condemned for
no
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their coarseness and violence and ugliness, Saul
Kane prefaced his salvation by a bout of swearing,
a prize-fight, a debauch, and a delirious fit of
destruction in the streets of a country town. The
story of Jim and Ern and Anna, in the Widow in
the Bye Street, was a sordid business, a police-gazette
affair, and so was that of Michael and Lionel and
Mary in The Daffodil Fields. The story of Nan was
not much better; she poisoned her rival with a
pasty of tainted mutton and stabbed her faithless
lover with a carving-knife. Worse, the incidental
detail was often made up of ugly things. One
critic complained of the fairmen, in The Widow in
the Bye Street:—

" The dawn finds them filling empty cans
In some sweet-smelling dusty country lane,
Where a brook chatters over rusty pans.”

He preferred that brooks, in poetry at least, should
chatter over cress and decorative water-flowers.
But the grave protests and accusations which
greeted these poems when they first appeared
were mostly based on wrong grounds. There is
no subject which is unfit for poetry; all depends
on what the poet makes of his subject. And,
though it is no innovation to treat of contemporary
life in verse, yet Mr. Masefield should have been
commended for his effort to achieve ah aways
useful and difficult thing. It was not from the
conception that his errors sprang, but from the
treatment.

Some of these errors are obvious on the surface.
Mr. Masefield's sense of humour has never been
strong enough to save him from destructive self-
parodies. Even in Reynard the Fox the description
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of Bunny Manor sounds like a malicious comment
on the succession of his early heroes.—

" He too (a year before) had had
A taste for going to the bad."

And in The Cold Cotswolds, one of the most sur-
prising pieces ever seriously put forth by a serious
writer, the poet retails horrors with the complacent
absurdity of a nonsense-rhyme:—

" They hanged Will
As Will said;
With one thrill
They choked him dead.

Jane walked the wold
Like a gray gander;
Allgrownold,
She would wander.

She died soon:
At high tide,

At full moon,
Jane died.

Besides this, he is too often a slack and inefficient
craftsman, too often allows himself to pass loosely
aimed words and forced rhymes of the most dis-
concerting sort. He is capable of saying that a
fox, in a tight corner, " did not blench.” In
Biography, in the excellent episode of the boat-race,
he writes:—

"'Damn it, come on now." ' On now, 'On
now," ‘'Starboard.'
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"Port Fore/ 'Up with her, Port'; each
cutter harboured
Ten eye-shut painsick stragglers.”

Here ten per cent, of the effect of the word
" harboured " goes to sustaining some sort of a
place in the sense of the narrative, and ninety per
cent, to providing an atrociously ingenious rhyme
for " starboard "—a wrong proportion. Or he
writes:—

" And then | met her friend,
Down by the water,
Who cried, ' She's met her end,
That gray-eyed daughter.' "

where one is not sure whether the last word should
be taken as a forced rhyme or as a grotesque
affectation. Of the same order of insufficient
thought and scamped workmanship is the letter
in Rosas, written to his mother by a son who is
running away from home:—

"' Dear mother," said the letter, ' You and |
W ith different souls must live by different laws.
| give back all you gave me, now good-bye.
If I go naked hence, you know the cause.
| keep my father's name. When | am gone
| shall be gone for ever. | am, John.""

Here the signature is merely the bastard result
of a compromise between pure realism and the
conventional poetic rendering of ordinary speech—
a compromise dictated apparently by the necessities
of the metre—and it is destructive of al illusion.
These defects, as | have said, are obvious, in
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their causes and effects, on the surface. But what
is more serious is that the reader of Mr. Masefield's
poems, and indeed of almost all he has written,
however much he may be captivated by the vigour
of the narrative and the fresh vividness of the
scenes presented, finds himself frequently checked
by a strong sense of incongruity, amounting to
falsity. When Saul Kane comes down from the

hill with his brutal companions, after the fight, he
sees—

" All the graves of all the ghosts
Who rise on Christmas Eve in hosts
To dance and carol in festivity
For joy of Jesus Christ's Nativity
(Bell-ringer Dawe and his two sons
Beheld 'em from the bell-tower once),
Two and two about about
Singing the end of Advent out,
Dwindling down to windlestraws
When the glittering peacock craws,
As craw the glittering peacock should
When Christ's own star comes over the wood.
Lamb of the sky come out of fold
Wandering windy heavens cold."

Throughout this passage it is impossible to resist
the feeling that the voice is changing, until the
last three lines are frankly impossible in the mouth
of Saul Kane, converted though he be when he
tells the story. Another striking, though minute,
instance is to be found in The Daffodil Fields when
the dying farmer confesses to his friends that:—

"I leave not even a farthing to my lovely son."
114



Mr. Masefield: Some Characteristics

Here again, though only for the space of one word,
another voice speaks through the mouth of Nicholas
Gray. It isthe same in The Tragedy of Nan, when
the heroine says.—

" There be three times, Dick, when no woman
can speak. Beautiful times. When 'er ‘ears 'er
lover, and when ‘er gives 'erself, and when ‘er
little one is born."

The cultured accent is disguised, the aitches are
dropped, but the voice is the voice of the literary
person not of the tragic peasant-girl.

These three instances have all been taken from
the mouths of characters; and they are bad in the
first place because they are not consonant with the
persons on whom they are fathered. But an equal
incongruity is often visible when the poet is speaking
in his own person, in such lines as these from The
Widow in the Bye Street:—

" "Anna, | love you, and | aways shal.
He IoHQI|<Ied towards Plaister's End beyond Cot
[1S.

A white star glimmered in the long canal,

A droning from the music came in thrills.

Love is a flame to burn out human wills,

Love is a flame to s&t the will on fire,

Love is a flame to cheat men into mire."

Apart from their intrinsic vagueness and emptiness
the last three lines are an abrupt and awkward
departure from the key in which the whole narrative
isset. They produce an effect as of avision suddenly
blurred or of the substitution of a picture for a real
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scene. The poet ceases to regard his theme directly;
something is interposed between it and him.

The pity is that in direct vision he can be so
good. The poem Biography contains many vivid
and moving passages. The boat-race has already
been cited for a blemish; but, taken as a whole,
it is lively, convincing, and truthful.

" Days of endeavour have been good: the days
Racing in cutters for the comrade's praise.
The day that led my cutter at the turn,
Y et could not keep the lead, and dropped astern;
The moment in the spurt when both boats' oars
Dipped in each other's wash, and throats grew

hoarse,

And teeth ground into teeth, and both strokes
quickened

Lashing the sea and gasps came, and hearts
sickened,

And coxswains damned us, dancing, banking
stroke,

To put our weights on, though our hearts were
broke,

And both boats seemed to stick and sa seemed

glue,
The tide amill race we were struggling through;
And every quick recover gave us squints
Of them still there, and oar-tossed water-glints,
And cheering came, our friends, our foemen

cheering,
A long, wild, rallying murmur on the hearing,
'Port Fore!" and 'Starboard Fore!' ' Port

Fore," ' Port Fore,'
"Up with her," ' Starboard'; and at that each oar
Lightened, though arms were bursting, and eyes
shut,
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And the oak stretchers grunted in the strut,

And the curse quickened from the cox, our bows

Crashed, and drove talking water, we made vows,

Chastity vows and temperance; in our pain

We numbered things we'd never eat again

If we could only win; then came the yell

' Starboard,’ ' Port Fore," and then a beaten bell

Rung asfor fireto cheer us. * Now," Oars bent,

Soul took the looms now body's bolt was spent,

" Damn it, come on now,” "On now, ' On
now," ' Starboard.'

" Port Fore,’ ' Up with her, Port'; each cutter
harboured

Ten eyeshut painsick strugglers, ' Heave, oh
heave,’

Catcalls waked echoes like a shrieking sheave.

"Heave,' and | saw a back, then two. ' Port
Fore,'

' Starboard,’ ' Come on*; | saw the midship
oar,

And knew we had done them. ' Port Fore*
'Starboard,” 'Now.'

| saw bright water spurting at their bow,

Their cox full face an instant. They were done.

The watchers' cheering almost drowned the gun.

We had hardly strength to toss our oars; our cry

Cheering the losing cutter was a sigh."

These lines constitute a piece of lively and economical
description; but they are more than that, they are
the rendering of a spiritual experience. Mr. Mase-
field does here, without effort, without straining,
without falsity, as fine a thing as he ever st out to
do, and this without using even a sentence of
general reflection. It is the same in Dauber, in the
passages which describe the rounding of the Horn
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and the expected entry into harbour. It is the
same, though in a quite different sort, in the
Tragedy of Nan, when Dick Gurvil, with a few
sentences about cider and cakes, fixes his character
definitely and inalterably in the mind. Such are
the passages which we have to st against those
already quoted.

It is probably in the contrast thus marked that
the secret of Mr. Masefield's recurrent weakness is
to be discovered. Heis awriter with great powers
of description, knowledge of the world and of the
people in it, an excellent fund of material, and a
strong sense of the immortal and tragic issues
which underlie the movements of human beings.
But this last, which most inspires him when he is
least actively aware of it, seems to disable him when
it enters the field of his consciousness. A wise
critic said years ago, unavailingly, that we ought
to take pains to avoid making Mr. Masefield self-
conscious. When he is not conscious of himself
as interpreting God's ways to man, he is a poet of
facts, of concrete persons and things and events,
in the selection, ordering, and expression of which
the general significance of his themes becomes
apparent. It is when he makes his generalisations
explicit, instead of leaving them implicit, that his
genius seems to desert him. One is tempted to
suppose, however illegitimately, that some curious
distrust of his own powers has urged him to his
gravest errors, making him pile horrors on a main
tragedy till its original force is obscured, or expatiate
sentimentally on a situation which, dryly stated,
is more moving than any comment on it could
ever be. In Pompey the Great, a very faulty play,
but one the tragedy of which is inherent in the
action, after Pompey has been treacherously
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murdered, the seaman on the Greek ship which has
carried him to Egypt haul on the sheets to the
accompaniment of a chanty conceived in the
following terms.—

THE CHANTY
" Kneel to the beautiful women who bear us this
strange brave fruit."

CHORUS
" Away, i-oh."
THE CHANTY
" Man with his soul so noble: man half god and
half brute."
CHORUS
" So away, i-oh.’

This in spite of its form, in spite of the fact that
this galley of the first century before Christ carries
a " Bosun" and an officer who is addressed as
" Mr. Mate," is clearly not intended for a piece
of realism. It is the author frankly endeavouring
to transcend his own setting in order to appear from
without as a moralist on the action—because, one
cannot help thinking, he does not trust the action
to speak for itself. Compare with this two lines
from the last conversation in the condemned cell
between Jimmy Gurney and his mother. (Jimmy,
it will be remembered, was, before he killed his
man, a navvy on the railway):—

"' | spose they've brought the line beyond the
Knapp ?"
" " Ay, and beyond the Barcle, so they say.' "
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Nothing could be barer, nothing, in the context,
could be more moving. A long passage of reflection
could never bring home to the reader, as this does,
the inarticulate agony of the condemned man and
his widowed mother. It is simply a statement of
fact; but a statement so contrived that all the
comment that is necessary is, as it were, resonant
in its overtones.

Mr. Masefield is pre-eminently the poet of fact.
His power lies in invention, and it is thus, rather
than directly, that he conveys the reflections which
occur to him. It is when he does otherwise that
he spoils his own achievement, by an additional
irrelevant turn of the screw or by a moralising
passage less impressive than the moral the reader
has aready drawn. Thus, in Captain Margaret, a
book with some beautiful pages, he attempts to
increase the hero's tragedy by exaggerating the
wickedness of the villain and by making the heroine
so stupid that one cries out against her as impossible
or worthless. Thus in Multitude and Solitude, after
'Roger Naldrett's play has been ignominiously
hissed off the stage, he spends a night so full of
minor discomforts that the first effect is lost and
passion degenerates into fretfulness. Thus, in a
hundred vague and inconclusive lyrics and sonnets,
Mr. Masefield reiterates the abstract noun "Beauty,"
proclaiming that " Beauty " is his faith and prin-
ciple of movement.—

" Beauty across the darkness hurled,
Be it through me you shame the world "

—but never once providing the reader with any
definite impression of what he means by that
comprehensive word. Yet, by reference to those
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of his writings in which it does not appear, one
can discover easily enough what he means by it.
There is beauty in the faith and love of Jimmy's
mother; there is beauty in the courage which
sends the Dauber, weakest and most timid of the
crew, first on deck to go aoft in the storm when
the ship is rounding Cape Horn; there is beauty
in Nan's trusting surrender to Dick Gurvil, These
are the things which make Mr. Masefield's faith
and the substance of his poetry; but they are con-
vincing only when he shows them, never when he
talks about them.

It is because he is a genuine poet, with a besetting
and genuinely dangerous temptation, that none
of his work is perfect, much of it seriously flawed
and little of it quite negligible. The attempt to
distinguish throughout between the passages in
which he has written naturally and those in which
he has written counter to his own gifts would require
a long book and would make, perhaps, a very
tedious book. It might show how in Good Friday
the deadly quietness and matter-of-factness of the
opening create an impressive atmosphere which is
afterwards dispelled by the introduction of a
symbolic and generalising madman. It might
show that it would be appropriate for Kurano, in
The Faithful, to feign madness did not his oracular
responses imitate too faithfully all the wise. lunatics
in Shakespeare. A differentiating catalogue in
this style might possibly be useful, but would
certainly be hard reading. It will be more to the
point in this brief inquiry to discover if we can
the work in which Mr. Masefield's virtues are most
prominent and his faults least conspicuous.

There can be little doubt that this is to be found
in Reynard the Fox, his last book but one, his
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longest, and, as | think, his most nearly perfect
poem. It suffers a little, but almost negligibly,
from the piling on of the horror, in that the fox has
extraordinarily bad luck in the way of stopped
earths; but setting this aside, together with minor
blemishes of diction and rhyme, it is tolerably
free from sentimentality or ill-judged moralisings.
We might have had a fox that symbolised Beauty,
or a fox that ran to pluck Beauty out of the heart
of peril, or a disquisition on the unjust sufferings
of the fox and their brutalising effects on the hunt.
But here the poet avoids symbolism, and, for the
rest, he is wisely impartial. He ses the hunt,
the effort of the fox, and the exhilaration of the
pursuers vividly and objectively. He accepts the
fact and in all aspects of it he lays beauty bare. It
is for him a spectacle, and the spectacle, as he
conveys it, has a meaning; but he does not spoil
our appreciation of the meaning by calling attention
to it with a capital letter. Here, for once, he has
observed a reasonable degree of reticence, trusting
to the picture which he sees to awaken in others
the emotion it has awakened in him—an emotion
which is at once clear and definable, united and
various. Itistruethat heis still over-anxious about
the effect of his work. He does now and again
force the pace, force the emotion, underline where
it is not necessary, and he comes once or twice
very close to the maudlin. But these faults are less
frequent, and less destructive, than elsewhere in
his work.

This poem has been called " Chaucerian "; and
the opening pages are not unworthy of that majestic
epithet. The persons are no doubt less vivid,
less definite than those of the Prologue to the
Canterbury Tales ;' their outlines are not so sharp,
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their colours are paler. But the gusto with which
their characteristics are presented has in it some-
thing of Chaucer's relish of the difference in human
nature, from old Steven, who—

" Shone on people like the sun
And on himself for shining so,"

to
" Bill, that big-mouthed smiler,
They nick-named him the mug-beguiler."
and Sa Ridden:—

" A loud, bold, blonde, abundant mare,
With white horse-teeth and stooks of hair
(Like polished brass), and such a manner
It flaunted from her like a banner."

And adozen more, as accurately and tersely drawn,
characteristic of time and place and not uncharac-
teristic of the people from which they spring.

It is in thejoy in real things, in people, places
and events, that Mr. Masefield's power lies; and
he has never expressed this better than in Reynard,
in such passages as the description of the hounds
moving off:—

" Round the corner came the Hunt, -
Those feathery things, the hounds, in front,
Intent, wise, dipping, trotting, straying,
Smiling at people, shoving, playing,
Nosing to children's faces, waving
Their feathery sterns, and all behaving,
One eye to Dansey on Maroon,
Their padding cat-feet beat a tune.”
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This is the thing itself; but no mere description,
however exact, can convey, as this does, the
spectator's delight in the thing. The whole poem
is like this, a description that is something more;
and, so far as it goes, it conveys a vision and an
appreciation of a whole way of life and of the
qualities and characteristics which emerge from it.
What is to be found here without difficulty is
equally present ailmost all through Mr, Masefield's
work; but elsewhere it must be sought for and
many hindrances in the way of finding it must be
overcome and many disappointments must be
endured. Nevertheless, Mr. Masefield's qualities
are both real and rare; and the hindrances and
disappointments make certainly a high, but, perhaps,
not a prohibitive price to pay for them.
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ANY reader who has ever seen a full bibliography
of Mr. Belloc's works will appreciate how hard a
subject he is for critical treatment and why he has
received so little of it. Many of his books are
reprinted journalism, occasional essays first written
to fill a set space in adaily paper. Many are purely
controversial or informative in intention. He is a
poet, a novelist, an economist, a historian, and a
topographer. He has aso a definite general attitude
towards the world in which these various activities
have their interrelated places. he is a philosopher.
And hence even those works which are purely
creative in form, his novels and poems and imagina-
tive pictures of travel, never exgpe a tinge of
tendenciousness.  Similarly his controversial books
are rarely without definite literary merit. And his
journalism, though it is often hasty and careless,
is not often empty and is not often without
evidence of his creative power. In the number of
varieties which his work presents he resembles Mr.
Chesterton, with whom it is so usua to compare
him. The comparison holds good aso in the
general attitude of both towards the world—an
attitude which it is probably incorrect to say that
Mr. Chesterton learnt from Mr. Belloc, the one
having rather found in the other a confirmation of
what he himself had already guessed. But beyond
that point it breaks down. Mr. Chesterton has a
firm grasp of a view of life, and is a poet and a
fine rhetorician. His ideas are genera and are
best embodied by purely imaginative means, whereas
his scholarship and command of detail are relatively
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small. He expresses himself most effectively in
The Napoleon of Notting Hill and in passages of
The Ballad of the White Horse—in stories and in
poems. But when he comes to particulars he is
as loose and vague as Mr. Belloc is firm and
decided: he is a sage rather than a scientist, a
rhapsodist rather than a debater. Mr. Belloc is
aso a poet and a rhetorician, but he does not
support his general view of life only by poetry and
rhetoric: he employs as well a firm handling,
accurate or inaccurate, of facts.

He is therefore to some degree exempt from the
modern dichotomy between literature as a means
and literature as an end. Time was when many
writers were able to take it for granted, without
internal questionings, that serious literature ought
to be used for practical and immediate purposes.
Ibsen, Brieux, Tolstoi, all had done so. Mr,
Wells confessed to Henry James that he would
rather be called ajournalist than an artist. Mr.
Shaw used to feel dissatisfied with Shakespeare,
because Shakespeare never wrote a play with the
object of undoing a social abuse. Only the other
day M r. Shaw again, under the pressure of centenary
celebrations, owned his willingness to accept Keats
as a great poet—because Isabella is an attack on the
capitalist system. But, though itsfirst protagonists
have not changed, this point of view is now no
longer Held to be unchallengeable. Observe the
somewhat contemptuous implications contained in
this recent remark of a not unintelligent critic:
" The temptation, to any man who is interested in
ideas and primarily in literature, to put literature
into the corner until he has cleaned up the whole
country first, is aimost irresistible. Some persons,
like Mr.Wellsand M r. Chesterton, have succeeded
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so well in this latter profession of setting the house
in order, and have attracted so much more attention
than Arnold, that we must conclude that it is
indeed their proper role and that they have done
well for themselves in laying literature aside”
And if we conclude that they have laid literature
aside, then literature lays them aside; and we may
find ourselves, for the sake of a narrow and fanciful
definition, leaving them to aform of criticism which
is not competent, and does not attempt, to judge
them as writers.

This distinction, which is really unsafe when it
is so made as to convey in itself and by itself some
shade of regret or blame, has its uses. We may
regret that M r. Wells writes nowadays The Salvaging
of Civilisation instead of another Invisble Man—
because The Salvaging of Civilisation is a badly
and hastily written and impermanent book. We
may blame Mr. Chesterton for scamping his poems
and stories so as to have time for attacking the
divorce laws or the party system or some other
bugbear—because thus he is deserting what he
can do well for something he does not so well.
But with Mr. Belloc the question does not present
itself in quite the same form.

He, whose most constant trait it is to have an
answer for everything, would probably not hesitate
to offer an opinion on this question, and would
most likely find any hard-and-fast distinction
between literature as a means and literature as an
end almost meaningless. He sees himself before
all dse as a member of human society and in
particular as a member of a society which he believes
to be diseased. Moreover, he believes that he
knows the cure for this disease. His opinions
inevitably colour, not only in general spirit but
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aso in detals, everything he writes: he cannot
compose ajolly occasional essay on cheeses without
introducing his earnest confidence in the surviving
power of the Roman Empire:—

" As Europe fades away under the African wound
which Spain suffered or the Eastern barbarism
of the Elbe, what happens to cheese ? It becomes
very flat and similar. You can quote six cheeses
perhaps which the public power of Christendom
has founded outside the limits of its ancient
Empire—but not more than six. | will quote
you 253 between the Ebro and the Grampians,
between Brindisi and the Irish Channel.

| do not write vainly. It is a profound thing."

What he himself has written on literature is not
much in quantity nor is it always very good; but
it is possible to find in it quite clearly the opinion
that literature is a part of the life of the state, an
expression, and, if all is well, a strengthening
expression of the condition of society. Good art
appears when the state is healthy, bad art when it
is not—though it is not always clear which way the
deduction is drawn. In one place he tells us that
the Barbarian is aready upon us from within; and
he draws his instances from the modern attitude
towards jnarriage, property, mathematics, and paint-
ing. His comment on the poems of Heredia is
characteristic:—

" Perhaps the truest generalisation that can be
made with regard to the French people is to say
that they especially in Western Europe (whose
quality it is ever to transform itself but never to
die) discover new springs of vitality after every
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period of defeat and aridity which they are com-
pelled to cross. Heredia will prove in the near
future a capital example of this power,"

His own system is so complete and connected that
it does not allow him to make water-tight divisions
between its parts. The poet is for him no less a
direct servant of the state than the political contro-
versialist; and the poet need suffer no change of
nature when he enters into political controversy.
The choice between the career of the artist and the
career of the publicist can never have had for him
any reality. His belief that it is his duty to preach
certain truths is so deep-seated as to be part of
the temperament in which his poetry originates.
His perception of these truths and their importance
is an essential part of his perception of the world
as awhole. A range of mountains or a river strikes
him simultaneously under three aspects—physical

beauty, historical association, political meaning,
| am not concerned here with the details or the
absolute merits of Mr. Belloc's philosophy. It is
an extraordinarily complete and consistent structure
in which are reconciled the doctrines of the Catholic
Church and of Rousseau, of the Christian religion,
and of modern democracy as the French Revolution
made it. This structure is maintained by a belief
in the gradual, not catastrophic, development of
Europe and Christendom out of the Roman "Empire,
abelief derived from that great, still aimost unknown
master, Fustel de Coulanges. His reading of
English history, with itsinsistence on the aristocratic
and increasingly oligarchic nature of our consti-
tution, was largely anticipated by Disraeli. The
philosophers whom he most trusts are St. Thomas
Aquinas and Rousseau; and both are philosophers
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of certitude. St. Thomas recognises dogma and
Rousseau establishes it for himself. No doubt Mr.
Belloc's own system of fact and thought owes much
of its influence to its definiteness and consistency.
In aworld of half doubts and provisional certainties
it standsinflexible, sincere, and, if limited, complete.
Other systems, whether that of Mr. Shaw or that
of Mr. Wells, whatever their novelty and their
speculative interest, are less stable as a framework
by which men can live, and are besides necessarily
incomplete. And Mr. Belloc's importance as a
man of evident intelligence and knowledge believing,
at a time when other men of intelligence and know-
ledge doubted, can hardly be rated too high. Belief
often may be misplaced; but it is aways, of itself,
more attractive than doubt to the majority of
mankind. Mr. Belloc has been able to prove that
this is really true aso of many of the cultured
minority. He brought to the educated few, in
their own language, some of the certitudes of the
uneducated many. He made known the reasons
for holding a faith which is most commonly held
without reasons, and the force of his example
has been very great. He might be called the
apostle to the intellectuals. It is possible to criticise
his attitude in many ways. You may regard him
as the reactionary last defender of a vanishing
creed or as the first sign of a restoration. But,
however it be interpreted, his influence is a rea
thing. And itisthe influence exercised by awriter
who brings to the help of his proselytising zeal
great literary skill and much poetic force.
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The characteristic by which Mr. Belloc is best
known to the public at largeis hishumour. Possibly
since 1914 his deepest impression on the popular
mind has been made as an exponent of military
matters. But before that date the one echo which
the mention of his name was sure to provoke was
the title of one of his earliest books, The Bad Child's
Book of Beasts. These verses were unmixed with
satire or controversy; and he does not aways
harness his humour to a purpose. But very often
his humour is that of the controversialist. A man
who throws himself so wholeheartedly into his own
argument cannot but find something absurd in
those who oppose him; and when he is at his most
earnest, his scornful, aggressive and triumphant
laughter is apt to break out. It is then at once
a weapon of offence and an expression of his
certainty in his own opinion:—

" We dso know the sacred height
Up on Tugela side,
Where those three hundred fought with Beit
And fair young Wernher died.

. . The little empty homes forlorn,
The ruined synagogues that mourn,
In Frankfort and Berlin;
We knew them when the peace was torn—
We of a nobler lineage born—
And now by all the gods of scorn
We mean to rub them in."

The gods of scorn have been powerful gods on
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Mr. Belloc's side; and he is never behindhand in
invoking their help.

His series of political novels is the place in
which, apart from afew verses, he has most exercised
his gift of satire. These books are not all quite
the same in character, nor are they equal in merit,
Emmanuel Burden, the earliest of them, is curiously
uneven and straggling in construction; and its
unevenness largely springs from the fact that here
more often and more noticeably than elsewhere the
author allows a graver tone, whether of anger or
of pity, to come through the satire. In such passages,
excellent as they are, the ironic assumption of
partisanship with the villains becomes too thin
and formal aveil over thereal intention. Emmanuel
Burdenisal ondon merchant of the older, Victorian
type, who allows himself to be led away by financiers
of the modern school. These, according to Mr.
Belloc, are ruining England; and at last Burden's
own happiness is ruined by them. In this book
we find the first appearance of Mr. Barnett, who
afterwards becomes Lord Lambeth and then Duke
of Battersea; and nowhere else (except perhaps in
one passage in Pongo and the Bull) does Mr. Belloc
spesk of Mr. Barnett, who for him personifies
the enemy, with quite so much hostility and
loathing. He quite obviously hates Mr. Barnett
and Mr. Harbury and Major Pondo and all the
other persons concerned in the adventure of the
M'Korio Delta Development Co. As obviously,
he is moved by the fate of Mr. Burden, who is
literally Killed by the realisation that his commercial
enterprises have made him a party to an underhand
attack on his oldest friend. The account of his
last journey home, after this realisation, is one of
the most affecting things that Mr. Belloc has ever
132



Mr. Belloc: Some Characteristics

written, and is no less serious because its tone is
sometimes ironical and cynical:—

"In the train he sat, relieved by some repose,
and conscious (in a blurred way) that an old man
in the corner of a railway carriage was safer from
insult and observation, than wandering on a plat-
form, athing for gibes.

" He sa dully, his brows contracting now and
then. The names of the stations pleased him,
because they were familiar. He tried to remember
their order, or at least the name of such as he had
not yet reached; but he could not. He was puzzled,
and looked round at his fellow-passengers, as
though for help. They glanced at him above their
papers, and saw that he was ill. They feared for
the decencies. One, more refined than the rest,
bolted out at the next stopping-place. The others
defended themselves with silence, reading steady
behind the bulwark of the evening papers.

. . . Then there was a little darkness and a
rumble, and he heard the name of Norwood. He
recognised it at once, and got out, and stood
irresolutely at the gate. The collector took the
ticket out of his hand, and smiled. Mr. Burden
looked at him fixedly, wondering at his smile, and
felt for a moment an angry wave of emotion. He
took this man aso for one of his enemies.

" But a muddled feeling of pleasant association
came after. He took him foolishly for a friend,
and smiled and nodded in reply. Then, by pure
instinct, such as animals have, he found the way
towards his home.

" He came up that familiar road, his head reeling,
and a bond, as though of iron, oppressing it within;
and, as he walked, he suffered some dull ache
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continually. His slow stepsjarred him; and now
and then those pulsating throbs that are Death's
artillery preparing his attack, hammered at the
walls of his being."

But there will be no more tragediesin M r. Belloc's
political novels and no characters, except detached
observers, with whom the reader is asked to
sympathise. Mr. Clutterbuck, although he loses
his seat, will get his knighthood, George Mulross
Demaine will get his appointment as Warden of
the Court of Dowry; and though an elderly
Leader of the Opposition is chased by a savage
bull till " the sweat of fifty years stood or rather
leapt across the deathly face of the agonised man,”
this is an incident presented for laughter, not for
pity. Nevertheless, the argument begun in the
first novel is continued in those which succeed it.
English politics have been corrupted. They are
determined by inane or dishonest politicians and
obscenely unscrupulous financiers. The rich are
abnormal or wicked, or both. Only now Mr.
Belloc substitutes untroubled and even more hearty
laughter for the rather bitter laughter of Emmanuel
Burden in which he mingled both anger and pity.
The tone of these later books is summarised in the
admirable figure of Mr. William Bailey. It was
Mr. Bailey's hobby to compile a dictionary of Jews
who had changed their names; but he did this
without bitterness, and he found occasion for
uninterrupted amusement in the vagaries and
degradations of the society to which he himself
belonged.

This concentration on politics and finance, and
on a particular view of them, might well become
monotonous. It does indeed begin to do so in
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Pongo and the Bull and The Green Overcoat, where
the humour is less abundant and exuberant, more
strained and mechanical, than in their predecessors.
But at its best, Mr. Belloc's humour, whether used
for a purpose or for its own sake, is marked by an
extraordinary gusto for detail and a great rich-
ness of comic invention. The first of these qualities
may be exemplified (at random) by the account in
Emmanuel Burden of the porter employed by the
M'Korio Delta Development Co.:—

" This man was a Swedish Protestant; in height
he was fully six feet seven, his hair was of the colour
of tow, his eyes were of a faded blue, his face was
white and yellow; in intellect, while not deficient,
he was of a deliberation which admirably suited
the nature of his employment; nor could any
length of hours passed in the public gaze at the
Main Entrance weary the Northern steadfastness
of his mind. ... | would | had the space or
leisure to deal at further length with this remarkable
and simple figure; indeed, long before M r. Burden's
death, it was my intention to devote to the portrayal
of this porter's life and character that literary skill
which has now been turned into another, a far
graver, and | fear more monotonous channel. |
had intended to relate exactly his career. How,
stranded in the docks of London, this towering
Scandinavian had obtained employment as a Life-
guard; how, deserting from his Corps on account
of the bullying to which he was subjected by his
comrades, he round his way into the Metropolitan
Police. Dismissed from this force for drunkenness,
he became a chucker-out in a Music Hall, in which
post his grievous muscular weakness, universal in
men of his type, soon proved him unfit to deal
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with that athletic youth which frequents such
haunts in the hey-day of its vigour; how, finaly,
while posing as a Giant in a Fair, a position he
occupied in return for his bare food, he was tempted
to break his contract at the prospect of a higher
wage. At the persuasion of Mr. Barnett himself,
he fled by night, accepted the service and livery
of the M'Korio, and so reached the culmination
of his career.”

This portrait, so exact in its details, so absurd in
its place and in its gravity, is a sign of the natural
exuberance where M r. Belloc's comic invention has
its roots. And this natural exuberance naturally
takes its way into absurdities, into sudden unexpected
turns of phrase and brusque ruptures of the expected
relations of things. In the breathless, helter-skelter
farce of A Change in the Cabinet, where Mr. Belloc
is undoubtedly expressing his opinions, he invents
for his politicians and financiers an uproarious
series of incidents; and these are conceived in
such high spirits that one can, if one wishes, forget
the purpose in which they were begun. There is
no better story in all his novels than that of the
feeble-minded Demaine, who, on the eve of his
appointment to the Cabinet, is whisked away into
an astonishing and ignominious sequence of mari-
time adventures, and returns, strangely clad, to
read solemnly to the delighted Prime Minister a
narrative of peril on the high sees specially composed
for him by Mr. William Bailey. In The Path to
Rome, where he is not expressing opinions but
disporting in light-hearted buffoonery on the Ending
of Books, he puts a grotesque close to his disquisition
by the expression of a political dislike: * Homer
ends with lines that might as well be in the middle
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of a passage; Hesiod, | know not how; and Mr.
Bailey, the New Voice from Eurasia, does not end
at all, but is still going on."

Thus poetry and opinion are mixed in his work,
because he himself makes no distinction between
them: it is the natural characteristic of exuberance
not to be influenced by such distinctions. The
last-named book, perhaps his best known after
The Bad Child's Book of Beasts, certainly does not
set out to argue any thesis, and yet most of the
author's deepest beliefs might be deduced from its
pages. It is the narrative of ajourney in a direct
line from Toul to Rome; and because to Mr.
Belloc all things are interconnected the intervening
landscape draws from him by the way of an expres-
sion of al his opinions, from his belief in the
efficacy of the Mass—" The most important cause
of this feeling of satisfaction is that you are doing
what the human race has done for thousands upon
thousands upon thousands of years "—to his belief
in the fundamental difference between the Latin
and Teutonic races. And because of his innate'
expansiveness and energy he supplements the
narrative with anecdotes, stories, and incidental
absurdities, and one or two very good verses.
One of the stories may be quoted, for it has a second
interest besides being good fun. The Padre
Eterno is sitting in Heaven, with St. Michael
beside him, and asks what is a certain* spot of
light shining far away in the void. When St.
Michael, a little offended, has explained that it is
the Earth, the Padre Eterno asks.—

. Michael, what are those little things
swarming up and down all over it ?
"' Those,' said St. Michael, ' are Men.'
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"* | really beg your pardon,’ said the Padre
Eterno, when he saw the importance attached to
these little creatures. " | am sure they are worthy
of the very fullest attention, and ' (he added, for
he was sorry to have offended), ' how sensible
they seem, Michael! There they go, buying and
selling, and sailing, driving, and wiving, and riding,
and dancing, and singing, and therest of it; indeed,
they are most practical, business-like, and satis-
factory little beings. But | notice one odd thing.
Here and there are some not doing as the rest, or
attending to their business, but throwing themselves
into all manner of attitudes, making the most
extraordinary sounds, and clothing themselves in
the quaintest of garments. What is the meaning
of that ?"'

"' Sirel ' cried St. Michael, in avoice that shook
the architraves of heaven, * they are worshipping
You!"

"'Oh! they are worshipping me! Well, that
is the most sensible thing | have heard of them
yet, and | altogether commend them. Continuez,
said the Padre Eterno, 'continuezZl ' And since
then all has been well with theworld; at least where
Us continuent”

Here again, | think, we find another reason for the
real force of Mr. Belloc's influence. His humour
is robust: his religion is no less so, and presents
itself as a thing hardy and tested enough to stand
the ordinary strains of the world. The central
qualities of his work are strength, exuberance,
decision; and all these qualities manifest themselves
in his humorous writings, to which they give their
individual flavour and effect.
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There is a fourth quality in Mr. Belloc's work
which | have not yet mentioned. | mean its
lucidity; and it is this which makes him so effective
a controversialist. He does indeed lack some of
the arts of the preacher: he cannot, or will not,
persuade:—

" | say the Catholic ' conscience ' of History—I
sy ' conscience '—that is, an intimate knowledge
through identity: the intuition of a thing which
is one with the Knower—I do not sy * The Catholic
Aspect of History." This talk of ' aspects' is
modern and therefore part of a decline: it is fase,
and therefore ephemeral: | will not stoop to it. |
will rather do homage to truth and say that there
is no such thing as a Catholic ' aspect' of European
history. There is a Protestant aspect, a Jewish
aspect, a Mohammedan aspect, a Japanese aspect,
and so forth. For all of these look on Europe from
without. The Catholic sees Europe from within.
There is no more a Catholic " aspect ' of European
history than there is a man's ' aspect ' of himself.

. . The Catholic brings to history (when | say

history ' in these pages | mean the history of
Christendom) self-knowledge. As a man in the
confessional accuses himself of what he'knows to
be true and what other people cannot judge, so a
Catholic, talking of the united European civilisation,
when he blames it, blames it for motives and for
acts which are his own. He himself could have
done these things in person. He is not relatively
right in his blame, he is absolutely right. As a
man can testify to his own motive, so can the
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Catholic testify to unjust, irrelevant, or ignorant
conceptions of the European story; for he know9
why and how it proceeded.”

This may or may not be true; but it is a sort of
preaching which, if it be not addressed to the
already converted, must be addressed to the easly
intimidated. Itisnot so much advocacy as bullying.
Nevertheless, it has obviously one of the prime
virtues of all controversial writing. You may or
may not like Mr. Belloc's meaning: you are at all
events in no doubt as to what that meaning is.

Lucidity isaquality of style; and it seems proper
in this place to insert among these notes a note
upon the characteristics of Mr. Belloc's style. The
fact of his French ancestry has been stated so often
and has been made the basis of so many mis-
understandings, that one hesitates to bring it out
again. And yet in one thing at least, | think, it is
apparent and of importance. It has been very
well said that the reason for the superiority of the
French prose-writers over our own, especialy in
prose which is not purely imaginative, is that while
they have at their disposa a comparatively small
number of words the meanings of all these words
are exactly ascertained. Now in this respect Mr,
Belloc's prose style is rather French than English.
His vocabulary is not large, though it is by no
means conventional. There are certain shades of
expression which are definitely outside his range,
certain things which he cannot successfully do.
Even when one of his essays must be described as
conversational in tone, it is the conversation of a
man who has been warmed into something like
oratory by his interest in his subject—Latin con-
versation rather than English, But what he does
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say is aways precise and comprehensible. Nor is
it merely that his readers can be in no doubt as
to what he means. The good effects of this natural
lucidity begin to work at an earlier stage than that:
he is never in doubt himself as to what he means.

It is apparent, like all his qualities, in its degree,
throughout all his work. It contributed largely to
the success of his commentary on military events,
which, though, part rightly and part wrongly, it
is not now rated so high as in 1914 and 1915,
was probably the greatest feat of journalism accom-
plished by any single man during the War. It
is aways present, when all the other qualities of
style have disappeared. Any reader who will
look back at the extracts given in the earlier part
of this essay and examine them closely will see that
Mr. Belloc is not an author who writes prose for
the sole purpose of creating beauty. He is often
careless of the arrangement of words, of rhythm
and harmony, of the balance of sentences and
paragraphs. His work has been mostly journalism,
very hastily written; and in the total number of
his essays, somewhere between two and three
hundred, very few could be described as perfect,
though not many are quite negligible. But the
strong flood of his knowledge and his opinions
hardly ever abates; and wherever he is seeking
to impart knowledge or enforce an opinion, what-
ever his haste, whatever his cadesness’, he is
careful to see that his meaning is plain.

| do not intend to suggest that there are not in
his writings many beautiful passages which spring
purely from the emotions and approximate to the
condition of poetry. There are many such passages
here and there in the essays, and one which is very
good at the end of The Four Men. And, as aways
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in Mr. Bellows work, it is exceedingly difficult to
disentangle the single strand of verbal or poetic
beauty—what he himself, speaking of Heldia,
cals the beaute du verbe—from the rest. If we
take his travel-books alone, their appeal to us is
mixed. We find in them beside the humour |
have already described, both pictures of landscape,
emotional in colour, and historical narrative and
topographical detail, ostensibly at least purely
informative. But who shall say how much the
pictures of landscape attract us by their accuracy
and precision, how much the history and the topo-
graphy by the feeling which Mr. Belloc puts into
them ? Here is a very characteristic passage from
Esto Perpetua, describing the lateen-sail of the
Mediterranean:—

"It is not of our own making, and, indeed, it
bears a foreign mark which is very distinct, and
which puzzles every northerner when first he comes
across this sail: it reefs along the yard. Why it
should do so neither history nor the men that
handle it can explain, since single sals are mani-
festly made to reef from the foot to the leach,
where a man can get at them. Not so the lateen.
If you carry too much canvas and the wind is
pressing her you must take it in from aloft, or, it
may be supposed, lower the whole on deck. And
this foreign, quaint, unusua thing which stamps
the lateen everywhere is best seen when the sail
is put away in harbour. It does not lie down along
the deck as do ours in the north, but right up along
the yard, and the yard itself is kept high at the
masthead, making a great bow across the sky, and
(one would say) tempting Providence to send a
gale and wreck it.
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. There is nothing makes a man's heart
so buoyant as to see one of the little ships bowling
along breast-high towards him, with the wind and
the clouds behind it, careering over the sea It
seems to have borrowed something of the air and
something of the water, and to unite them both
and to be their offspring and aso their bond.
When they are middle-way over the sea towards
one under a good breeze, the little ships are things
to remember.

"So it is when they carry double sail and go,
as we say of our schooners, ' wing and wing." For
they can carry two sails when the wind is moderate,
and especially when the vessal is running before
it, but these two sails are not carried upon two
masts, but both upon the same mast. The one is
the common or working sail, carried in all weathers.
The other is asort of spinnaker of which you may see
theyard lying along decks in harbour or triced up a
little by the halyard, so asto swing clear of the hands.

" . Moreover the sals of these little ships
never seem to lose the memory of power. Their
curves and fulness always suggest a movement of
the hull. Very often at sunset when the dead
calm reflects things unbroken like an inland pond,
the topmost angle of these lateens catches some
hesitating air that stirs above, and leads it down
the sail, so that a little ripple trembles round the
bows of the boat, though all the water beside them
is quite smooth, and you see her gliding in without
oars. She comes along in front of the twilight, as
gradual and as silent as the evening, and seems
to be impelled by nothing more substantial than
the advance of darkness.”

There is in this a curious, yet natural, mingling
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of the poetical and the practical. It conveys
the emotions aroused by the sight of these ships:
it contains aso sound information about them,
obviously noted by an observer with some know-
ledge of boat-sailing. Compare it with the passage
| have quoted above from Europe and the Faith,
and you will see that, dissimilar as they are in
subject and purpose, they have the same lucidity.
And this quality, one which is admirable in itself
(though perhaps a certain price must be paid for
it), unites all Mr. Belloc's work and provides
something which The Servile State and his most
frivolous piece of fooling have in common.

v

Possibly in time the greater part of Mr. Belloc's
prose, tendencious as so much of it is, hasty and
careless as nearly all of it is, may disappear. Even
ifit does so, the historical fact of his influence will
remain and, | think, will not be forgotten; but
it will then be a matter of social history rather than
of literature. And his poetry is so small in extent,
so unambitious in appearance, that one might be
forgiven for thinking it inadequate to preserve in
future times the memory of one who bulked so
large in his own. Yet his verse is in some ways
himself in epitome. Most even of his opinions
can be found in it, and all his qualities—without
some of the defects which circumstances have
engendered in his prose.

It is, of course, the usual mixture—Mr. Belloc's
objections to genres being apparently insuperable.
He is, as every one knows, one of the most dexterous
of light versifiers. The Bad Child's Book of Beasts,
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More Peers, and The Modern Traveller are classics
with an independent standing. These verses are
alittle in that vein:—

" The Freshman ambles down the High,

The

In love with everything he sees
He notes the very Midland sky,
He sniffs a more than Midland breeze.

* Can this be Oxford ? This the place ?
(He cries) " of which my father said

The tutoring was a damned disgrace,
The creed a mummery, stuffed and dead ?

. Is it from here the people come,

Who talk so loud and roll their eyes,
And stammer ? How extremely rum!

How curious! What a great surprise.”

poem continues, and we come to this:—

I will not try the reach again,
I will not set my sail alone,
To moor a boat bereft of men
At Yarnton's tiny docks of stone.

But | will sit beside the fire,
And put my hand before my eyes,
And trace, to fill my heart's desire,
The last of all our Odysseys.

The quiet evening kept her tryst:
Beneath an open sky we rode