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PREFACE

THERE are all kinds of creative artists in the field of
literature, but there is only one kind of critic of books
who is of the least value, and that is the critic who makes
us want to go and read the books he criticizes. The func-
tion of criticism is to send people to literature.

And the aim of the teaching of literature is the same.
The facts of literary history can be taught, but the only
way in which the love of literature can be taught is by
arousing the desire to read literature, and all the teacher
can do towards that end is to describe and analyze his
own enjoyment, to try to communicate his own sources
of human and intellectual and artistic delight in books.

The heart of that delight is the same for everyone, for
the power and the glory of literature will always be that
it enlarges and enriches life. That is its value to the most
primitive as well as to the most accomplished reader; it
is its universal and comprehensive activity. The small
child, spelling out Robinson Crusoe or Winnie the Pooh,
and the cultivated reader of Paradise Lost or War and
Peace, are alike finding in books an extension and expan-
sion of their actual living in the world of men.

D. H. Lawrence says in one of his letters, ‘If T were
talking to the young, I should say only one thing to
them . . . Try to find out what life is, and live.” There
is no better exhortation, but the life of even the freest

and most active of us is strictly and sternly limited, and
ix
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it is the chief of the enjoyments of literature that
through it we can share in a range of experience which
we can touch in no other way. It may be that these
modes of living are utterly remote from any we know
in our daily lives, and indeed the most widely read of
all literature is of this kind. It has been labelled by the
psychologists the literature of escape, and it is the result
of the common human craving for ‘something dif-
ferent,” for a refuge from the dullness and drabness, the
harshness and baseness and emotional poverty of much
of the real world. In such literature the writer creates in
the place of the real world, a world whose standards are
free from the thwarting bounds of the actual, and the
reader follows him there. He may escape with the author
of The Arabian Nights or Treasure Island into the world
of practical or romantic adventure; br with the poets of
La Belle Dame Sans Merci or of The Lady of Shalott
into the world of sensuous dream. Or, on a lower literary
level, he may follow the writers of a hundred best-
sellers into a world of comforting and comfortable
wish-fulfillment, where the mighty fall and the lowly
are lifted up; where all the women crackle with sex-
appeal, and all the men manage to combine the attrac-
tions of the cave-dweller with those of the perfect Eng-
lish gentleman. ,

The literature of escape will always flourish. We all
live, as Dr. Johnson said, in a world bursting with sin
and sorrow. Life is unintelligible and monotonous, hu-
man relationships are inevitably unsatisfactory, human
experience is inevitably circumscribed, and every in-
dividual is the victim of what Walter de la Mare calls
‘poor mortal longingness.” But the worlds to which
books introduce us can, if we will let them, play parts
in our lives and their developments infinitely more wide
and varied than those of anodynes for life’s distresses
and havens from life’s unrest. Literature is not only a
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refuge from life, it is a revelation of life. It is the com-
munication, in words, of every imaginable kind of hu-
man cxperience, from the most profound to the most
trivial, from the pinnacle to the pinpoint, from a nut-
shell to infinite space.

To suggest some of the human and intellectual and
artistic stimulus to be found in literature is the aim of
this book. The only difficulty has been to know where
to begin. But as the book is not intended for those
whose taste is already assured and sophisticated, but is
written as a help to those readers who need a more de-
tailed and definitive approach, its arrangement is par-
ticular rather than general. When Aristotle said that
Tragedy should not be expected to produce every kind
of pleasure, but the kind proper to it, he said something
profound about every kind of literature, and the
method of this book is an expansion of that idea. It sets
out to examine the various types of literary creation,
and illustrates from the study of certain masterpicces in
each category, something of what is the unique interest
and essence of each, and the plcasure proper to it.

If it can kindle in the reader the wish to experience
personally that interest and enjoyment, its purpose will
be served.
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THE LITERATURE OF GOSSIP

IT 1s the directness and immediacy of the appcal of let-
ters and journals which make them so dear to the
reader. Perhaps it is because letters, above all forms of
writing, spring from the affections. Their writers are, in
general, single-minded, disinterested folk who pursue
their occupation partly from the simple wish to give
pleasure to others, partly from the sheer love of what
they are doing. They have no thought of fame or
futurity, and none of the conscious, unswerving quest
of the artist for perfection of form. They write at a
particular day and hour for the eyes of a particular
reader, and their creations are the literature of leisure,
of love and of friendship, the literature of intimacy
and of inessentials.

There is, moreover, a feeling of fragility and destruct-
ibility about letters which belongs to no other form of
writing, and which gives them a value of their own.
Books are sturdy things, which soon change the imperma-
nence of manuscript for the persistence of print, and
remain thenceforth invulnerable. But letters can be
hidden for years, for centuries even, at the mercy of a
chance accident, and survive or are destroyed by the
operations of fortune. When Sir William Temple died
in 1699, his private papers, including the letters his wife
had written to him before her marriage, when she was
Dorothy Osborne, went to a grand-daughter living in a
Suffolk village. She in turn left them to her son, who
was vicar of a neighboring village, and at his death,
being childless, he bequeathed his vicarage and its con-

15
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tents to the husband of his wife’s sister. It was this gen-
tleman’s son who brought the letters to the notice of
Thomas Peregrine Courtenay, author of a life of Sir
William Temple published in 1836, but the letters
themselves were not published in full until after they
had passed through the hands of six owners, nearly
two hundred and thirty years after the last of them had
been sent by Dorothy Osborne herself to her lover.

All this creates a particular atmosphere about the
reading of letters which we do not feel in the presence
of other forms of writing, but it is, of course, the per-
sonality of the writers and the actual subject matter of
the literature of gossip which is the chief reason for its
direct human appeal. Man is a social animal, a gregarious
creature, passionately interested in his fellow human be-
ings, their lives, their thoughts and feelings, their envi-
ronment, their occupations. And nowhere in literature
can he find the same unashamed interest in these things as
in letters and diaries and journals, which communicate,
indeed, nothing else.

§

It 15 first and foremost the personalities who write the
literature of gossip which engage us, for incvitably the
presence of the author is felt more intimately in this
than in any other form of writing. We know these men
and women as we cannot possibly know the creators of
works of art; we know them as their own intimates knew
them; we know some of them, indeed, as no one knew
them but themselves.

Let us look at some of the portraits. Dorothy Os-
borne, sweet, gentle reserved: “’tis not that I am
sad . . . but I never appear to be very merry.” And
she had cause enough for sadness. ‘Can therc be a more
romantic story than ours would make if the conclu-
sion should prove happy?’ she writes; and indeed it was
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romantic. It was in 1647 that young William Temple,
the son of an Irish father who sympathized with the
Parliamentaty cause in the civil wars, was setting out
for a journey on the continent. On the way to France,
he fell in with the son and daughter of Sir Peter Os-
borne, who was holding Guernsey for the King. They
all stopped at an inn in the Isle of Wight, and there the
hot-headed young Osborne wrote with a diamond some
Royalist sentiments on a window. For this the party was
arrested and brought before the Governor, and Doro-
thy, relying on his chivalry, took the crime on herself,
and in consequence they were all released. Temple fell
in love with the high-spirited girl, and she returned his
feeling, but the outlook seemed very dark. Temple’s
father was a keen Cromwellian and Sir Peter Osborne
an equally keen Royalist. Both fathers had other views
for their children, and it was not until seven years later
that all obstacles were overcome and they could marry.
Dorothy’s letters date from December, 1652, to
October, 1654. During all that time she is at Chick-
sands Priory in Bedfordshire, nursing her invalid fa-
ther, suffering the constant jealous rages of her brother,
dismissing suitor after suitor, and entertaining dull
visitor after dull visitor. Nothing could be quieter than
her life. She describes a typical day in it to her lover.

You ask me how I pass my time here. . . . I rise in
the morning reasonably early, and before I am ready I
go round the house till I am weary of that, and then
into the garden till it grows too hot for me. About ten
o’clock I think of making me ready, and when that’s
done, I go into my father’s chamber; from thence to
dinner. . . . After dinner we sit and talk. . . . The
heat of the day is spent in reading or working, and
about six or seven o’clock I walk out into a common
that lies hard by the house, where a great many young
wenches keep sheep and cows, and sit in the shade
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singing of ballads. . . . I talk to them, and find they
want nothing to make them the happiest people in the
world, but the knowledge that they are so. Most com-
monly, when we are in the midst of our discourse, one
looks about her, and spies her cows going into the corn,
and then away they all run as if they had wings at
their heels. I, that am not so nimble, stay behind: and
when I see them driving home their cattle, I think ’tis
time for me to retire too. When I have supped, I go into
the garden, and so to the side of a small river that runs
by it, where I sit down and wish you with me. . . . I
sit there sometimes till I am lost with thinking. . . .}

There are many flashes of comedy in the letters:
scencs where smuggled letters reach her from her lover,
scenes of quarrels and reconciliations between herself
and her young brother, and delicious pictures of Cousin
Molle, ‘so nice and cautious about himself,” with his
imaginary dropsies and quartan agues. But the main
picture is a sorrowful one. A picture of a sad-eyed,
quiet girl, so distrustful of good-fortune: ‘you could
fancy a perfect happiness, you say; that is not much,
many people do so; but I never heard of anybody that
had it more than in fancy.” She is indeed almost puritan
in her feeling. She believes that happiness in this world
‘might endanger one forgetting the next,” and when she
comes in from a party expecting a letter from Temple,
and finds none, she thinks it is a just punishment for
having been too much plcased in a company where he
was not. Even when the marriage is actually arranged,
she dares not believe in her future. ‘Dear, shall we ever
be happy, think you? Ah, I dare not hope it.” Our own
knowledge of the future that was in store for her lends
an added poignancy to her fearfulness and distrust: for
she had nine children, seven of whom died in infancy,
while the adored daughter who grew into childhood
died of the smallpox when she was fourteen, and the
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son who remained evidently inherited her own tend-
ency to acute nervous depression, and drowned him-
self when he was twenty-five, saying he had long been
tired of the burden of his life and now found it insup-
portable.

There could hardly be a greater contrast than beween
the personalities of Dorothy Osborne and Samuel
Pepys. Only six years separate the last of her letters
and the beginning of the diary: they belong to the same
world, and how fully they illustrate the folly of gen-
eralizing about the character of an age! After her mar-
riage Dorothy Osborne might well have joined the
aristocracy of the court, of whom the snobbish, middle-
class Pepys so dearly loved to gossip. Perhaps indecd she
did, but her London could never have been Pepys’s
London. Her smooth, gracious, quiet nature could
never have touched life at the same variety of points
as the many-faceted curiosity of Pepys. How he loves
life! He might have exclaimed with Stevenson:

The world is so full of a number of things,
I’'m sure we should all be as happy as kings.

Nothing is too trivial to interest him: he likes to cram
every moment of existence full to the brim. He is ‘might-
ily pleased’” by such a wide diversity of expericnces;
whether it is watching the Duke of York playing with
his little girl ‘just like an ordinary private father of a
child,” or sitting up all night to sece a comet, or watching
a murderer executed, or listening to the nightingales in
Vauxhall, or gazing at a great many fine women
through his “perspective glass’ in church, or being made
a Justice of the Peace, or seeing a watch taken to pieces
and put together again, or going behind the scenes at
the playhouse with ‘that baggage, Mrs. Knepp’ and sec-
ing ‘the tiring rooms and machines,” or studying Boyle’s
hydrostatics, or receiving a letter addressed Samuel
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Pepys Esquire, or meeting his old Aunt James, ‘a poor
religious, well-meaning good soul, talking of nothing
but God Almighty, and that with so much innocence
that mightily pleased me.’

We watch him for ten years, kindly, amorous, stingy,
superficial, working very hard at his office, eating enor-
mous meals at home, rushing about London in every
leisure moment, to the coffee-house, to the play, to the
Royal Society, to the shipyards; playing on his flageolet
and singing songs with anyone he can find to hold a
part; regularly making ridiculous vows against wine and
women, and breaking them just as regularly; casting up
his accounts with the delight of the self-made man stead-
ily increasing his income; flying into passions with his
wife, and making it up again; having generous impulses
towards giving her clothes and jewels, and generally
putting them by from motives of economy; and finally,
on May j3i1st, 1669, writing for the last time in the
series of little brown notebooks, writing that final
entry which tells that his eyes are so bad that he cannot
write more for fear of going blind.

Twenty years later, in 1689, when Sir William and
Lady Temple had retired to Moor Park in Surrey, a
young Irishman of twenty-two, whose mother was a
distant connection of Lady Temple, came to live with
them as Sir William’s secretary. His name was Jonathan
Swift. Temple’s sister, Lady Giffard, who lived with
them, had as companion a certain Mrs. Johnson, and her
daughter Esther, then eight years old, was to become
famous later under the name of Stella. Swift left Moor
Park in 1694 when he was twenty-seven, took orders,
and was appointed minister to a church in the north of
Ireland. Two years later, however, he returned to Moor
Park and continued his secretarial duties, acting at the
same time as tutor to Esther Johnson, now fifteen, be-
tween whom and himself a warm friendship grew up.
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On Sir William Temple’s death in 1699, Swift was ap-
pointed to the church of Laracor, near Dublin. Temple
had left a little money and property in Ireland to Esther
Johnson, and Swift, eager no doubt for her society,
and knowing that living was considerably cheaper in
Ireland than in England, persuaded her and her friend
Rebecca Dingley to come and settle there. They moved
in 1701, when Swift was thirty-four and Stella twenty,
and lived there until 1710 when Swift came to London
with the intention of remaining a few weeks, and
stayed two and a half years.

During those years he wrote what is now known as
The Journal to Stella (of which there will be more to
say later), and during the same years Lady Mary
Pierrepoint, buried most of the time in the country at
her father’s house in Nottinghamshire, was carrying on a
very lively correspondence with Mr. Edward Wortley
Montagu, which ended in their eloping together on
August 16th, 1712. It was not a happy marriage. Mr.
Wortley Montagu seems to have been a very unattractive
character, narrow-minded and self-complacent, stingy
and suspicious. We see him very clearly when, during his
embassy at Constantinople, his over-curious wife rashly
tricd the effect of the miraculous Balm of Mecca on her
complexion.

I had a present of a small quantity of the best sort,
and with great joy applied it to my face, expecting some
wonderful effect to my advantage. The next morning
the change indeed was wonderful; my face was swelled
to a very extraordinary size, and all over as red as my
Lady B’s. It remained in this lamentable state three
days, during which you may be sure I passed my time
very ill. T believed it would never be otherwise; and to
add to my mortification, Mr. Wortley reproached my
indiscretion without ceasing.

No doubt Mr. Wortley had his trials too. His wife
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was indiscreet and undignified, and an inveterate and
irresponsible gossip; but she wrote some of the best
letters in the world. Dr. Johnson declared that it was
the one book, which he did not consider obligatory,
which he read all through, in his whole life. In these
letters, stretching over more than fifty years, she changes
before us from a clever, high-spirited and affectionate
girl, to a shrewd, cynical, calculating woman of the
world, and thence into the most wise, witty and
warm-hearted of mothers and grandmothers. She exiled
herself from England when she was fifty, and found
an ideal spot in which ‘to while away an idle life in
great tranquillity’ in Gottolengo, a few miles from
Brescia. There she had an old palace, and about a mile
from it, a garden and a ‘dairy house.” She spends her
life actively engaged there, or in tending her poultry,
bees and silkworms; she teaches the country people
around how to make English butter and French rolls,
custards, mince-pies and plum puddings; she rides,
walks and fishes; finds wrinkles “mortifying,” so adopts
the very logical solace of never using a mirror; and is so
full of vitality that when, at the age of sixty, she comes
in at ten o’clock from twenty miles on horseback, and
finds a box of books has arrived from England, she
opens it, and sits up all night reading Fielding’s Joseph
Andrews.

Her philosophy is that ripe and vigorous rationalism
which sees the art of living in making the most of the
present, in not regretting the past, and in not fearing
the future. A true daughter of the eightcenth century,
she sees the greatest need of the world to be the growth
of common sense, that quality of mature sanity whose
lack permits of all the human weaknesses she partic-
ularly deplores—what she calls ‘the quackery of
churches,” the ‘palpable folly of warfare’ (‘fully as
senseless as the boxing of schoolboys’), political hypoc-
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risy, the credulous use of ‘universal medicines,” and
the foolishness of parents: ‘we mothers should take
example of the innocuous inhabitants of the air; when
their young are fledged, they are delighted to see them
fly and peck for themselves.’

She came back to England to die, and Horace Wal-
pole, perhaps the best known of all English letter-
writers, said of her, grudgingly, by way of epitaph, ‘she
had parts and had seen much.” But Horace Walpole had
always hated her, for she stood for the ideal of life he
always disliked and distrusted. She, like Pepys, loved
life, and wanted as much of it as she could get, while
Horace Walpole remained forever afraid of it, the per-
fect portrait of the complete dilettante. He, like the
Osbornes, and Temples and Lady Mary, came from the
leisured moneyed class, and could spend his life in do-
ing nothing but please himsclf, and he declares that he
has ‘a passion for antiquity and literary amusements.’
But it is not true: he never had a real passion for any-
thing, or did anything passionately. ‘Born to write,
converse, and live with ease,” he never knew any of the
struggles, despairs or ecstasies of human, or intellectual,
or artistic emotion. We sce him in his letters a faithful
and generous friend, a lover of animals and children,
a kind and considerate master, ‘partial to all youth,
strictly honorable in all his dealings, invariably cour-
teous, sincerely sympathetic, but he himself says that
his love for his mother, who died when he was twenty,
was the deepest emotion of his life, and his whole atti-
tude to the Madame du Deffand episode shows his al-
most sick fear of being made, as he thinks, ridiculous,
by being even the recipient of an intense affection. He
is always self-conscious, always wondering what effect
he is making on his audience, and we can sec him to the
life, as he stays as a young man in the country house of
his cousin the Earl of Hertford.
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You cannot imagine how astonished a Mr. Seward, a
learned clergyman, was, who came to Ragley while I
was there. Strolling about the house, he saw me first
sitting on the pavement of the lumber room with Louis,
all over cobwebs, and dirt, and mortar: then found me
in his own room on a ladder, writing on a picture; and
half an hour afterwards lying on the grass in the court,
with the dogs and the children, in my slippers and
without my hat. He had had some doubt whether I was
the painter or the factotum of the family; but you
would have died at his surprise when he saw me walk
into dinner, dressed, and sit by Lady Hertford. Lord Lyt-
tleton was there, and the conversation turned on litera-
ture: finding me not quite ignorant added to the par-
son’s wonder: but he could not contain himself any
longer, when, after dinner, he saw me go to romps and
jumping with the two boys: he broke out to my Lady
Hertford, and begged to know what sort of man I

really was, for he had never met with anything of the
kind.

He never changes very much during the next fifty-
odd years. We revel in the vivid social and political and
literary interest of what he writes, constantly we like him
for this or that trait in his nature, but throughout all
the letters, in spite of their frequent charm, their wit,
their historical interest, we feel that we are in the com-
pany of a man who is too often explaining his nature
cver to be really natural: 2 man who never laughed
really heartily, or grieved really deeply, or had any
emotion deeply stirred in him throughout his whole
existence. Macaulay dubbed him ‘a wretched fribble,’
and though he is far more than that, there is something
meager and narrow in his nature, something which
made him incapable of appreciating any robust simplic-
ity of character (he hated Fielding and Johnson), or of
having any whole-hearted enthusiasm for anything or
anybody outside himself. And it is because of all this
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that Horace Walpole is the only writer of first-rate let-
ters that one does not particularly want to have met.
Walpole lived until 1797, and what, one wonders,
would he have thought of a stammering young clerk in
the East India House called Charles Lamb, who was
then twenty-two and had alrcady been carning his liv-
ing for five years? No two men could have lived in cir-
cumstances more unlike. Horace Walpole, stamped
with the hall-mark of Eton and Cambridge, travelled,
dilettante, dandified, never outside the atmosphere of
wealthy ease, and acquainted with every man in the
public eye of his day: and Lamb, the son of a servant,
educated at a charity school, ‘defrauded in his young
years of the sweet food of academic institutions,” only
feeling at home in the unfashionable quarters of Lon-
don, miserable at a Lord Mayor’s banquet. And no two
men could have been more unlike in personality. Per-
sonal relationships were the warp and woof of Lamb’s
life, and how much of an artist he was in affection can
be scen from an early letter of his to Coleridge on the
subject of dedicating his poems to his sister Mary.

It will be unexpected and it will give her pleasure . . .
for there is a monotony in the affections, which people
living together are apt to give in to; a sort of indiffer-
ence in the expression of kindness for each other, which
demands that we should sometimes call to our aid the
trickery of surprise.

There cannot have been many men who have had so
many friends as Lamb: too many, indeed, as he declares
plaintively in a letter to Mrs. Wordsworth.

Never any poor devil was so befriended as I am. Do
you know any poor solitary human that wants that
cordial to life—a true friend? I can spare him twenty,
he shall have ’em good cheap. I have gallipots of ’em—
genuine balm of cares. .
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He found he could never be alone, he was never Charles
Lamb, but always Charles Lamb and Co. But he had
that particular genius, the genius for attracting friends
and for keeping them. He was the only man who
became the friend and did not afterwards become the
enemy of the famous quarrellers of his circle—Haz-
litt, Godwin and Leigh Hunt. Indeed he summed up his
philosophy of friendship by saying, ‘I never trouble my
head about other people’s quarrels.” His first published
letter states that he has paid a bill for Coleridge and
that the money would be ‘superfluous’ if it were repaid;
and his last letter is one of anxiety lest he should have
lost a friend’s book. He had, indeed, the same delicate
artistry in friendship that he had in his relations with
Mary.

Two or three have died within the last two twelve-
months and so many parts of me have been numbed. One
sees a picture, reads an anecdote, starts a casual fancy,
and thinks to tell it to this person in preference to every
other: the person is gone whom it would have peculiarly
suited. It won’t do for another. . . . Thus one dis-
tributes oneself about: and now for so many parts of
me I have lost the market. Good people, as they are
called, won’t serve. I want individuals. I am made up
of queer points, and I want so many answering needles.

Three years before Lamb’s death, in 1831, a young
Scottish couple came and stayed with some friends in
Enfield, and they and the Lambs met each other. The
earnest young Scotsman disliked Lamb’s ‘incurable
levity,” and summed him up as an ‘emblem of imbecil-
ity, and yet something too of humane, ingenuous, pa-
thetic, sportfully much-enduring.” Lamb, it is said, was
tipsy, and professing great curiosity about the young
woman’s porridge at supper, dipped his spoon into. it.
“Your astonishment at my porridge cannot exceed my
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surprise at your manners,” she rapped out. The quick-
ness was Jane Carlyle’s throughout her life, but she was
not often so priggish, and her letters reveal, rather, a
Lady Mary of the nineteenth century. The ‘romantic
revival’ stood across the hundred years which separated
them in date, and it accounts largely for the differences
in their outlook. Both were quick-witted, rational,
humorous, adventurous and warm-hearted, but Jane
was a reader of Goethe and Schiller and Byron, and she
was the wife of a romantic historian who was also a pas-
sionate moralist. She herself, too, possessed a nervous
system quite abnormal in its sensibility, which had its
effect on her whole personality. It made her exquisitely
sensitive towards those in sickness or distress, but it
created that atmosphere of much ado about next to
nothing which haunts all her descriptions, however
humorous, of her home life: that conviction that the
daily round and the common task at No. § Cheyne Row
were so much harder than in any other houschold; that
servants were much more trying, workmen much more
messy, scwing more wearisome, interruptions more ir-
ritating and paint more smelly. But with it all there is
a delicious spirit about her domestic outbursts, and the
way she ‘splashes off” whatever is in her mind: about her
picturcs of the furniture standing with its legs in the
air as if in convulsions, of the maid who was “as clumsy
as a cow in a flower garden,” or of Carlyle so frantic to
get away, and so erratic in his plans, that living with
him has been like living the life of a weathercock in a
high wind blowing from all quarters at once.

‘Sincerity is my favorite virtue,” she writes, and she
criticizes life with the greatest vigor and independence,
and has the most refreshing and wholesome intolerance
of any forms of sentimentality and hypocrisy. After
the death of her adored little dog, Nero, when a
thoughtless young mother said ‘why not have him
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stuffed?’, Jane immediately replied, “Would you stuff
your baby?’ She hates the barbarism of a fashionable
wedding, ‘all that senseless singing of Te Deum before
the battle has begun,” and will not accept the cant of
saying that happiness may be found in the happiness of
others: “To eat a beefsteak when one is hungry yields a
satisfaction of 2 much more positive kind than secing
one’s neighbour eat it.” When her letters first appeared in
print all the reviewers deplored her lack of refinement,
and indeed by the standards of mid-Victorian propriety
she was, as one journalist declared, ‘manifestly no lady’:
“Why the devil don’t you write to me,” she exclaims to
a girl friend, and on a dull visit to the country heads
her letter, in place of address, ‘Hell.’

§

ETHICAL objections have often been made to the publi-
cation of love letters, but human curiosity is stronger
in that matter than any abstract principles, and there
are few of us whose interest is not deeply stirred
by them. Lovers are all alike, yet in life the personality
of each gives a special coloring to his emotion, and the
same coloring lingers in the letters of lovers. Dorothy
Osborne, we feel sure, had the same gentle dignity and
reserve in the actual personal relationship which per-
vades her writing. She is horrified at the romance writ-
ers who make women do the courting: ‘it will never
enter my head that ’tis possible any woman can love
where she is not first loved, and much less that if they
should do that, they could have the face to own it.” Yet
when she plans to break her engagement, she feels it
must be an absolute renunciation. She cannot offer
friendship, for, ‘to deal freely with you, that were to be-
tray myself, and I find that my passion would quickly
be my master again if [ gave it any liberty.’ She can hint
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her loneliness in exquisite implication: ‘last night I was
in the garden till eleven o’clock. It was the sweetest
night that e’er I saw . . . the jasmine smelt beyond all
perfume. And yet I was not pleased’: or she can blend
tenderness and humor in a most charming way:

You ask my thoughts but at one hour; you will think
me bountiful, I hope, when I shall tell you that I know
no hour when you have them not. No, in earnest, my
very dreams are yours, and I have such a habit of think-
ing of you that any other thought intrudes and grows
uneasy to me. I drink your health every morning in a
drench that would poison a horse, I believe, and ’tis
the only way I have to persuade mysclf to take it.

She is very sweet, but there is a certain remoteness
about her reserve, which makes her an elusive, almost a
vague figure. But Dorothy Wordsworth is a little like
her. There is the same sense of curbed feeling in all she
will allow herself to write in her journal of her pas-
sionate love for her brother.

About ten o’clock, a quiet night. The fire flickers and
the watch .icks. I hear nothing save the breathing of
my beloved as he now and then pushes his book forward
and turns over a leaf.

Later, William is in Yorkshire with Mary Hutchinson
whom he is to marry, and Dorothy goes to fetch her
letters:

The woman brought me one from William and Mary.
It was a sharp windy night. Thomas Wilkinson came
with me to Barton, and questioned me like a catechiser
all the way. Every question was like the snapping of a
little thread about my heart.

Both these loving women are a little dim in them-
selves; they are so selfless in their love. Dim, certainly,
compared with Swift who, of all lovers who have ever
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put pen to paper, has the power to evoke exact outline,
and to call up presences, to set the nerves tingling with
actual sensation, to make the reader see and hear and
touch and taste and smell. We shall never have positive
proof of what were the actual terms of the intimacy
which existed between Swift and Esther Johnson, but
no one can read a page of the journal and not feel the
impassioned affection which is behind its tender raillery
and robust good-fellowship. It is the latter which makes
Swift describe every detail of his doings day by day in
the sure knowledge of her complete sympathy and
interest, but it is the tenderness in his heart which
creates the extraordinary sense of living presences which
haunts his pages. He will write at any time: ‘seven
morning: ’tis shaving day, so good morrow, MD, but
don’t keep me now, for I can’t stay.” (MD probably
stands for ‘my dears’: he always included Rebecca Ding-
ley in all he wrote). ‘Come then, let us scc what we
have to say to these saucy brats that will not let us
sleep at past eleven.” We hear the very tones of his
voice: ‘it is just as if, methinks, you were here, and I
prating to you, and telling you where I have been.” We
see him, as he describes himself, making up his mouth
as he writes his endearments, as if he were speaking them
to ‘the saucy little pretty dear rogues,” and sometimes
he talks out loud ‘just as if MD had been by.” When a
letter comes from them, he talks to it too: ‘and now let
us come and sce what this saucy, dear letter of MD says.
Come out, letter, come out from between the sheets: here
it is underneath, and it will not come out. Come out
again, I say; so there. Here it is. What says Presto to me,
pray? says it . . . Hold up your head then, like a good
letter. There.” Or again he will pretend that Stella is play-
ing at being ‘a wheedling slut,” and won’t let him stop
writing: ‘I can nor will stay any longer now: no I
won’t, for all your wheedling: no, no, look off, don’t
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smile at me and say Pray, pray, Presto, write a little
more.” His affection even gives him a good reason for
writing badly: ‘methinks when I write plain, I do not
know how, but we are not alone. A bad scrawl is so
snug.’

Very different in spirit are the letters of poor passion-
ravaged Vanessa, the other woman in that mysterious
triangle. Year after year, for ten years she writes to
him, abasing herself to him, making grovelling entreaties
for any sort of notice, and reiterating over and over
again her undying love for him. ‘It is not in the power
of time or accident to lessen the inexpressible passion
which I have for you. . . . Nor is the love I bear you
only seated in my soul; for there is not a single atom of
my frame that is not blended with it.’

To hear that note again we must go to the letters of
Keats to Fanny Brawne, but the only other letter-writer
who approaches that sensc of perfect understanding
blended with a wealth of tender absurdity, which char-
acterize the letters of Swift to Stella, is Jane Carlyle.
Tennyson declared very shrewdly that no two people who
chaffed each other as whole-heartedly as the Carlyles
could possibly be unhappily married, and her letters are
full of absurd family jokes as well as of a certain pe-
culiarly glowing quality of affection. ‘I wish there was a
glass window in my heart that you might look into it.
You can never know by words how much I love you.’
She will sign herself banteringly, “your adorable wife,” or
exclaim suddenly, ‘I kiss you from ear to ear,” or chal-
lenge attention, ‘Now stop! Have you eaten your break-
fast? If not, eat it. The letter will not cool by keeping,
the tea and toast will.’

Horace Walpole is characteristically frank about his
distrust of any close ties, and his refusal of them. ‘T am
not at all of Madame du Deffand’s opinion, that one
might as well be dead as not love somebody. I think
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one had better be dead than love anybody’: and again,
‘I own I cannot much felicitate anybody that marries
for love. It is bad enough to marry: but to marry where
one loves, ten times worse. It is so charming at first,
that the decay of inclination renders it infinitely more
disagreeable afterwards.’” The only other letter-writer
one can match this with at all is Jane Austen. Not that
Jane Austen directly refuses close ties like Walpole. One
suspects that the tie of love simply did not come her
way, that she decided with her own Elizabeth Bennet
that it was ‘her business to be satisfied and her temper
to be happy,” and that she made up that very sensible
mind of hers that the complete sympathy between her-
self and her sister should be enough for her. She was
clearly extraordinarily self-sufficient: when she meets a
new acquaintance in the midst of ‘the elegant stupidity
of a private party,” she writes: “Miss Blatchford is agree-
able enough. I do not want people to be too agreeable,
as it saves me the trouble of liking them a great deal’
And when another young woman has evidently tried to
become intimate with her, she comments, ‘Miss Fletcher
and I were very thick, but I am the thinnest of the
two.’

§

AND as we share the most intimate emotions of these
men and women who write letters, so we see them in
the most practical details of their daily lives. We see
them shopping for each other: Temple buying orange-
flower water for Dorothy Osborne, Swift sending choc-
olate and spectacles to Stella, and so worried because the
box with the ‘palsy water’ has not reached her; Cowper
asking for ‘a genteclish toothpick’ to be sent from Lon-
don, or Lady Mary ‘bespeaking’ a mummy to take home
from Constantinople. We see them spending or saving
their money: Pepys borrowing a book first to see if it
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be worth buying, and going through constant agonies
while his love of cconomy struggles with his love of
display; Horace Walpole pouring out his wealth to build
and furnish Strawberry Hill; Swift finding his lodging
‘plaguy dear” at eight shillings a week, sponging on any-
one for a meal sooner than pay for it himself, haunted
by the thought of Christmas boxes, and groaning at the
bad weather for what it means in coach and chair hire.
We know the very clothes they wore. There is Pepys in
his fine Camlett cloak with the gold buttons, which cost
him twenty-four pounds, and his wife ‘extraordinary
fine in her flower tabby suit,” or Swift complaining that
his caps are all worn out, and that he ‘needs a necessary
woman strangely’ to do his mending, and is ‘as helpless
as an elephant’; or there is Horace Walpole’s aunt at the
Court Ball, who ‘had adapted her gown to her complex-
ion and chose a silk all broke out in pink blotches,” or
Jane Austen reporting a new evening frock to her sis-
ter: ‘the front is sloped round to the bosom and drawn
in, and there is a frill to put on occasionally, when all
one’s handkerchiefs are dirty,” or Jane Carlyle economiz-
ing in hard times, with a dyed puce gown and a turned
pelisse, and smartening the whole effect by a bonnet
‘with an ‘air,” having a little brown feather nodding,
over the front and a crown pointed like a sugar loaf.

We sec them in scene after scene of comedy. Lady
Mary Wortley, for example, loud in her praises of the
beauty of the scene in a Turkish bath at Constantinople,
but refusing the experience herself:

I excused myself with some difficulty. They being all
so carnest in persuading me, I was at last forced to open
my shirt, and shew them my stays; which satisfied them
very well, for, I saw, they believed I was so locked up in
that machine, that it was not in my power to open
it; which contrivance they attributed to my husband.
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Or we see Horace Walpole overhearing the beautiful
young Duchess of Grafton (one of the Gunning sisters)
confiding innocently to old George II that her greatest
ambition was to see a coronation; or Jane Carlyle all in
a flutter about the goose on their Scots farm.

Did you ever watch any hatching thing? . . . I have
a goose sitting on five eggs—a rather flighty sort of
character—quite a goose of the world in fact, who
from time to time drives me to the brink of despair by
following her pleasures whole hours with the other
geese, to the manifest danger of cooling her eggs. I hover
about the nest during these long absences with a solici-
tude quite indescribable, and it will end, I believe, in
my sitting down on the eggs myself.

There is Lamb dragged unwillingly to call on the
blue-stocking lady called Miss Benje, sitting dismally
partaking of tea and macaroons, and trying to discuss
Miss Hannah More’s views on education and whether
Pope was a poet: or Jane Austen being very little of a
success at a dance, ‘I was not very much in request.
Pcople were rather apt not to ask me till they could not
help it’: or Fitzgerald trying to teach the duet O that
we two were maying to two ladies in his Suffolk village,
and commenting, ‘they would sing nicely if they had
voices and were taught.” Or in contrast to these there
are the most moving moments of pathos: that heart-
breaking note written by Robert Greene on his deathbed
to the wife he had betrayed and forsaken:

Doll, T charge thee, by the love of our youth and by
my soules rest, that thou wilt see this man paide; for if
he and his wife had not succoured me, I had died in
the strecets:

or the equally heart-breaking endorsement on the note
Dorothy Temple’s son left behind when he drowned
himself: ‘Child’s paper he writ before he killed himself’:
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or those simple words in which Swift implies something
of what Stella’s death meant to him:

This is the night of the funeral, which my sickness
will not suffer me to attend. It is now ninc at night;
and I am removed into another apartment, that I may
not see the light in the church, which is just over against
the window of my bedchamber.

§

FiNALLY there is the picture of the past we get from
the literature of gossip, that humanizing of history
which comes from reading of it almost unawares, from
finding it side by side with an account of the Sunday
dinner and the price of tobacco, with passionate affec-
tion or a family joke. It may give an ill-proportioned
and theoretically unsound view of the progress of Eng-
lish society, politics and literature from the scventeenth
to the nineteenth centuries to study it in the pages of
the gossip writers, but what is lost in comprehensiveness
of view is gained in vividness, and I am very sure that
it is the pictures of the letter-writers that live longest
in the memory.

It is from them that we learn, without taking thought
about them, of the manners of other ages: in them that
we read, for instance, with a certain involuntary shud-
der, of how a cultivated, civilized man like John Evelyn
would go and watch a man being tortured, or of how
the body of Guiscard, the spy who stabbed Lord Har-
ley, in 1710, was “pickled in a trough’ and exhibited for
twopence. The fire of London becomes an immediate
reality as we read in Pepys how the pigeons would not
leave their homes and fluttered round the burning
houses until their very wings were singed; and so does
the South Sea Bubble, as we hear of Lady Mary Wortley
Montagu’s unlucky speculations. Or the size of early
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eighteenth-century London is suddenly realized as Swift
tells Stella of walking through the sweet-smelling hay-
fields between London and Chelsea, just as the size of
the seventeenth-century appetite is realized as Pepys jots
down the menu of the dinner he provides for his friends
on January 26th, 1659: ‘a dish of marrow bones; a leg
of mutton; a loin of veal; a dish of fowl, three pullets,
and two dozen of larks all in a dish; a great tart, a
necat’s tongue, a dish of anchovies; a dish of prawns and
cheese.” How odd it seems to hear from Horace Walpole
that the first time a company of aristocratic amateurs
performed a play at Drury Lane Theatre, the rage to
see it was so great that the House of Commons ad-
journed at three o’clock in the afternoon so that all
the members might attend. And how romantic it is to
find the names of the great, and descriptions of them
in among the lightest of gossip and the most intimate
of personal details—to hear Horace Walpole’s opinion
of ‘that hyena in petticoats’ Mary Wollstonecraft, or
how Charles James Fox, after racing at Newmarket all
day and gambling at Almack’s all night, went straight
to the House of Commons and held it spellbound for
two hours by his brilliant oratory. Queen Anne becomes
as pathetic as the humblest of shy hostesses as she stands
holding a drawing-room, and looking round ‘with her
fan in her mouth, and once a minute said about three
words to some that were nearest to her’; and Coleridge
ceases to be a damaged archangel or ‘a steam engine of
a hundred horses power, with the boiler burst,” and
becomes instead a gloriously comic figure as Lamb de-
scribes his own method of dealing with his friend’s
eloquence. He met Coleridge, he says, one day when he
was going to work.

And in spite of my assuring him that time was pre-
cious, he drew me within the door of an unoccupied
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garden by the road-side, and there, sheltered from ob-
servation by a hedge of evergreens, he took me by the
button of my coat, and closing his eyes, commenced an
eloquent discourse, waving his right hand gently, as the
musical words flowed in an unbroken stream from his
lips. I listened entranced; but the striking of a church
clock recalled me to a sense of duty. I saw it was of no
use to attempt to break away, so taking advantage of
his absorption in his subject, I, with my penknife,
quietly severed the button from my coat, and decamped.
Five hours afterwards, in passing the same garden on my
way home, I heard Coleridge’s voice, and on looking in,
there he was, with closed eyes—the button in his fingers
—and his right hand gracefully waving, just as when I
left him. . . .

The difficulty about writing of the literature of gos-
sip is that there is no end to the subject. There is no art
of letter-writing, and a discussion of it as a form could
only be complete if it included every individual whose
letters have been published. For the only art the letter-
writer practises is the art of being himself. He is simply
a human being, writing of his occupations, his thoughts,
his feelings, and of those of his fellow creatures. And
all that the rcader need bring to the study of the litera-
ture of gossip is his natural inquisitiveness about his
neighbors’ affairs; the common capacity we all have to
prick up our ears at tattle about other folk—whether
it is to learn how Margaret Paston in the fifteenth cen-
tury turned her daughter out of the house for loving
the bailiff, or to listen five hundred years later to what
Mr. D. H. Lawrence thought about Mr. Middleton
Murry, or to what Mr. Alexander Woollcott thinks
about Miss Dorothy Parker.
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THE ESSAY

THE essay is the simplest of all forms of literature,
but with it we enter that world where we shall remain
throughout the rest of this book, the world of the
conscious art of writing. From the lowest to the highest,
from the simplest to the most complex kinds of litera-
ture, we shall find henceforth that the enjoyment of it
is always twofold. There is the pleasure we receive from
the conscious stimulus of certain regognizable parts of
our being: to our curiosity about the stories and situ-
ations of other human beings, to our emotions, to our
intellectual faculties, to our moral nature, to our senses.
The pleasure of sharing the adventures of Robinson
Crusoe, of meeting Elizabeth Bennet, of being stirred
by Milton or enraptured by the sheer music of The Eve
of St. Agnes. Here we know clearly what it is that
pleases us; we recognize both the cause and the effect of
the sense of satisfaction. But in the other kind of
pleasure which literature creates, we arc clearly con-
scious only of its effect. Form works upon the conscious-
ness as a whole; it stimulates the consciousness as a
whole; it satisfies it as a whole. If it is there, the sensitive
reader recognizes it at once without analysis: the whole
thing is ‘right,” and the reason of its rightness is not
questioned. But if perfection of form is absent, if the
thing is “wrong,” the reader is conscious that something
vital is lacking. Detached faculties may still reccive
pleasure, human curiosity may be provoked, the mind
quickened, the scnses stirred, but that fusion of all
faculties into one general scnse of satisfaction in which
38
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the whole man is involved, is not there. Just as in a bal-
let the individual movements may be supple, the in-
dividual poses superb, the individual dexterity amaz-
ing, the décor perfect, but if the whole has not been
bound together, fused, unified by one general spirit of
rhythm, the harmony is not complete. What distin-
guishes the real artist from the amateur, says Goethe, is
that power of execution which creates, forms and con-
stitutes the whole.

§

WHAT is an essay? It is impossible not to agree with
J. B. Priestley that the simplest and safest definition of
the essay is that it is the kind of composition produced
by an essayist. The term is indeed so wide that it is
meaningless. If we try to bring Locke’s Essay on the
Human Understanding and Lamb on Old China within
the limits of a single definition it obviously cannot be
done. The essay may be a dissertation, a piece of rheto-
ric, an argument, a discussion. It may deal with a re-
ligious, economic, historical, sociological, scientific or
philosophical subject, or any other kind of subject. But
it is clear that there is something very much narrower
in definition which we really mean when we speak of
the essay in any general discussion of literature. We
mean a form of writing which aims definitely at cer-
tain literary values: that is, it aims at using language
as a medium to present life in a way of its own.

Of all forms of literature, the essay is the one which
least calls for the use of long words. The principle which
controls it is simply that it should give pleasure; the
desire which impels us when we take it from the shelf
is simply to reccive pleasure. Everything in an essay
must be subdued to that end. It should lay us under a
spell with its first word, and we should only wake re-
freshed with its last. In the interval we may pass
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through the most varied experiences of amusement, sur-
prise, interest, indignation . . . but we must never be
roused. The essay must lap us about and draw its cur-
tain across the world./

‘So great a feat is seldom accomplished,” Virginia
Woolf continues, ‘though the fault may well be as much
on the reader’s side as on the writer’s. Habit and
lethargy have dulled his palate.” This may be so, and yet,
if the truth must be told, the reader has a good deal of
excuse, for as a student he has generally been surfeited
with essays, and unless the essay is superlatively good
it is the dullest form of all reading. A soliloquy is a
most difficult form to sustain, and the essay is all solilo-
quy. The essayist has so few baits with which to catch
and hold the reader’s attention. He has no story to
arouse his curiosity and no rhyme to charm his ear: his
space is so limited that he has but little room for move-
ment, for changes of tone and pace. He cannot afford
to make any mistakes. If he write tediously or carelessly
or foolishly, the essay at once capsizes and sinks; the
pleasure cruise is at an end, the reader is bored.

It is because of this razor edge between charm and
boredom which so many essays balance on, that we
might quarrel with Virginia Woolf’s declaration that
the essay should never arouse us, and declare instead
that on occasions it does and should. Perhaps this is only
true if we admit oratory and rhetoric into essay-writing,
but if speeches be written to be read as well as to be
heard, it is difficult to see how they can be excluded
from this whole class of writings. Burke’s spceches are
superb essays, and so is Milton’s Areopagitica, that great
plea for the liberty of speech which, indeed, for the de-
light of direct intellectual and emotional and moral
stimulus, in some of the most supple and sonorous
cadences in the English language, remains unsurpassed.
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If T were to choose one sentence in the English language
which is to myself the most kindling in its passion, and
its idea and its expression, it would be one from the
Areopagitica.

I cannot praise a fugitive and cloister’d virtue, un-
exercis’d and unbreath’d, that never sallies out and sees
her adversary, but slinks out of the race, where that
immortal garland is to be run for, not without dust and
heat.

The quality of that is the quality of the whole, and as
a further taste of it, I quote the famous passage on the

life of books.

I deny not, but that it is of greatest concernment in
the Church and Commonwealth, to have a vigilant eye
how Books demecan themselves as well as men; and there-
after to confine, imprison, and do sharpest justice on
them as malefactors: For Books are not absolutely dead
things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be
as active as that soul was whose progeny they are; nay,
they do preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy and ex-
traction of that living intellect that bred them. I know
they are as lively, and as vigorously productive, as
those fabulous Dragon’s teeth; and being sown up and
down, may chance to spring up armed men. And yet
on the other hand, unless wariness be us’d, as good al-
most kill a Man as kill a good Book; who kills a Man
kills a reasonable creature, God’s Image; but he who de-
stroys a good Book, kills reason itself, kills the Image of
God, as it were in the eye. Many a man lives a burden
to the Earth; but a good book is the precious life-blood
of a master spirit, embalm’d and treasur’d up on pur-
pose to a life beyond life.

It is true, however, that the class of writings which
we usually mean when we speak of essays, does not have
the rousing and animating quality of Burke or Milton.
Its aim is much milder, its achievement quite different.
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The supreme art of the essay proper, that special type of
writing which was originated and invented by Mon-
taigne, and dates from the first publication of his
Essaies in March, 1571, is fo communicate personality.
The essay (the word was used by Montaigne simply to
denote experiments in a new form of writing), is the
most direct form of prose communication between
author and reader: it is deliberate egotism and self-
revelation. Montaigne wrote the epigraph for all essay-
istsbithese are fancies of my own, by which I do not
preténd to discover things, but to lay open mysclf.’?As
Lamb said of him, ‘his own character pervades the
whole, and binds it sweetly together,” and it is signifi-
cant that Coleridge said of Lamb himsclf, ‘Charles
Lamb has more totality and individuality of character
than any other man I know.’

That is the character the perfect essayist requires. He
says with Sir Thomas Browne: ‘the world that I regard
is myself; it is the microcosm of my own frame that I
cast my eye on. For the other I use it but like my globe,
and turn it round sometimes for my recreation.” The
novelist or the dramatist requires to be detached from
his own personality. He may be David Copperfield or
Jane Eyre or Hamlet, but he must also be Dick Swivel-
ler or Paul Emmanuel or Lady Macbeth. But the essay-
ist must never be more than one character. The person-
ality with which he writes may not be entirely his own,
but it must be a complete personality. Elia is not the
whole of Charles Lamb, nor the Spectator the whole
of Joseph Addison, but they are each a completely
recognizable person. We can walk round them and feel
we know them in the most actual and tangible way.
And we must have this sense of intimacy with the
essay-writer, it is the essential of his peculiar and diff-
cult art. He must always be the same person, and we
must never be out of his company. Whatever other per-
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sonality or situation or circumstance he presents, what-
ever book or picture or actor he is discussing, he is at
pains to remind us all the time that it is bis vision of
them we are sharing. The main interest is always shifted
subtly from the subject of the essay, to the kind of
mind and being—the personality—which is writing of
that subject. Creative egotism is the secret of the es-
sayist, an egotism which appears, in the hands of an
artist, as if it were the most simple and natural thing in
the world, while in reality it is never successful unless
it is presented with supreme skill. Just as his subject
matter appears desultory and meandering, and is really
the most carefully conceived and constructed of unities.

Alexander Smith, a minor writer of the mid-nine-
teenth century, who wrote a good essay, On the writing
of essays, in a volume called Dreamthorpe, says that the
essay resembles the lyric in that both are molded by
some central mood, whimsical, serious or satirical. ‘Give
the mood, and the essay, from the first sentence to the
last, grows round it as a cocoon grows round the silk-
worm.’ This is a good image of the essayist’s art, and is
a better starting point for the illustrating of essays than
a mere history of the subject. But a few chronological
landmarks are perhaps helpful.

Montaigne dicd in 1592, and the first ten of Bacon’s es-
says appeared in print five years later, and were the first
essays to be published in England. He increased the num-
ber to thirty-cight in the edition of 1612, and to fifty-
eight in the final edition of 1625. But although Bacon
must have taken the idea of the essay from Montaigne,
nothing could be more different than the ‘moods’ from
which cach of the two spins his thread. Montaigne must
always remain the perfect example of the essayist tem-
perament—sympathetic, humorous, unexpected, lovable,
passionately curious in his search after psychological
truth—while Bacon takes this new instrument for writ-
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ing of the world as it is seen through the eyes of a temper-
ament, and manages to turn it into something completely
inhuman. Montaigne is a warm flesh and blood figure, sit-
ting at ease at his study writing-table underneath the
beam on which is carved I do not understand; 1 pause;
I examine. Bacon is a chilly statue of Wisdom, com-
menting on human life in the manner of a great judge
in his robes and ermine, with the greatest brilliance and
the greatest detachment. The subject is always perfectly
planned and presented, but it is all entirely external and
general. It has all been thought, never felt. Take the
opening of his essay On Studies as a good example.

Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for
ability. Their chief use for delight is in privateness and
retiring; for ornament, is in discourse; and for ability,
is in the judgment and disposition of business; For ex-
pert men can execute, and perhaps judge of particulars
one by one: but the gencral counsels, and the plots and
marshalling of affairs come best from those that are
learned. To spend too much time in studies is sloth; to
use them too much for ornament is affectation; to make
judgment wholly by their rules is the humour of a
scholar: They perfect nature, and are perfected by ex-
perience: for natural abilities are like natural plants,
they need pruning by study; and studies themselves do
give forth directions too much at large, except they be
bounded in by experience. Crafty men contemn studies,
simple men admire them, and wise men use them; for
they teach not their own use; but that is a wisdom with-
out them and above them, won by observation. Read
not to contradict and confute, nor to believe and take
for granted, nor to find talk and discourse, but to
weigh and consider. Some books are to be tasted, others
to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and di-
gested.

It is not thus that Montaigne or Milton or Lamb talk
about books, and it is pretty dry stuff in spite of its ex-
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cellent good sense and the excellent setting of its words.

It was not until Cowley’s essays were published in
1668 that the tone of Montaigne crept into the English
essay. Cowley’s talent is a small one, his personality is
not interesting or varied enough to bear very much ex-
ploitation of it: the vein is very soon worked out, but
what there is of it is gold. In his essay Of Myself there
is the true flavor—that intimacy and warmth of spirit,
that fresh simplicity and apparent artlessness. It creates
its own charm as it flows along: it is nothing, and yet it

is delightful.

It is a hard and nice subject for a man to write of him-
self; it grates his own heart to say anything of dis-
paragement, and the reader’s ears to hear anything of
praise for him. There is no danger from me of offend-
ing him in this kind; neither my mind, nor my body,
nor my fortune allow me any materials for that vanity.
It is sufficient for my own contentment that they have
preserved me from being scandalous, or remarkable on
the defective side. . . . As far as my memory can re-
turn back into my past life, before I knew or was capa-
ble of guessing what the world, or glories, or business of
it were, the natural affections of my soul gave me a
secret bent of aversion from them, as some plants are
said to turn away from others, by an antipathy im-
perceptible to themselves and inscrutable to man’s un-
derstanding. Even when I was a very young boy at
school, instead of running away on holidays and play-
ing with my fellows, I was wont to steal from them and
walk into the fields, either alone with a book, or with
some one companion, if I could find any of the same
temper. . . . That I was then of the same mind as I
am now (which I confess I wonder at myself) may ap-
pear by the latter end of an ode which I made when I
was but thirteen years old, and which was then printed
with many other verses. The beginning of it is boyish,
but of this part which I here set down, if a very little
were corrected, I should hardly now be much ashamed.
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Books should, not business, entertain the light,
And slcep, as undisturbed as death, the night.

My house a cottage, more
Than palace, and should fitting be
To all my use, no luxury.

My garden painted o’er
With Nature’s hand, not Art’s; and pleasures yield,
Horace might envy in his Sabine field.

Thus would I double my life’s fading space,

For he that runs it well twice runs his race.
And in this true delight,

These unbought sports, this happy state,

I would not fear, nor wish my fate,
But boldly say cach night,

To-morrow let my sun his beams display

Or in clouds hide them—I have lived today.

You may see by it I was even then acquainted with
the poets (for the conclusion is taken out of Horace),
and perhaps it was the immature and immoderate love
of them which stamped first, or rather engraved, these
characters in me. They were like letters cut into the
bark of a young tree, which with the tree still grow
proportionably. But how this love came to be produced
in me so carly is a hard question. I belicve I can tell the
particular little chance that filled my head first with
such chimes of verse as have never since left ringing
there. For I remember when I began to read, and to
take some pleasure in it, there was wont to lie in my
mother’s parlour (I know not by what accident, for she
herself never in her life read any book but of devotion),
but there was wont to lie Spenser’s works; this I hap-
pened to fall upon, and was infinitely delighted with
the stories of the knights, and giants, and monsters, and
brave houses, which I found everywhere there (though
my understanding had little to do with all this); and
by degrees with the tinkling of the rhyme and the dance
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of the numbers, so that I think I had read him all over
before I was twelve years old.

Some of the essays of Sir William Temple (Dorothy
Osborne’s husband) have this same note, but it was the
coming of the periodical newspaper which really estab-
lished the essay in popularity. It created a market for
it, which it has never lost, so that it was not only aris-
tocratic dilettantes who could afford to practise it; and
it developed that easy, friendly manner which comes
from the essayist’s sense that he is writing for a familiar
circle of readers who are in sympathy with him. It also
encouraged the essayist to write on the subjects which
make the best essays—incidents of daily life about him,
the immediate, the personal, the tangible, not the ab-
stract and indefinite. On April x12th, 1709, the first
number of the Tatler, one little folded sheet of paper,
appeared at the breakfast tables of the aristocracy and
in the coffec-houses of the town, and from then on-
wards the eighteenth century was deluged with essays.
To our modern taste, the majority of these essays are
completely unreadable, except in small extracts, and in-
deed, the capacity of the reading public of the eighteenth
century for swallowing pills in jam is one of the most
surprising things about it. Why, with the example of
that century before us, we continue to regard the Vic-
torian age as the great age of moral lessons in literature,
is a mystery. We are apt to think of the eighteenth cen-
tury as a gay and wicked age, though it is difficult to
know why. Perhaps because its greatest writers were
satirists and its novelists much concerned about the
sexual impulse in young men and the consequent danger
of young women losing their virtue. But at no time did
the daily and weekly reading of the majority concern
itself so much with the moral conduct of life as it did in
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the eighteenth century. If Steele gives a charming de-
scription of a happy family, he will follow it up with a
paper about the death of the wife and mother, and a
discussion of the ethics of Loss. If he describes his club
it is to conclude how the garrulity of old age should
be countered by storing the mind with real knowledge
and observation. He is quite distressed when he simply
cannot think of any serious moral lesson to be learned
from his ramble between Richmond and London, and
has to fall back on a rather frivolous one:

When I came to my chambers, I writ down these
minutes; but was at a loss what instruction I should
propose to my reader from the enumeration of so many
insignificant matters and occurrencies; and [ thought
it of great usc, if they learn with me to keep their
minds open to gratification, and ready to receive it from
anything it meets with.

Even the Sir Roger de Coverley papers, the great artis-
tic achievement of the eighteenth-century essay, are apt
to be interrupted by Addison’s insistence on pointing
the moral, and the same is true of Goldsmith. The essay
became the vehicle of platitude rather than of experi-
ence: the essayists will not let themselves be themselves
because they are all so busy feeling they must be the
Censor. And as a result, though it would be easy to
make an anthology of first-rate passages from the
eighteenth-century essayists, it is not surprising that the
heart of the average student sinks when he is told that
if he wants to write good prose he must give his days
and nights to the study of Addison. Addison is a very
dull writer, and the volumes of the Tatler and the
Spectator are dull volumes, and there are many equally
good writers of prose.
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§

AND vyet it is not really because the eighteenth century
is so concerned about problems of conduct that it is
dull: it is because of the way in which the writers treat
of them. We are all, as a matter of fact, interested in
ethical questions and in reading about them, but we are
not interested in having a purely conventional and gen-
eral code of social and personal morality applied to
every subject. It is that which stifles the individuality
which is the breath of life to the essayist. Dr. Johnson’s
opinion of Addison fits many more than Addison: ‘he
thinks justly, but he thinks faintly.” There is nothing
vigorous, energetic or personal in the moral values of
these men. If, however, moral fecling be an essential
part of the mood in which the essay is conceived—in-
stead of being merely tacked on as an adjunct—it be-
comes an essential part of its total quality and effect,
and we would not wish it otherwise. Ethical feeling can
lap us round as securely as any other mood.

It is no longer the fashion now to read Robert Louis
Stevenson. His vogue during his life and immediately
after his early death was so great and glowing that a re-
action was bound to set in. But his popularity will in-
cvitably return. He was a second-rate novelist, for his
creative gift was never substantial enough to write great
novels, but he is a first-rate essayist. And the mood of
all, or almost all, of his essays is an ethical one; he spins
its thread around some problem of conduct or some
tenet of his own individual faith. Stevenson had to
struggle all his life with an incurable disease: he did his
work unflinchingly against appalling odds. But the
strange thing about his extraordinarily vivid personality
was that it produced an attitude to life which, instead
of being one of splendid stoical endurance of suffering,
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managed to be one of positive exhilaration. He justifies
life because it is a battle: he loves positive values as
much as Milton: “To avoid an occasion for our virtues
is a worse degrec of failure than to push forward
pluckily and make a fall.” It is only over-prudence and
timidity which he finds paralyzing: “Therc are some to
whom never to forget their umbrella in a long life, is
a higher and wiser achievement than to go smiling to
the stake.” “Youthful enthusiasm may be foolish, but it
is better to be a fool than to be dead.’

Whether we regard life as a lane leading to a dead
wall, or whether we think of it as a vestibule or gym-
nasium, where we wait our turn and prepare our facul-
ties for some more noble destiny; . . . whether we look
justly for years of health and vigqur, or arc about to
mount into a bath chair as a step towards the hearse;
in each and all of these views and situations there is
but one conclusion possible: that a2 man should stop his
ears against paralysing terror, and run the race which
is set before him with a single mind. . . . As courage
and intelligence are the two qualities best worth a good
man’s cultivation, so it is the first part of intelligence
to recognise our precarious state in life, and the first
part of courage to be not at all abashed before the
fact. A frank and somewhat headlong carriage, not
looking too anxiously before, not dallying in maudlin
regret over the past, stamps the man who is well ar-
moured for this world.

Here we are very far removed from the bony conven-
tional morality of the eighteenth century. We are in the
company of a clear-cut, witty, courageous, sensitive
personality, and we are in the presence of an artist in
prose. Stevenson’s confession that he learned his craft
by playing ‘the sedulous ape’ to other writers has some-
times been taken to mean that his own use of language
always remains imitative. Nothing is more untrue. His
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early work is inclined to be a little thin and mannered
and over-ornamented, but his later essays—such essays
as Pulvis et Umbra, The Lantern Bearers or the once
famous A Christmas Sermon—are the work of a complete
and warmly-colored personality, communicating itself
in a forthright, strong and warmly-colored prose. They
lay us under a spell with the first word, and we wake
refreshed with the last.

§

THE moods in which the problems of human conduct
are of supreme importance can therefore be the basis of
the essayist’s art as much as any other moods. But it is
true that they very seldom do make thoroughly success-
ful essays. If a personality is passionately concerned
with such questions, it is ten to one that his calling will
not be that of an essayist; he will be expressing his per-
sonality in some more immediately practical way. We
may safely say that but for the accident of ill-health
Stevenson would not have been content to write es-
says. The essay which the man of such a temperament
writes is seldom as we say ‘pure literature.” It has an
ulterior aim: it seeks to convert or persuade, to argue,
to discuss, to analyze, to explain. It goes over into his-
tory or politics or criticism, like Macaulay or Carlyle or
Arnold. But the pure essayist, as Virginia Woolf says,
sceks only to give pleasure, and we read him with no
ulterior aim ourselves. His own occupations and his own
acquaintance are his subject matter, and we ask for
nothing of more public or general importance.

From very early days, when minor seventcenth-
century writers wrote ‘characters,” which, in general,
were nothing but wooden descriptions of commonplace
types, the essayist was fond of the character sketch. It
lends itself naturally to the essay, and as we have said,
the Sir Roger papers hold a unique place among early
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essays. Goldsmith did something of the same sort in his
pictures of Beau Tibbs, and Lamb’s Captain Jackson is
a little masterpiece in that style. These, however, are all
very simple in their method of presentation, and a more
complex treatment, which is indeed a most masterly il-
lustration of the technique of the essay, is Hazlitt’s My
First Acquaintance with Poets. It is a long essay—
twenty-five pages in the edition I have of it—but once
started upon it, there is no one, I think, who has any
interest in the literary personalities of the early nine-
teenth century, who could possibly want to stop. It
opens without preamble, and we are at once in the at-
mosphere of living presences.

My father was a Dissenting Minister at Wem in
Shropshire; and in the year 1798 . . . Mr. Coleridge
came to Shrewsbury, to succeed Mr. Rowe in the spiritual
charge of a Unitarian congregation there. He did not
come till late on the Saturday afternoon before he was to
preach; and Mr. Rowe, who himself went down to the
coach in a state of anxiety and expectation to look for
the arrival of his successor, could find no one at all an-
swering the description but a round-faced man in a
short black coat (like a shooting-jacket) which hardly
seemed to have been made for him, but who seemed to
be talking at a great rate to his fellow-passengers. Mr.
Rowe had scarce returned to give an account of his
disappointment, when the round-faced man in black
entered, and dissipated all doubts on the subject, by
beginning to talk. He did not cease while he stayed; nor
has he since, that I know of. . .

To Hazlitt, Coleridge’s talk came as a revelation:

A sound was in my ears as of a Siren’s song; I was
stunned, startled with it, as from deep sleep; but I had
no notion then that I should ever be able to express my
admiration to others in motley imagery or quaint al-
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lusion, till the light of his genius shdffe into my soul,
like the sun’s rays glittering in the puddles of the road.
I was at that time dumb, inarticulate, helpless, like a
worm by the wayside, crushed, bleeding, lifeless; but
now, bursting from the deadly bands that
‘bound them, With Styx nine times round them,’

my ideas float on winged words, and as they expand
their plumes, catch the golden light of other years. My
soul has indeed remained in its original bondage, dark,
obscure, with longing deep and unsatisfied; my heart,
shut up in the prison-house of this rude clay, has never
found, nor will it ever find, a heart to spcak to; but
that my understanding also did not remain dumb and
brutish, or at length found a language to express itself,
I owe to Coleridge. But this is not to my purpose.

It is very much to the purposc of the essay, however,
for blended throughout with the sense of the actual
presences of these men of genius in all the glory of their
youth and hope, is the peculiar egotism of Hazlitt him-
self, the conviction that somchow he is the victim of an
unfair fate, and the sense of almost unbearable regret
and wistfulness with which he is looking back and re-
membering.

The scene of the sermon which Coleridge preached,
and Hazlitt listened to, on the following day, follows,
and then they are joined by the presence of Hazlitt’s
father, and the three of them sit eating their dinner and
talking together in the warmest spirit of good fellow-
ship. ‘I remember the leg of Welsh mutton and the tur-
nips on the table that day had the finest flavour imagi-
nable.” When Coleridge has to leave, Hazlitt walks six
miles with him on his way and again they talk, and
something of the miracle of Coleridge’s talk does take
shape before us, and the magic of his personality as a
young man, and the change, alas, which the years have
brought. All through that winter, the magic dwelt with
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the young Hazlitt. One thought, he says, blotted out
everything, ‘I was to visit Coleridge in the spring.’ As
a matter of fact he did not get there till the autumn,
when we walk the journey with him, and get wet at
Tewkesbury, and stop at the inn where he sat up all
night reading Paul and Virginia. The next day he ar-
rived.

The country about Nether Stowey is beautiful, green
and hilly, and near the sea-shore. I saw it but the other
day, after an interval of twenty years, from a hill near
Taunton. How was the map of my life spread out before
me, as the map of the country lay at my feet. In the
afternoon Coleridge took me over to All-Foxden . .
where Wordsworth lived. . . . Wordsworth himself
was from home, but his sister kept house, and set be-
fore us a frugal repast; and we had free access to her
brother’s poems, the Lyrical Ballads, which were still in
manuscript. . . .

In the outset of life (and particularly at this time I
felt it so) our imagination has a body to it. We are in a
state betwcen sleeping and waking, and have indistinct
but glorious glimpses of strange shapes, and there is al-
ways something to come better than what we see. As in
our dreams, the fullness of the blood gives warmth and
reality to the coinage of the brain, so in youth our
ideas are clothed, and fed, and pampered with our good
spirits; we breathe thick with thoughtless happiness,
the weight of future years presses on the strong pulses
of the heart, and we repose with undisturbed faith in
truth and good. As we advance, we exhaust our fund of
enjoyment and of hope. We are no longer wrapped in
lamb’s-wool, lulled in Elysium. As we taste the pleasures
of life, their spirit evaporates, the sensc palls; and noth-
ing is left but the phantoms, the lifeless shadows of
what bas been!

. . . The next day Wordsworth arrived from Bristol
at Coleridge’s cottage. I think I see him now. He an-
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swered in some degree to his friend’s description of
him, but was more gaunt and Don Quixote-like. He was
quaintly dressed . . . in a brown fustian jacket and
striped pantaloons. There was something of a roll, a
lounge in his gait, not unlike his own Peter Bell. There
was a severe, worn pressure of thought about his tem-
ples, a fire in his eye (as if he saw something in objects
more than the outward appearance), an intense high
narrow forchead, a Roman nose, cheeks furrowed by
strong purpose and feeling, and a convulsive inclina-
tion to laughter about the mouth, a good deal at vari-
ance with the solemn, stately expression of the rest of
his face. . . . He sat down and talked very naturally
and freely, with a mixture of clear gushing accents in
his voice, a deep guttural intonation, and a strong tinc-
ture of the northern burr, like the crust on wine. He
instantly began to make havoc of the half of a Cheshire
cheese on the table. . . .

They all went over again to All-Foxden, and we hear
them reading poctry aloud in the open air, and talking
endlessly; and we see them sitting in the low latticed
window, or in the garden, and again talking endlessly,
and we hear that Coleridge likes to compose walking
over uneven ground, or breaking through the strag-
gling branches of a copse wood: wherecas Wordsworth
always wrote, if he could, ‘walking up and down a
straight gravel path, or in some spot where the con-
tinuity of his verse met with no collateral interruption.’

Then they left Dorothy behind, and sct off on a
walking tour down the coast to Lynton, staying in
sweet country inns, and listening to the fisher-folk, and
talking away among themselves as hard as ever. When
they returned, Hazlitt set out for his home again, and
Coleridge for Germany, and the scenes fade out. . . .
For a moment Lamb looks in and makes a remark, and
then the essay ends.

The reader is so caught up and carried along by the
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writing, that it is not until the whole is analyzed and
anatomized that we realize the brilliance of the artistry
with which its varied strands are knit together, its
varied emotions fused into a unity of effect. It appeals
to so much of the total human consciousness: to purely
intellectual interests, to dramatic emotions, to the sense
of common curiosity, to reverence and admiration, to
laughter and pity, to eye and car and physical sensation,
and to the ache in the heart of every human being who
has lost his youth and its dreams.

§

It 15 time to say something of the greatest artist among
English essay-writers—Charles Lamb. It would be in-
teresting to work out a comparison between his essay
on Old China and Hazlitt’s My First Acquaintance with
Poets, and to note in detail the different methods of
two artists, with widely different personalities, dealing
with something of thc same sort of theme. Both create
extraordinarily living figures and both intertwine the
past and the present to gain a particular effect. Lamb
writes in a mood of comedy, Hazlitt in one of disil-
lusion; Lamb uses the dramatic method, Hazlitt the de-
scriptive; and each essay is a masterpiece of its kind. But
something more general must be said of Lamb,

I suspect there are times when all readers who do not
regard Lamb as ‘Saint Charles’ find his exaggerated
‘quaintness’ irritating; when his destription of his own
writings as ‘villainously prank’t in an affected array of
antique modcs and phrases,” seems justly to sum up their
weakness; when his so carefully created personality
palls. But these are definitely, I think, some of those oc-
casions when the reader is at fault, when ‘habit and
lethargy have dulled his palate.” For to come freshly and
without prejudice to Lamb is to confess that, within the
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limits of the essay, he is perfection. This perfection is
partly the result of a unique temperament, partly the
effect of a unique kind of learning and thinking, and
partly sheer technical mastery of his medium. One great
element in his success is the tangibility, the concreteness
of the world he creates. Lamb is sometimes spoken of as
if he were a shy, elusive, almost dim figure. He was, of
course, shy and retiring in life; he stammered and was
insignificant-looking; he hated publicity and ‘occasions.’
But there is no one who is more clearly embodied in his
writing. There the outline of his own figure is clean-
edged, firm and sure, projected in the round, unlike the
figure of anybody else; significant, unique.

In proportion as the years both lessen and shorten, 1
set more count upon their periods, and would fain lay
my ineffectual finger upon the spoke of the great wheel.
I am not content to pass away, ‘like a weaver’s shurctle.”
Those metaphors solace me not, nor swceten the un-
palatable draught of mortality. I care not to be carried
with the tide, that smoothly bears human life to
eternity; and rcluct at the inevitable course of destiny.
I am in love with this green earth; the face of town
and country; the unspeakable rural solitudes, and the
sweet sccurity of streets. I would sct up my tabernacle
here. I am content to stand still at the age to which I
am arrived; I, and my friends: to be no younger, no
richer, no handsomer. I do not want to be weaned by
age; or drop, like mellow fruit, as they say, into the
grave.—Any alteration, on this earth of mine, in diet
or in lodging, puzzles and discomposes me. My
household-gods plant a terrible fixed foot, and are not
rooted up without blood. They do not willingly seek
Lavinian shores. A new state of being staggers me.

Sun, and sky, and breeze, and solitary walks, and
summer holidays, and the greenness of fields, and the
delicious juices of meats and fishes, and society, and the
«cheerful glass, and candle-light, and fireside conversa-
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tions, and innocent vanities, and jests, and irony itself—
do these things go out with life?

Can a ghost laugh, or shake his gaunt sides, when
you are pleasant with him?

And you, my midnight darlings, my Folios! must I
part with the intensc delight of having you (huge arm-
fuls) in my embraces? Must knowledge come to me, if
it come at all, by some awkward experiment of intui-
tion, and not linger by this familiar process of reading?

We know Lamb as perhaps we know no other writer
of cssays. The precision and clarity and grace of his pres-
entation of himself delight the sensuous imagination
everywhere. We have glimpses of the childhood of some
of the other essayists, of Cowley, of Steele, of Hazlitt,
but we know none of them as we know the child Elia.
We sce him turning over the pages of the old illustrated
Bible, putting his fingers through the picture of the
Ark, and shuddering over the Witch of Endor calling
up Samuel: we sce him at the rapture of his first play,
or reading Cowley in the hot window seat of the store-
room at Blakesmoor, with the hum and flapping of the
solitary wasp; we know him wandering in the green
lanes at Mackery End, or as a schoolboy bathing all day
long, like an otter, in the New River at Newington.

It is with the same clear outline that the reader sees
his relations and friends, his own adult life, and indeed,
everything his pen touches—Captain Jackson helping
himself cheerfully to cheese-rind, or Mrs. Battle sitting
bolt upright with her cards; Bridget Elia slicing French
beans, or the tired little chimney-sweep aslecep on the
freshly laundered aristocratic sheets. But the extreme
clarity of outline with which we see everything that
Lamb wants us to see, is perhaps inclined to make us
forget that there are a number of things which he does not
wish us to see. We know him so well where we do know
him, that we take no account of the gaps in our knowl-
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edge. But Lamb never speaks about himself in the way
Hazlitt, for instance, does: we are completely ignorant
of what he really thinks or of what he really feels about
his own life, and its course and its conditions.
Nevertheless, we find more of a complete man in the
essays of Elia than in any other English essays. We have
his finely cut, keen and original mind, his leaping freak-
ish nonsense, his tenderness, his irrational prejudices, his
myriad moods of grave and gay. Like almost all great
artists Lamb has created an unmistakable world of his
own in his art. His style composes, as it were, a new
element, in which we live and move and breathe while
we read him; an atmosphere which is formed by that
peculiar and unique use of language of his, and which
seals the rcader from the familiar and commonplace.
Words are his slaves. There is never the slightest danger
in Lamb of the atmosphere being dispersed by his lack
of the skill to sustain it. There is no blurring or feeble-
ness or fumbling. He can make his instrument com-
municate exactly what he wishes it to, whether he is
criticizing the tragedies of Shakespeare, or wandering
through Oxford in the vacation, or describing a poor
relation. His language can be as sumptuous and sonorous
as Milton or as simple as Steele, and his power of en-
larging his effects with the subtleties and suggestion of
quotation and allusion might be compared with that
modern master of the same art, Mr. T. S. Eliot.

§

THERE are very few essayists whose creation of person-
ality can be spoken of in the same breath with Lamb.
Some create mannerisms by which we recognize them
easily, some—Macaulay and Pater and G. K. Chester-
ton, for example—have a peculiar character of mind
which stamps everything they write and gives it a vi-
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tality of its own, but that is not the same thing as the
creative egotism of the pure essayist. The only modern
writer who touches that particular quality is Max Beer-
bohm. His essays have not the width and variety of
Lamb; he has none of Lamb’s vast reading, his mar-
rowy meditative vein, his direct humanity. He is de-
tached, sophisticated in his simplicity, sly and very quiet
in his humor and wit. The unity of his work is not the
unifying of a wide diversity of moods into one person-
ality, but rather the unifying of a whole pg:sgqaﬁ_t-z
into a single mood. The tone of his voice never changes,
but’it is an individtal voice of great polish and distinc-
tion.

It is not easy (says Hazlitt) to write a familiar style.
Many people mistake a familiar for a vulgar style, and
suppose that to write without affectation is to write at
random. On the contrary, there is nothing that re-
quires more precision, and, if I may so say, purity of
expression, than the style I am speaking of. . . . It is
not to throw words together in any combination we
please, but to follow and avail ourselves of the true
idiom of the language.

There could not be a better description of the writ-
ing of Max Beerbohm. It reads as if it were the easiest
thing in the world, but no one else has donc it. His
great talent in that style is the character sketch and the
anecdote, and it must, I think, be noticeable to all read-
ers, that it is undeniable that the more the essay tends
towards biography, autobiography or fiction, the better
we are pleased. The pure exploitation of personality is
a ticklish business. As Montaigne says:

*Tis a rugged road, more so than it seems, to follow a
pace so rambling and uncertain, as that of the soul;
. . . to choose and lay hold of so many little nimble
motions.
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The soul, indeed, is so elusive and so difficult to cap-
ture in words that it almost always escapes, and either
leaves the mind to comment, or has its place taken by a
trivial and wordy egotism. The mind produces articles
and treatises and critical essays which appeal to other
minds, and provide intellectual stimulus, but a second-
rate egotism produces that most tedious of all poor liter-
ature—the poor essay. And the fact that the average
reader does, undoubtedly, find essays in general dull
reading, leads us to an inescapable conclusion: the con-
clusion that the essay does not today satisfy many of
the needs which literature does satisfy, or at any rate
does not satisfy them nearly so well as either biography
or fiction.
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LYRIC POETRY

¢

OETRY,” says Shelley, ‘is the record of the best and
happiest moments of the happiest and best minds.’
There is a2 multitude of definitions of poetry, no single
one of them satisfactory or conclusive, but this one, if
it is not comprehensive, does at any rate suggest the
most important qualities in poctry. And those qualities
are, that it has the power ‘to soothe the cares and lift the
thoughts of man’; that it lifts his heart too, and
brings a sense of gladness and finenéss and ‘rightness’—
the sense which made the essentially prosaic Arnold
Bennett note in his journal; ‘I find that if I am writing
a novel or story, the finest English verse has the capacity
to lift me up out of the rut of composition and set me,
and my work, on a higher plane. In other words, it in-
spires.’

The art of prose is apt to be a practical art. Its roots
are in the familiar world of daily life. It comes to us
generally with some ulterior aim, and seeks to argue, to
explain, to exhort, to tell a story. It is seldom quite dis-
interested, and if it is, it is apt to be dull. Poctry can,
and may, do all the things that prose does, but it does
something else as well; it has a world of its own, and

still will keep
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quict breathing.

It is not that there are certain subjects which belong
only to poetry: there are no subjects which cannot be

beautifully presented in prose, but they are presented
62
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in a different way in poetry. There is seldom any mys-
tery about prose. The effect is there, and we can analyze
its perfection and give a good reason for it. But the
beauty of poetry is far more elusive and indefinite. The
perfect essay is a triumph, but the perfect lyric is a
miracle.

This mysterious element in poctry is so universally
felt, that many critics prefer to make no cffort to ex-
plain it. Even Dr. Johnson, with his passion for the con-
crete illustration, could find nothing adequate to say
about poetry, and confessed his inadequacy by an anal-
ogy: ‘We all know what light is, but it is not easy to tell
what it is.” Coleridge went so far as to declare that
poctry is enjoyed best when it is not fully understood,
and Professor A. E. Housman is driven to apply a physi-
cal test and to say that poetry is what brings the tears
to his eyes. But that does not get us very much further.
Boswell tells us that it brought tears to the ecyes of
Dr. Johnson to read a poem by Dr. Beattie called T'he
Hermit, and to know that Milton’s Nymphs and shep-
berds, dance no more has the same effect on Professor
Housman, tells us a good deal about the differences be-
tween Dr. Johnson and Professor Housman, but very
little about the nature of poetry.

Is there really nothing but the subjective test, and
must we be content to say that poetry is simply what
we feel intuitively to be poetry?

This is, of course, what we really do with any artistic
experience, and there is no thermometer which will test
the true heat of the poetic fire. Whatever we judge in
terms of ‘beauty’ is bound to be a subjective judgment.
When we say a thing is beautiful, we mean that it pro-
duces a certain effect in ourselves. But that effect on the
whole human consciousness is not analogous to the ef-
fect, say, of eating a meal on the human stomach. The
stomach is an organ of certain dimensions and certain
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capacities, and the effects produced on each individual
by presenting material to it are easily ascertained and
have permanently fixed limitations. But the human
consciousness works in an infinitely more complicated
fashion. It is a plastic, shifting thing; it has the most
remarkable capacities for growth and expansion. That
codrdination of its total faculties, that fulfillment of the
spirit, that amplifying and sensitizing of all our re-
sponses, or whatever we choose to call our experience
of ‘beauty,” is never rigid and final. The more we live,
the more we read, and (I am sure) the more we examine
our reading, the deeper and wider and finer become our
capacities for poetic experience. An attempt to under-
stand what poetry brings to us, the discipline of read-
ing intelligently as well as intuitively, make us enjoy
poctry more, and hence whatever final mystery we may
find ourselves confronted with, it seems a profitable, as
well as a very fascinating, occupation, to try to find
out, in part at least, on what our intuitive perceptions
rest.

§

FirsT of all we do know that however mysterious the
nature and effect of poetry may be, it is, in fact, created
by the poet’s use of words: there is no other way in
which it can be created. It must depend on his choice
of words; on all the trailing and reverberating associa-
tions they bring with them; on the sound of the chime
and concord of their vowels and consonants; on the way
they influence one another in tone and quality and
value; on the movement and flow the poet gives them.
Critics all down the ages have made attempt after at-
tempt to define poetry. They have coined high-sounding
phrases and used a wealth of abstract terms, but we
can, perhaps, come closer to the realities of poetry by
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examining a little its particular use of the medium com-
mon to all literature—the medium of language—than
by a great deal of transcendental talk about Truth and
Beauty, the Divine and the Infinite. We need not be
afraid that ‘we murder to dissect.” Poetry is living,
sturdy stuff: it will bear a deal of looking into.

There are fashions in poetry as in everything else. If
we meet the four following stanzas, we can assign them
at once to the Elizabethan age, the eighteenth century,
the nineteenth century, and the present day, without
any hesitation.

Her cheeks are like the blushing cloud
That beautifies Aurora’s face,
Or like the silver crimson shroud
That Phoebus’ smiling looks doth grace:
Heigh ho, fair Rosaline!
Her lips are like two budded roses
Whom ranks of lilies neighbour nigh,
Within whose bounds she balm encloses
Apt to entice a deity:
Heigh ho, would she were mine!

Hail, beautcous stranger of the grove!
Thou messenger of Spring!

Now IHeaven repairs thy rural seat,
And woods thy welcome ring.

Sweet in her green dell the flower of beauty slumbers,
Lull’d by the faint breezes sighing through her hair;

Sleeps she and hears not the melancholy numbers
Breath’d to my sad lute ‘mid the loncly air.

We know
war and its dead, and famine’s bleached bones;
black rot overreaching
the silent pressure of life
in fronds
of green ferns and in the fragile shell of white flesh.
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But though the minor poetry of the past usually con-
tains an alloy of fashion which may interfere with the
direct enjoyment of it, great lyric poetry is more time-
less than any other form of literature. The great prose-
writer, even Boswell, even Fielding, delights us in spite
of the strangeness of his world and the presentation of
his material. The epic, the narrative, the satiric poet,
sets out to pleasc a special audience in a special period,
and has, therefore, an element which confines him to
a certain time and space. But the great lyric poet sings
of his experience in the world of dateless emotions; of
love and death and nature and childhood, of eternal
dreams and eternal questionings. The issue lies simply
between his personality and words.

Poetry is a special use of words. The very sight of
words arranged in short lines on the'page immediately
prepares us to receive a different effect from those words
than the effect we receive from a page of prose. Our
problem is, what is this effect?

As we have said, it is something which removes us
automatically from the humdrum atmosphere of daily
life, in a way in which even the best essay or novel does
not. The words in the lines may be those we use a hun-
dred times a day, but their values have suddenly become
transformed. And this is true even if we feel that the
poetry is only mediocre.

Love guards the roses of thy lips
And flies about them like a bee;

If I approach he forward skips,
And if I kiss he stingeth me.

Lo, thro’ her works gay nature grieves
How brief she is and frail,

As ever o’er the falling leaves
Autumnal winds prevail.

Yet still the philosophic mind
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Consolatory food can find,

And hope her anchorage maintain:
We never are deserted quite;
*Tis by succession of delight

That love supports his reign.

Music, when soft voices die,
Vibrates in the memory;

Odours, when sweet violets sicken,
Live within the sense they quicken.

Rose leaves, when the rose is dead,

Are heap’d for the beloved’s bed;

And so thy thoughts, when thou art gone,
Love itself shall slumber on.

These examples, even the last, are all minor poetry,
but they are poetry. They are all commonplace in sub-
ject matter, but just to say the lines over produces a
pleasure which prose can never give.

The framcwork of metre and rhyme by itself isolates
the thought in a poem from contaminating relationships
with cveryday affairs; it heightens the pitch slightly,
even in poor poctry. But the actual beginning of the
pleasure I believe to be simply the satisfaction of the
formal design of the thought in the line pattern: a
pleasure of successful arrangement and orderliness, of
neatness and adequacy of language, of compactness and
logical structure. But not only is the experience lifted
out of the practical world and condensed in a pleasant
symmetrical way, but the words are made to move in a
way which gives them more power and beauty than
they have in a prose movement: that is, they create that
delight which is by far the widest, though not the most
intense, delight of poetry—the pleasure of rbythm.

Rhythm (the Greek word means ‘flow’), is not, of
course, the prerogative of poetry. Indeed, all language
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which is deeply moving and memorable has the element
of swinging movement in it. There are certain prose
rhythms which are so regular in their pattern that they
are half-way to poetry in the way they affect us: the
prose of the Irish peasants as presented by Synge, for in-
stance.

They’re all gone now, and there isn’t anything more
the sea can do to me . . . I'll have no call now to be
up crying and praying when the wind breaks from the
south, and you can hear the surf is in the east, and the
surf is in the west, making a great stir with the two
noises, and they hitting one on the other. . . . I won’t
care what way the sea is when the other women will be
keening.

Or again, prose can have a splendor and dignity in its
movement which lifts us above the practical world just
as poetry does.

O eloquent, just and mighty Death! whom none
could advise thou hast persuaded; what none hath dared
thou hast done; and whom all the world hath flattered,
thou hast cast out of the world and despised: thou hast
drawn together all the far-stretched greatness, all the
pride, cruelty and ambition of man, and covered it all
over with these two narrow words, Hic jacet.

These rhythms are exquisite, and the rhythms of free
verse can be exquisite too, but their effect can never be
the same effect, or so powerful an effect, as that of the
regular sound pattern which we associate with the word
poetry. The poet who writes free verse cuts himself off
deliberately from one great source of his power—the
primitive and profound emotional value of a recurrent
rhythm. He declares that the really important rhythm
of the poem is the ‘organic’ rhythm, the individual, per-
sonal, emotional and intellectual flow of the experience
which the words communicate, and that this cannot fit
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itself to an artificial form, but must create its own ver-
bal pattern to express its own individual inward pat-
tern; that, as D. H. Lawrence said, ‘it is the hidden
emotional pattern that makes poetry, not the obvious
form. It doesn’t depend on ear particularly, but on the
sensitive soul.’

But this is only a half truth. Of course the effect of
poetry is not on the ear alone. If it were, poetry in an
unknown tongue would move us as much as that in a
familiar one. Moreover, anything very melodious and
with a very marked rhythm—poems such as Shelley’s
Swiftly walk o’er the western wave, or Tennyson’s
Come down, O maid, or Meredith’s Love in the valley
—very soon prove so soothing that the reader is merely
rocked to sleep in a cradle of soft sounds. But, never-
theless, an enormous amount of poetry does delight us
mainly for its pure singing quality.

I'll make your eyes like morning suns appear,
As mild, and fair;
Your brow as crystal smooth, and clear,
And your dishevell’d hair
Shall flow like a calm region of the air.

Cowslips seize upon the fallow,
And the cardamine in white,

Where the corn-flow’rs join the mallow,
Joy and health, and thrift unite.

There’s not a bonnie flower that springs
By fountain, shaw or green;

There’s not a bonnic bird that sings,
But minds me o’ my Jean.

The moon, like a flower,

In heaven’s high bower,

With silent delight

Sits and smiles on the night.
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It is no use being solemn and soulful about poetry
like this. Its “obvious form’ is a great part of its charm.

But even when we do come to more serious poetry,
this ‘obvious form’ need be no stumbling block to the
full expression of the sensitive soul. Indeed, the history
of poetry is in itself sufficient proof that it is not. The
rhythms of great poetry, however much they have been
conditioned by a regular sound pattern, have never
found themselves fettered by it. They have the individ-
uality of the waves of the sea, which we think of loosely
in terms of a regular rise and fall, but which have an
infinite variety of movement. As Ruskin, with his usual
precision of observation, pointed out in Modern Paint-
ers, it is more cxact to speak of waves changing, than
of their rising and falling, though that is what they
appear to do. A wave really goes on and on ‘now lower,
now higher, now tossing its mane like a horse, now
building itself together like a wall, now shaking, now
steady,” but still the same wave. And we can mark its
individual pattern best against the obvious form of the
conventional idea of a simple rise and fall. So it is with
the rhythms of the great poet. The hidden emotional
pattern is the individual design of the wave, and the
originality of that is emphasized more clearly against the
pulse of a traditional rhythm, than if it is left to be
heard alone. We have only to think, for example, of the
infinite variety of personal rhythms which have been
executed within the fourtcen decasyllabic lines of the
conventional sonnet form, and to contrast this with the
small number of free verse forms which are really
memorable, to realize that freedom can very well be “the
weight of too much liberty’ where poetry is concerned.

Moreover, the ‘obvious form’ can, and does, play a
very positive part in the working of the creative imagi-
nation. The metre, and in rhyming verse, the rhyme
scheme, is not a rigid mold into which the raw material



LYRIC POETRY 71

of the poem is to be forced, it is a framework which
conditions the limit of the thought which it is to con-
tain, just as a site conditions the limits of a building
which is to be constructed on it. The character of the
framework can provide a positive inspiration to the poet
for the manipulation of his experience, just as the char-
acter of a site has frequently proved a positive inspira-
tion to an architect. The demands of a framework can
call forth concentration or ornament, line or color,
swell, suspense or finality: it can enrich and fulfill in-
spiration as much as it confines it.

The eternal quest of the poet is to find the perfect
balance and adjustment between thought and form, be-
tween sense and sound. The fact that he is a poet means
that he must communicate his experience through a
rhythmical use of language. He has to manipulate and
weld words into a sound pattern which shall be the
verbal equivalent of the living power of his own
thought and feeling; which shall make it fully con-
scious, as it were, and distill its own unique quality. The
most obvious examples of this are poems which are
creations of emotional mood. It can be seen very well
in this stanza by Charlotte Bronté.

To toil, to think, to long, to grieve,—
Is such my future fate?

The morn was dreary; must the eve
Be also desolate?

Well, such a life at least makes Death
A welcome, wished-for friend;

Then, aid me, Reason, Patience, Faith
To suffer to the cnd!

Charlotte Bronté was never more than a second-rate
poet, but the matching of mood and expression is here
perfect. The deadness, the dreariness of the emotion is
transmitted in a dullness, a flatness and tonelessness of
language which is its very echo.
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But as an illustration of a great poet at work on the
same problem take the first verse of Keats’s Ode fo
Auntumn.

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless
With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run;
To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees,
And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells
With a swect kernel; to set budding more,
And still more, later flowers for the bces,
Until they think warm days will never cease,
For Summer has o’er-brimm’d their clammy cells.

The poet’s imagination is brimming with thoughts,
feelings and sensations of the richness, the fertility, the
fulfillment of autumn, and every linc and every word of
the description call this into being. The slow, peaceful
movement of the rhythm, the whole verse one long,
lingering sentence, gathering a wealth of picture and im-
pression as it flows—of mist and sunshine, of laden
orchards and cottage gardens, of plenty and soft seren-
ity, and mature consummation. The whole effect created
by words which by their associations and by their sound
(particularly by the subtle use of the letter /), call up
every suggestion of warmth and abundance and tran-
quillity: ‘bosom-friend,” ‘maturing sun,” ‘moss’d cottage-
trees,” ‘sweet kernel,” ‘mellow fruitfulness,” ‘load and
bless,” ‘swell,” ‘plump,’ ‘apples,” ‘clammy cells.”

Or again, the poet may invoke the tone and color a;:d
unique flavor of the experience which he is communi-
cating by his use of images. In the second verse of the
Ode to Autumn Keats does this by the creation of an
unforgettable series of pictures in which the spirit of
the season is incarnated into living figures; and the
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great poet can almost always be known by his power to
evoke picture and sensation from illustrative images.

Sweet Spenser, moving through his clouded heaven,
With the moon’s beauty and the moon’s soft pace.

Helen, thy beauty is to me
Like those Nicean barks of yore
That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,
The weary way-worn wanderer bore
To his own native shore.

Or that wonderful simile Keats found to describe the
loneliness and dreariness of the fallen Titans.

like a dismal cirque
Of Druid stones upon a forlorn moor,
When the chill rain begins at shut of eve
In dull November.

Words can indeed do wonderful things. Once put
into short lines on a page, they take on a new vitality,
a sharpening of value, a secret potency, which they
never have in prose. They may be perfectly common-
place words of one syllable,

If yet I have not all thy love
Dear, 1 shall never have it all . . .

but they suddenly leap into significance by the way
they fall into sequence; or they suddenly startle by an
unexpected contrast,

A bracelet of bright hair about the bone

or hang pulsing in the air long after they have ceased
to sound,

Triumphing over Death, and Chance, and thee O Time.
or create a vision by the very negation of it,

No shrine, no grove, no oracle, no heat
Of pale-mouth’d prophet dreaming.
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or pack a revelation into an epithet, ‘the silver snarling
trumpets,” the ‘slow-chapt power’ of Time.

Nor need the words have had any former poetic as-
sociations. A colorless or even an ugly word may become
significant, and sound inevitable, in poetry.

The grave’s a fine and private place,
But none, I think, do there embrace.

Batter my heart, three personed God . . .

§

Bur great poetry obviously does not depend on verbal
rhythms alone, or on verbal felicitics such as these,
which, beautiful though they are, can be easily analyzed.
Most of these effects come from that ‘fundamental
brain work’ which Rossetti declared to be so necessary
to poetry. There is no mystery in them, they are just
living and lovely. But there are certain emotional ex-
periences created by poetry which are more rare, and
which it is much more difficult to analyze. They arise
from the poet’s possession of a faculty of experience
which is his especial and essential gift. For the poet not
only expresses his experience in a different way from the
writer of prose, but the experience itself is different,
and comes to him differently.

We all know the animating, revealing gift of the
poet, his power to ‘stab the spirit broad awake’; ‘Poetry
lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world and
makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar.’
The poet, too, has the faculty of identifying himself
with other modes of being than his own. Keats gives an
example when he describes himself lying awake and lis-
tening to the rain ‘with a sense of being drowned and
rotted like a grain of wheat.” But it is not the mere fact
of having extraordinary delicacy of sensibility which
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makes the poet, for a writer of prose can have that too.
Dorothy Wordsworth in her journal, for instance,
shows every bit as much intensity and vividness of ob-
servation and feeling as her brother does in his poems.
But what distinguishes the great poct peculiarly is a
power of relating perceptions, of synthesizing them, of
arresting and transforming them by a mysterious
alchemy of fusion. Blake called this power ‘spiritual
sensation’; D. H. Lawrence felt it as something beyond
his own identity, ‘Not I, but the wind that blows
through me’; Shelley said it acts ‘in a divine and unap-
prehended manner, beyond and above consciousness.’
The supreme moments of the great poet are shafts of
inspiration, a kind of happy and intoxicated reckless-
ness, when he creates in the sense and sound and associa-
tions and apposition of a few words, a fusing of abstract
and concrete, of thought and sensation, of emotion and
vision.

Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such an ecstasy!
Still would’st thou sing, and I have ears in vain—
To thy high requiem become a sod.

Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’s compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom:—

Tyger, Tyger! burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand and eye,

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

A slumber did my spirit seal;
I had no human fears:
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She seemed a thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.

No motion has she now, no force;
She neither hears nor sees;

Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trces.

It is moments such as these which are the peaks of
poetry: when, as Robert Bridges says, the poet seems
to concentrate all the far-reaching resources of language
on one point, and the most expectant and exacting
imagination is astonished and satisfied. And this sense of
the highest, swiftest, purest flight of the spirit can be
created as much by the most utter simplicity of lan-
guage as by the most rich and complex:

Nurse’s Song

When the voices of children are heard on the green,
And laughing is heard on the hill,

My heart is at rest within my breast,

And everything else is still.

“Then come home, my children, the sun is gone down,
And the dews of night arise;

Come, come, leave off play, and let us away

Till the morning appears in the skies.’

‘No, no, let us play, for it is yet day,
And we cannot go to sleep;

Besides, in the sky the little birds fly,
And the hills are all cover’d with sheep.’

“Well, well, go and play till the light fades away,
And then go home to bed.

The little ones leapéd and shoutéd and laugh’d
And all the hills echoed.

It is pure poetry like that which is the ultimate mys-
tery: poems which are
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still the unimaginable lodge
For solitary thinkings; such as dodge
Conception to the very bourne of heaven.

Dircctly we read the first verse Time and Space are
annihilated. It is no actual village green, no actual nurse,
no actual hill, no actual evening that is there. We are
caught up into a moment of pure disembodied love and
joy and peace, which has been created in us by four
lines of the very simplest words imaginable. There is no
mention of any of the emotions themselves which flood
the heart brimful of feeling: those have sprung up by
the poet’s use of symbols, they are in the laughter and
play of the children; in the tenderness and simplicity of
the nurse; in the stillness. And this world of pure feel-
ing which has been created in the first four lines is sus-
tained, and made more clear and firm in outline by the
transference to the simple human pictures of the actual
children, and by all the sweet and happy and peaceful
associations of common natural beauties—sunshine and
morning, skies and birdsong, hills and the fading eve-
ning light.

Criticism can do something towards describing pure
poetry: poetry where

without much incident or many characters, and with
little wit, wisdom or arrangement, a number of bright
pictures are presented to the imagination, and a fine
feeling expressed of those mysterious relations by which
visible external things are assimilated with inward
thoughts and emotions, and become the images and ex-
ponents of all passions and affections.

But the words of criticism seem heavy, almost suf-
focating, beside pure lyric poetry. It is, after all, poetry
itself which must bring its own joy, waking the senses,
freshening the heart, ‘calling the lapséd Soul.’
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MONTAIGNE tells us that he loved especially to read
in ‘those that write lives,” for, he says, ‘man in general,
the knowledge of whom I hunt after, does there appear
more lively and entire than anywhere besides: the
variecty and truth of his internal qualities in gross and
piece-meal, the diversity of means by which he is united
and knit, and the accidents that threaten him.” But to
the present-day reader it appears that there is extremely
little of those qualities for which Montaigne declares he
enjoyed reading biography, in any work of the sort
written by his day, and that he must have supplied most
of the psychological interest he found, out of his own
acute insight into the possibilities of such a form of
writing. Even the word ‘biography’ was not invented in
Montaigne’s day. It was not used until 1683, when Dry-
den invented it to describe the work of Plutarch.
Montaigne calls the writers of ‘lives,” ‘historians,” and
biography had no standing of its own as a literary form.
Any description of the variety and truth of a man’s in-
ternal qualities, and of the diversity of means by which
he is united and knit, were strictly subordinate to his
importance as a symptom in an historical situation, and
described only with an eye to illustrating that.

It was strange that the new interest in human psy-
chology which flooded the civilized world during the
Renaissance era did not produce in abundance a writing
of ‘lives,” but in England that interest concentrated it-
self in poetry and drama, and though a few biographies
were published—of which the most interesting is the

78
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life of Cardinal Wolsey by George Cavendish—it re-
mained a very minor literary form. Nor was very much
progress made in the seventeenth century, though John
Aubrey’s collection of anecdotes and descriptive details
about famous men is a landmark in the development of
biography. It illustrated the immense valuc of ‘actuality’
in any good biographical work, of the noting of char-
acteristic detail such as those, for instance, which
Aubrey relates about Hobbes.

In his old age he used to sing prick-song every night
(when all were gone and sure nobody could hear him)
for his health, which he did believe would make him
live two or three years longer.

In his old age he was very bald; yet within door, he
used to study and sit bare-headed, and said he never
took cold in his head, but that the greatest trouble was
to keep off the flies from pitching on the baldness.

But there was one book published in the last half of
the century which was of far more importance than
Aubrey in the history of biography. John Bunyan was
imprisoned in Bedford Jail in November, 1660, and
some time during the twelve years he spent in prison, he
wrote an autobiographical sketch called Grace Abound-
ing to the Chief of Sinners, which remains one of the
most fascinating psychological studies ever written. In
it, Bunyan describes, in the most vivid and picturesque
language, the story of his conversion, of the struggles
of his spirit through various phases of doubt and difh-
culty, and of his final achievement of perfect faith, on
a certain night when, as he says, ‘I could scarce lie in
my bed for joy and peace and triumph.’

Bunyan’s relation of what he calls thé work of God
upon his soul, is told in a way all his own.

I could have stepped into a style much higher than
this, in which I have here discoursed, and could have
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adorned all things more than here I have seemed to do,
but I dare not; God did not play in tempting of me;
neither did I play, when I sunk as into the bottom-
less pit, when the pangs of hell caught hold upon me;
wherefore I may not play in relating of them, but be
plain and simple and lay down the thing as it was.

It is this plainness and simplicity which is so extraor-
dinarily compelling.

While I was thus considering, and being put to a
plunge about it, the tempter came in with this delu-
sion, that there was no way for me to know I had faith
but by trying to work some miracles. . . . Nay, one
day, as I was between Elstow and Bedford, the tempta-
tion was hot upon me to try if I had faith by doing
some miracle; which miracle at this time was this, I
must say to the puddles that were in the horse-pads,
Be dry; and to the dry places, Be you puddles: and
truly one time I was going to say so indeed; but just
as I was about to speak this thought came into my
mind, ‘But go under yonder hedge and pray first, that
God would make you able.” But when I had concluded
to pray, this came hot upon me: That if I prayed, and
came again, and tried to do it, and yet did nothing
notwithstanding, then to be sure I had no faith, but
was a cast-away, and lost; nay, thought I, if it be so, I
will not try yet, but will stay a little longer.

In these days, when I have heard others talk of what
was the sin against the Holy Ghost, then would the
tempter so provoke me to desire that sin, that I was as
if I could not, must not, neither should be quict until
I had committed it. . . . If it were to be committed
by speaking of such a word, then I have been as if my
mouth would have spoken that word, whether 1 would
or no; and in so strong a measure was this temptation
upon me, that often I have been ready to clap my hands
under my chin, to hold my mouth from opening; and
to that end also I have had thoughts at other times to
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leap with my head downward into some muck-hole or
other, to keep my mouth from speaking.

Incident after incident is presented in the form of a
direct dramatic dialogue between himself and Satan.

Then hath the tempter come upon me with such dis-
couragements as these: You are very hot for mercy,
but I will cool you . . . many have been as hot as you
for a spurt, but I have quenched their zeal. . . . Then,
thought I, T am glad this comes into my mind: well, I
will watch and take what care I can. Though you do
(said Satan), I shall be too hard for you; I will cool you
insensibly—by degrees, by little and little. What care
I (saith he), though I be seven years in chilling your
heart, if I can do it at last? Continual rocking will
lull a crying child asleep: . . . Though you be burning
hot at present, I can pull you from this fire; I shall have
you cold before it be long.

‘Oh! many a pull hath my heart had with Satan,” he
exclaims, and every detail of his ‘tugging and striving,’
of his combats and conflicts, his sinkings and despairs,
and his flashes of hope: all the darkness and terrors, all
the emptiness and heartache are revealed with that
direct, concrete imagery, and vigorous familiar speech
which was afterwards to make The Pilgrim’s Progress
one of the immortal books of the world. We see his life,
hung in doubt before him, ‘not knowing which way to
tip’; or his soul, like ‘a child that was fallen into a mill-
pit, who, though it could make some shift to scramble
and sprawl in the water, yet, because it could find no
hold for hand or foot, therefore at last it must die in
that condition’: or again, peace comes for a while, ‘and
methought I saw as if the tempter did leer and steal
away from me, as being ashamed of what he had done.’

All this is a revelation of how the workings of the
human spirit can be laid bare, and of how a personality
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can be created by the skilful sclection of episode and
dialogue. But Bunyan had no successors, and his in-
stinctive and simple art stands alone in his own day. It
was not until Dryden, at the end of the century, de-
fined biography as ‘the history of particular men’s lives,’
that he conferred on it the dignity of an independent
literary form, and indicated the whole of its future de-
velopment up to the present day. Biography, he says,
differs from history:

the pageantry of life is taken away: you sce the poor
reasonable animal as naked as cver nature made him:
are made acquainted with his passions and his follies:
and find the demi-god a man.

The whole character of eighteenth-century socicty
fostered an interest in such a form of writing as this.
The rapidly increasing reading public no longer had the
Elizabethan love of ‘the pageantry of life,” and the lit-
erature written for that public no longer supplied pic-
tures of it. Essays and novels concerned themselves with
new fields: with the lives and problems of ‘the poor
reasonable animal,” with all the infinite varieties of his
genus, and with the actual practical details of his daily
existence and environment. It was very natural, there-
fore, that the lives of the dead should be written in the
same spirit. The new ideals of writing, too, encouraged
clarity and coherence of statement, and all the qualitics
of arrangement and order particularly necessary for
biographical writing. There are three books which are
landmarks in the history of the new form: Roger
North’s lives of his three brothers (published between
1740 and 1744), Johnson’s Life of Savage (1744), and
Mason’s Life and Letters of Gray (1774). North intro-
duced passages from letters and diaries, seeing their im-
portance as ‘images of interior thought,” and Mason was
really the pioneer who pointed the way for Boswell. His
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biography was almost entirely a collection of Gray’s
own letters, with explanatory notes by himself, and he
writes in defence of it:

The method in which I have arranged the foregoing
pages has, I trust, one degree of merit—that it makes
the reader so well acquainted with the man himself as
to render it totally unnecessary to conclude the whole
with his character.

The book would have had an even greater degree of
merit, however, if Mason had not falsified the text of
the letters and omitted the passages with which he was
not himself in agreement. It was a pity that he could
not have heard Dr. Johnson on that topic:

The value of every story depends on its being true. A
story is a picture either of an individual or of human
nature in gencral: if it be false, it is a picture of noth-
ing.

The writing of biography was perhaps the only kind
of writing which Johnson himself really loved doing
for its own sake. In his early days he never wrote any-
thing (other than the life of Savage), except for
money, and once he had his pension, he never wrote at
all if he could help it. When Boswell and Goldsmith re-
monstrated with him about it, he declared:

No man is obliged to do as much as he can do. A
man is to have part of his life to himself. Boswell. But
I wonder, Sir, that you have not more pleasure in writ-
ing than in not writing. Johnson. Sir, you may wonder.

We feel quite sure that nothing but the idea of writ-
ing biography would have tempted him, at the age of
sixty-eight, to undertake The Lives of the Poets, and the
vigor and freshness of his work there speaks of the de-
light he took in it. It is full of good things, but nothing
in it really equals the earlier Life of Savage, written
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when he was thirty-five. It is a masterpiece. There,
nearly two hundred years after the work of Cavendish,
again we find a piece of writing which illustrates the
two great essentials of all good biography. First, it is
concerned exclusively with the faithful presentation of
a personality; and secondly it is concerned to present
that personality in the form of a work of conscious art.

§

WHEN Montaigne tells of his love of ‘lives,” he speaks
as if it were the mere subject matter of men’s lives
which interested him so profoundly, and indeed, the
satisfaction of common human curiosity will always be
among the major interests of biography. It is the prime
essential of any ‘life’ that it deals with a life which is
worth writing about. Unless his subject is in some way
remarkable, the author of a biography is helpless. He
cannot go beyond his material. Thackeray can make an
Arthur Pendennis the hero of a novel, because he can
invent such incidents and create such environment about
him, that the story of a weak and egotistical young
nobody takes on a significance in which the intrinsic
human importance of the central figure is immaterial.
But if Pendennis were an historical figure, and we had
nothing but his early poems in The County Chronicle,
his letters to his mother and to Blanche Amory and to
Warrington, his newspaper articles in The Pall Mall
Gazette, and that famous novel Walter Lorraine, it
would be a difficult task to make a fine biography of
him. The subject of a biography must be an important,
or in some way unusual, figure.

But that essential in the subject matter once granted,
the merits of biography become a literary and artistic
question: a question of bhow it is done. Harold Nicolson
declares that the writing of biography requires nothing
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but a particular form of talent, and that there is no
biography which is a work of genius. In a sense, I sup-
pose this is true. The biographer has no need of the
power to create character, since that is already in his
subject, and the very quality of his material—its almost
inevitable limitation to documentary evidence—ecxcludes
so much of the emotional possibilities which the novel-
ist or dramatist is free to create as he will. No one who
really cares about biography wants it to develop in the
direction in which it has strayed of recent years, where
there is no strict line drawn between factual and im-
aginative truth, and where we never know whether we
are reading words which the characters are known to
have uttered, or conversations invented for them by the
mind of the author. Inevitably the problems of the
honest biographer are primarily those of synthesis and
analysis, of selection and arrangement. Yet in spite of
this, when Carlyle said that to write a good life was
almost as hard as to live one, he made a gross under-
statement. It is quite clearly far, far harder. There are
very few of us who could not point, even among our
own acquaintance, to lives really well lived: but in the
two hundred yecars since the publication of Johnson’s
Life of Savage, of lives really well written there have
not been above one or two in a generation.

What, then, are the qualities necessary to the biog-
rapher, the qualities which are clearly so rare of attain-
ment?

- To preserve a becoming brevity—a brevity which
excludes everything that is redundant and nothing that
is significant—that, surely, is the first duty of a bi-
ographer. The second, no less surely, is to maintain his
own freedom of spirit.

So Lytton Strachey, the greatest biographer of the
present century, defined the aims which he himself was
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seeking; and it is worth examining a little more closely
what those aims imply.

To exclude everything that is redundant and nothing
that is significant means that the essential literary qual-
ity in a good biography, as in any other work of art, is
its unity, the relation of its parts to the whole. As Sir
Edmund Gosse says, ‘broad views are entirely out of
place in biography, and there is perhaps no greater lit-
erary mistake than to attempt the “Life and Times” of a
man. . . . Biography is a study sharply defined by two
definite events, birth and death.” That the personality
of the subject should shine out, clearly and firmly out-
lined, an unmistakable portrait, is obviously the central
unity of a good biography. But the presentation of that
complete and living portrait involves a supreme intel-
lectual and emotional tact in the treatment of material.
The complexity from which this ultimate unity is to
emerge can be appalling. The human personality of even
the dullest and most commonplace of us at any given
moment is complex enough: five minutes of honest in-
trospection are enough to convince us of that. But the
biographer has not only to evoke truthfully the picture
of a personality at any given moment, but he has to
combine that with the sense of the value and impor-
tance of that moment in the whole growth and develop-
ment, the final outline, of his central figure. Every
detail of evidence, the record of every intellectual,
emotional, practical experience that figure lived through,
every mood and action, every thought and every human
contact of which there is knowledge, must appear in
just relationship of importance or unimportance t6 the
whole. Time and space, age and environment, have to
be living forces in the whole composition, as well as the
multitude of intellectual ideas, and other human per-
sonalities which jostle each other as essential elements
in it. Somehow, too, different planes of experience have
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to be accounted for and brought into perspective. Again,
we know ourselves, how many different characters each
of us can be under the same skin. We are lover, friend,
parent, child, or member of a committee: or we are
ourselves, alone, reading a book, or day-dreaming. Each
part we play has some rhythm of its own, its own
tempo and movement; something which distinguishes
the ‘I’ in that character from the ‘I’ which plays any
of the others. As Walt Whitman says, ‘Do I contradict
myself? very well, I contradict myself, I contain mul-
titudes.” The evidence of all these public and private
and perhaps contradictory characters within the per-
sonality of his subject, must be taken account of by
the biographer: somehow order must arise from this
chaos, harmony from this concourse of independent
melodies and discords.

To exclude everything that is redundant and nothing
that is significant involves, then, the whole process of
organization by which the complete unity and vitality
of a personality is evoked from a mass of material—to
achieve that is the first duty of the biographer. The
second, says Strachey, is ‘to maintain his own freedom
of spirit,” and he goes on to explain what he means by
that statement. ‘It is not his business to be complimen-
tary; it is his business to lay bare the facts of the case,
as he understands them.’

We are apt to forget today, how revolutionary a
statement of the ethics of biography Strachey was mak-
ing when he wrote the preface to Eminent Victorians in
1918. By that time honesty in biography had fallen
completely out of fashion, and Strachey found himself
in exactly the same position as Johnson wrote from in
The Idler of November 24th, 1750.

There are many who think it an act of piety to hide
the faults or failings of their friends, even when they
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can no longer suffer by their detection. We therefore
see whole ranks of characters adorned with uniform
panegyric, and not to be known from one another but
by extrinsic and casual circumstances. . . . If we owe
regard to the memory of the dcad, there is yet more
respect to be laid to knowledge, to virtue and to truth.

Or again, as he says in one of his most characteristic
utterances:

Whether to see life as it is, will give us much consola-
tion, I know not; but the consolation which is drawn
from truth, if any there be, is solid and durable: that
which may be derived from error, must be, like its
original, fallacious and fugitive.

But a hundred years later no one who wrote biog-
raphy any longer held that honest and excellent doc-
trine. ‘How delicate, how decent is English biography,
bless its mealy mouth! A Damocles sword of respectabil-
ity hangs forever over the poor English life-writer . . .
and reduces him to the verge of paralysis.” So Carlyle:
while at the same time Tennyson was writing, “What
business has the public to know about Byron’s wild-
nesses? He has given them fine work and they ought to
be satisfied.” And the result is the typical Victorian
‘life,” which was in spirit very much like numbers of
lives written in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
and now forgotten: stories based, not upon truth, but
upon the commemorative instinct, and suppressing
every fact and every opinion which did not accord with
the general standard of greatness and goodness then
current. Izaak Walton, for example, in the seventeenth
century, wrote a series of charming ‘Lives’ of some of
his contemporaries, in which Wotton and Donne,
Hooker and Herbert all appear almost as gentle and
kindly and quiet-loving as Walton himself, and with
hardly any of the inconvenient passions and ambitions
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and temperaments which characterized them in reality.
Another example of the same thing is Mrs. Gaskell’s Life
of Charlotte Bronté. It is a fascinating picture of the
Brontés. The personalities of all the family are clear-cut
and picturesque; the background and environment are
most skilfully suggested; the scenes are full of dramatic
emotion; the narrative is clear and flowing. It is the
work of an artist, but of an artist in fiction. It is com-
pletely convincing, but a great deal of it happens to be
untrue. Mrs. Gaskell quite deliberately omitted and
altered and falsified evidence to obtain the effect she
wanted, that is, to be ‘complimentary’ to Charlotte, and
it was not, I think, until E. F. Benson published his
Charlotte Bronté in 1932 that the complete facts were
correctly stated.

The Victorian treatment of biography as if it were a
branch of hagiology (the literature which deals with the
lives of the saints), was weakened by the publication of
Froude’s Carlyle. Froude refused to be merely compli-
mentary in his portrait of his hero, and portrayed him
as a very living human being. Unfortunately, however,
he too omitted and falsified documentary evidence when
it did not agree with his own thesis, just as Mason had
done in the eighteen