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INTRODUCTION

EACH of the chapters of this book is based on a talk that
was broadcast to schools by the author.

Now in this country broadcasts to schools are not
regarded as lessons; they supplement the work of the school
on the inMginative side..In planning such broadcasts to
schools we do not_begin with the idea of a syllabus of
study; we think first of the children we want to listen,
and try to find ways in which broadcasting may legiti-
mately and effectively be brought to enrich their school
experience. In this case the special audience was made up
of boys and girls who shortly would leave school to start
Ywork, for the most part, in an environment unlikely to
encourage any interest in good writing or good speech
that their studies at school had aroused in them; an
environment which indeed is full of influences likely to
encourage them in just the opposite direction. Childréh
at this stage are very ready to respect competence in
almost any aspect of the business of getting & living which
you may care to discuss with them. We wondered how it
would affect their attitude to the remainder of the formal
teaching they would have in school, if we brought them
into touch with a professional writer.

I don’t think we could have found a better author than
Mr. L. A. G. Strong for our experiment. His broadcasts
brought a new element into English periods, for he
spoke always as an author who day by day found himself
faced with problems of craftsmanship which turned out
to be pretty much the same as the problems set at school.
Here was a writer whose stories you could read (and whose
books had been made into films, too, mark you!), but he
had also been a teacher and so had seen the inside of a
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ENGLISH FOR PLEASURE

classroom more recently than in those mythical days
when he and most grown-up people seem to have been at
school. You could trust him to know what the actual
problems were for you, and even punctuation took on a
new meaning when you heard how it bothered him almost
daily in the business of making his living by writing. He
didn’t swank, either, about being an author, or make out
that there was anything specially clever about himself.
He insisted, on the contrary, that between your own essay
written in school as a task and his essays written in his
study for the papers, there wasn’t any difference to spcak
of, except of course for the effect of some extra years of
practice and self-criticism, and enjoying the work.

What will come of the rub that these boys and girls in
the listening schools have had, through broadcasting, with
the personality of this sensitive, sensible writer, it is
impossible even for their teachers to say, though a teacher
has made the selection of broadcasts published in this
book, choosing those which he thought had directly
influenced both the work of his pupils and their attitude
to English. The effect of the broadcasts will probably be
noted only by individual listeners, perhaps years from
now, when their memories prompt them to attribute their
awareness of some excellence, or absence of excellence, in
something they are reading or writing or hearing, to what
was said to them by that chap what’s his name, whom
they liked on the wireless at school. It might be that
sketch that he gave one day of the rigmarole his grand-
mother produced when she tried to tell what Rathbone,
the carpenter, had said about coming to mend the leg of
his grandfather’s favourite chair, and you just couldn’t
get her to come to the point. It might be what he told us
about the story he wrote that was returned by the editor
but sold at first go when he cut it down from 5,000 words
to 8,000. It might be what he said about Mr. Churchill
being a bit like Dr. Johnson; it made you sit up every time
you heard the Prime Minister afterwards.

vi



INTRODUCTION

There are dozens of such instances to be found in the
pages that follow—Dbits of experience which I imagine are
just as likely to fire the imagination of students of English
and their teachers when they find them safely caught in
the printed page as when they came through the class-
room loudspeaker. They seem, at least to me, to have lost
none of their power to illuminate, as first hand experience
imaginatively selected always illuminates, the common
stuff of lessons in English. My purpose in stressing their
origin is to explain why that modest man, their author,
has drawn so largely upon his personal experience as a
writer in these pages, and to show in short that their
autobiographical character was forced upon him by a
B.B.C. taskmistress,

MARY SOMERVILLE

Director of School Broadcasting






PREFACE

SINCE I have been broadcasting to Schools, a great
' number of letters have come, from adult listeners and from
schools, asking that the talks be reprinted in book form.

It has not been possible to reprint them all, nor indeed
to reprint any exactly as it stood, since there is a great
difference between the spoken and the written word. But
the following pages contain the gist of the talks which
seemed most suitable for inclusion.

In choosing them, we have let ourselves be guided almost
entirely by listeners’ choice—except for one subject. The
greatest amount of letters have been provoked by the
talks on poetry. Since, however, it is useless to print the
talks without the poems, and the necessary copyright fees
would more than double the cost of each copy of the book,
I have been able to include parts of two talks only on this
subject.

I hope that the many listeners who have written of their
wish to continue their school acquaintance with English,
and those who confessed that the idea of getting pleasure
from English was new to them, will not be disappointed by
what follows. The book is meant for readers of all ages,
those at school and those long past school: and I hope that
the latter will forgive the short lists of questions included,
at the request of many teachers, for the benefit of the
former.

L.A. G, S.
Sept. 1941
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CHAPTER I
WHAT IS ENGLISH?

WHEN I went to school, and indeed when I first began to
teach, English was regarded as the least important “sub-
ject” on the time-table. Very little time ywas given to it,
and the youngest and least competént teachers were
thought good enough to “teach” it.

“What shall we do with this new man? He’s no good
at Classics, he speaks hardly any French, and he doesn’t
know any Maths.”

“Oh—put him on to English.”

So, when at the age of twenty-one, I joined the staff of
a famous preparatory school, I was put on to “teach”
English. I was not quite hopeless at other subjects, as I
had been engaged to teach Classics. But the school counted
on winning a number of scholarships each year to the
greater public schools, and those public schools had sud-
denly demanded an ability to write and think in English
as well as in Latin, Greek, and French. What is more, one
of them had actually penalised a clever boy from the
school in question because of his English work. So,
in anger and despair of what the world was coming to,
the authorities put me in charge of the scholarship
work in English, because I appeared to have a taste For
books and writing, and, anyway, I could not do much
harm.

I had an uphill task, because what was required of the
boys in other branches of their work was docility. The
ideal was that most idiotic of human transactions, whereby
a teacher gives a boy a piece of information, and the boy
hands it back without any addition of his own. The boys
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at that school had to be able to reproduce the things they
had been taught, in Latin, Greek, French, or in figures.
My job was therefore at odds with all the other teaching,
since I had somehow to encourage them to think for them-
selves.” I had to find out what they had to say as private
individuals, as separate and distinct and unique human
beings. I wanted from them, not effort, but relaxation: not
rigid discipline, but freedom to think and speak as their
nature inclined them. I wanted them to BE THEMSELVES.

"And T had to persuade them, not only to be themselves,
but to be themselves on paper. I had to get them to think
their own thoughts, and then put them down in a form
that could interest other people.

I met many obstacles—apart from their natural wish to
treat the English hour as a rest cure. When I talked the
matter over, the more thoughtful of them said to me some-
thing like this:

“That’s all very well. But we’re still at school. We’re
young. We’re still learning. Some of us don’t know enough
to interest other people, even if we did manage to get it
down on paper.”

1L

That brings us to the heart of the whole business. Every-
one has something which is interesting to other people:
that is, himself. For years, schools have gone wrong by
looking on English ‘as a subject. English is not a subject.
Bnglish is everything.

For us who speak English, English is everything. Eng-
lish is what we say and what we think. English is ouw
relationship to other people, our friendships, our truth and
untruth, our ¢har

"How do other people know you? They know you by
what you say and do. How do they know what you want,
what you like, what you hope for? They can only know
from what you tell them and from what they can guess

‘2




WHAT I8 ENGLISH?

about you—all of it in English. English is the stuff of our
most private thoughts.

Think of something for a moment. Think of something
you would like to happen to-morrow. Think, while I count
three. One, two, three. Now—what did you think? Look
atit in your mind. Say it to yourself. What Tanguage are
the words in?_

sh is not a subject. English is our life. English is

whm‘m&‘i"ﬁ’s'e‘ﬁrder to think, to speak, and to

show other people what we think, and what sort of Re(_)}TE
we are,) If we cannot use our own language:{if our choice
of words is weak and wobbly: if we cannot say what we
mean: then we are very badly handicapped in life. We are
handicapped not only in our work and our career, but in
nllour dealings with other people—even 1n our friendships.

Andif we ta‘kge no interest in books and newspapers, if we
never read decent English—by which I mean English that
knows what it wants to do and does it efficiently—then we
are making ourselves do without the best and easiest and
signplest way of improving our own English)

So, when you hear anyone say, “I’'m no good at Eng-
lish,” what he or she really means is, not “I’m no good at
one of the subjects they try, or used to try, to teach me at
school”, but “I'm no good at thinking straight, I can’t
talk sense. I'm no good at being myself.”

Honestly, that is not putting it too high: for, however
much you may be yourself inside yourself, it will not do
you much good if no one ¢lse knows about it: and they
will not be able to know, unless you can tell them.

That is the general belief on which all my talks to schools
have been based—that English is not just a subject, but
the expression of our life as English people.

318
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cannot use it decently, two things will happen. (You will
1fot_be able 1o expresyyoursell properly to other people,
And, when I say express yourself, I mean your self, quite
litérally. ~You will not be able to explain your own real
selF o other people as fully as you want to, so that they can
understand yoiu. - And, even worse, you will not be able to
think straight. If your hold on the words you think with is
not firm, your thinking will not be firm either. tYou will
not be able to reason properly, because the very material
of 'your thoughts will be unsound and W,be_lL)

A great and real cause of the troubles we have got into—
the human race, I mean, not only those who speak English
—is this inability to think straight, to understand, or even
to look for, the meaning of the words we use. The thought-
less and mechanical use of words can be a disease that eats
into the lives of individuals and of whole nations, destroy-
ing their power to think and to see clearly, and leaving
them at the mercy of swindlers and lunatics, of advertising
quacks and false prophets, of demagogues and dictators.

And the cure lies, not in laborious effort, but in pleasure.
Just as English is the stuff of our life, so it can give us our
greatest pleasures—if we let it. T

v

At this point, I may fairly be challenged with a question.
It can go like this: .

“It’s all very well for you. You're a writer. English is
your bread-and-butter. It’s quite natural for you to like
it, and it’s natural, too, for you to make out that it’s im-
portant) Everyone likes to make out that what he works
at is important. You’ve got a prejudice in favour of
English. We know lots of people, and grand people too,
who get on very well without bothering how they talk or
what they read. Why should we bother?” .

That is a fair and honest question, and it ne¢ds an honest

answer
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Quite apart from what I've said already, you’ll get a
great deal more out of life if you do. Somebody comes along
to you and says, “I say, there’s a wonderful thing in the
town, only a couple of miles away, called a cinema”~—and
tells you all about it.

Yousay, “Idon’t care. I'm very happy as Iam. We've
got a magic lantern in the village hall.”

*Get out,” they say. *This is much better than a magic
lantern.” And they go on to tell you about it.

You say, “ Why should I bother? I'm very wcll as I am.
Mum and Dad and Uncle Harry have never seen a cinema,
and they have got on all right.”

Progress would be difficult indeed, if every one thought
this way. Besides, it is no argument to say you get on all
right without something, till you have given it a try. You
might get on much better with it.

A

Let us look at the question in another way. lA lot of
excellent people do not care tuppence about English, do
not read anything but the papers, or worry how they
think. Granted. But—is it admirable just to lack some-
thing? If I, for instance, can enjoy music and dancing and
swimming, and you can enjoy music and dancing and
swimming plus cricket, you are one up on me. Your life is
that much fuller than mine. You have a source of pleasure
which I lack. Am I the better for lacking it?

If I, on the other hand, can enjoy a number of sports and
pastimes plus poetry, and you can enjoy the sports and
pastimes but not the poetry, I am one up on you. I have
a source of pleasure which you lack. Are you the better for
lacking it?

Or, to look at it in yet another way—a V.C. with one
eye may be magnificently brave, the best of good fellows,
excellent company at a dinner or a dance: but all his good
qualities do not gdd up to an argument for having only
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one eye. He would be just as brave, just as good a fellow,
just as good company, if he had two.

VI

As for the other point, about my being a writer, and
therefore prejudiced in favour of English—why does any-
one suppose I became a writer? Simply because I like it.
Why do I read what are generally called good books?
Because I like them. There is no other reason. I read
because I like it. I write because, of the various ways of
making a living which I have tried, it is the one I like best.
The liking is quite genuine. Thereisno duty, or superiority,
or pretence about it.

In the pages that follow, I want to talk about books and
writing. In other words, I want to talk about English;
not from the point of view of the grammar book and the
exercise book, but from the practical, living point of view.
I want to consider different things which increase our
enjoyment of books and writing. One chapter will be about
making a novel into a film, and I will try to show why
there always have to be changes in the story. Another
will show how a single incident, something seen or heard
in the street or in a shop, can be built up into a short story.
I will try to take the reader behind the scenes, and see how
writers handle their subjects. We will consider how a
broadcast story differs from a story printed in a book. We
will examine the difference between a short story and a
one-act play, and so on and so forth.

And if the reader protests, and says, “This is all very
well for people who want to be writers, but I don’t,” I shall
be unmoved. There is no magic difference between writers
and other people. Writing is not a sacred mystery. Any-
one who writes a letter or a message is doing what the
writer does, that is, communicating a meaning to some-
body else. And English is always English.

And it is always more fun to know something about how

6
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things are done. We cannot watch a game scnsibly unless
we know something about the rules. We can get much
more fun, much more enjoyment, much more profit from
our reading and from the films we see, if we have a notion
how the thing works. For writing is not a matter of tricks
and dodges and gadgets. There are ways of doing things,
certainly, just as there are ways of putting colours down
on paper and ways of playing a scale: but all these ways,
all these devices, all these bits of skill mean nothing at all
unless they are inspired by a sincere and honest purpose;
the purpose of making something, whether it be a novel,
a short story, a film, a play, a poem, something which is
true to itself and to the man or woman who writes it:
something real, something sincere, something practical,
and something very much alive.




CHAPTER II
READING FOR PLEASURE

TO my mind, the only sensible reason for reading anything
is because we enjoy it or hope to enjoy it. Of course,
pleasure covers a whole variety of feelings and shades of
feeling. But it is my strongest belief about reading that
one should read only what one likes, and because one likes
it. I am talking, of course, of our private reading. When we
are studying special subjects, or working for examinations,
we obviously have to read a good deal that we would not
choose to read in other circumstances.

It may seem odd to have to insist that one should only
read because one liked it: but people read for such a queer
variety of reasons. There are people whe read a book, not
because they enjoy the book, but because they want to be
able to say that they have read it. They want to be in the
swim. Ten to one, when they read a book for those reasons,
they only skim through it, because all they really want to
do is to be able to talk as if they had read it. There are
people who set themselves down to read a book because
they think it will do them good. They make a duty of it, a
kind of penance. Sometimes they go so far as to set them-
selves so many pages at a time. If it is some kind of
technical book, which they are reading in order to improve
their knowledge, well and good. But if it is a novel, or a
poem, or any part of what we call “English Literature,”
then the person who is reading it in this way is wasting his
or her time.

You cannot take a good book as if it were medicine. It
is rude to the book, and very silly from your own point of
view. By approaching it in that way, you make sure of

8



READING FOR PLEASURE

losing anything it might have to give you. You only begin
to get good from a book when your spirit and the book’s
spirit come together. A book is like a living person. You
must mect it as a friend, and actively like it, if any good is
to pass between you. .

I

A reason why people at school read books is to please
their teacher. The teacher has said that this, that, or the
other is a good book, and that it is a sign of good taste to
enjoy it. So a number of boys and girls, anxious to please
their teacher, get the book and rcad it. Two or three of
them may genuinely like it, for its own sake, and be grate-
ful to the teacher for putting it in their way. But many
will not honestly like it, or will persuade themselves that
they like it. And that does a great deal of harm. The
people who cannot like the book run the risk of two things
happening to them: either they are put off the idea of the
book—Ilet us suppose the book was David Copperfield—
either they are put off the idea of classical novels, or they
take a dislike to Dickens, and decide firmly never to waste
their time on anything of the sort again: or they get a
guilty conscience about the whole thing, they feel that they
do not like what they ought to like, and that therefore
there is something wrong with them.

They are quite mistaken, of course. There is nothing
wrong with them.- The mistake has all been on the
teacher’s side. What has happened is that they have been
shoved up against a book before they were ready for it.
It is like giving a young child food only suitable for an
adult. Result, indigestion, violent stomach ache, and a
rooted dislike of that article of food for ever more.

Still, I am not sure that even that is not better than the
fate of the people who manage to persuade themselves that
they enjoy the book. What happens to them is truly
terrible. Once they get into the way of this kind of thing,

9
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they cease to have any taste of their own at all. They do
not know what they think. Their real feelings, their real
tastes are all stoppered down under this sense of duty,
which tells them that whatever Mr. Thingumbob or Miss
Whatshername recommends to them is good, and that
therefore, of course, they like it.

That has happened to a very great number of men and
women of my acquaintance. They do not know what is
good; they know only what is supposed to be good. They
do not know what they like; they know only what they
ought to like. If you show them a book or a picture, if you
play them a piece of music or put a record on the gramo-
phone, you see them desperately trying to recognize it if
it is music, and looking quickly to see the author’s name
if it is a book. Because, until they have seen the label,
they do not know whether they ought to like it or not.
Give them something without a label, and they are lost.
They have long been without any power they ever had to
judge a thing on its merits.

III

Now for a question on which people quarrel violently.
Does it do any good to advise people to read certain books?
What is the effect produced when a teacher or anybody
else says, “You ought to read Vanity Fair, or The Old
Curiosity Shop,” or whatever the name of the book may
be? Does it make the average person want to read the
book, or does it put him or her right off?

The answer will depend, in the first place, upon the
person who gives the advice, and, in the second place, upon
the person to whom the advice is given. It is not a subject
upon which one can lay down the law, one way or another;
and I cannot pretend to do more than give my own
beliefs.

I do, however, remember very clearly my own experi-
ences and my own reading, from a very early age. You

10
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may, or may not, be like me—but I confess that, in the
matter of reading, at any rate, I have always been a bit
contrary. I have always preferred to go my own way.

When I was a very small boy, my ankles were weak, and
I was slow in learning to walk. As a result, I learned to
read sooner than most children. My grandmother used to
read a great deal to me—school stories, all very virtuous,
where the hero and his favourite teacher were incredibly
brave, and the bad lad was terribly bad, and came to an
edifying end in the last chapter but one. From these
stories we came to Eric, or Little by Little, and St. Wini-
fred’s, which were similar in moral tone, but much better
written.

As 1 grew older, and chose my own reading, I rushed to
comic papers and penny bloods. The youth of to-day can
have no idea what a wonderful period that was for penny
bloods. There were school stories, the Gem, and the
Magnet, all about Tom Merry and Harry Wharton and
Billy Bunter and Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. They con-
tinued to appear till quite recently: I heard with sorrow
that the war had stopped them, and look forward to their
rebirth. But there were scores of others which nobody can
have the fun of reading to-day. There was the Dick Turpin
library, four numbers a month, coloured cover, twenty-
four pages, costing only a penny, all about the exploits,
quite imaginary, of the notorious highwayman and his
gang of desperadoes. There was the Claude Duval library,
the hero of which was another, earlier highwayman, cele-
brated for his gallantry to ladies. There was the Jack
Sheppard library, given up to the adventures of b rather
unsavoury little man who was chiefly famous for his skill
at getting out of prisons. The Robin Hood library was all
about the outlaws of Sherwood Forest: the Buffalo Bill
library was the ancestor of all the Westerns and cowboy
thrillers: the Rob Roy library did the same for Scotland:
and there were many more. If you liked detective stories,
there was Sexton Blake. It was the golden age of thrillers,

11
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and I read them all. I have got some still in my bookease.
Only a few; but I treasure them.

v

Some good people, when they saw me reading these in
the train on my way to school, would shake their heads,
and say they wondered my parents allowed it. But my
father, a man of great sympathy and good sense, took a
wise and tolerant view. He argued that, if I had any sense,
I would grow out of this type of reading: if I had not,
it did not matter what I read, as I should be a fool any-
way.

Besides, he argued, if he forbade me to read these things,
I should want to read them all the more, because they
would have the charm of being illegal. He was proved right
on that point. Once my mother and grandmother, horri-
fied by a particularly lurid picture on the cover of one of
my Claude Duval books, told me to tear it up. I could not
bear to do this, so I hid it under a loose board in my
grandmother’s summer-house, where it stayed for two or
three years, and received many secret and guilty readings
it would never have had otherwise: for my father was
right on the other point too. I had grown out of my taste
for highwaymen, and gone on to other books. But this
forbidden book lasted longer than all the rest, because it
was forbidden.

I have never regretted my penny-dreadful period.
Indeed, I owed my Jack Sheppard library the discovery of
one good writer at least. That was Harrison Ainsworth,
whose novel about Jack Sheppard I found in my boarding-
school library during my first few days there, and jumped
to t with a homesick thrill. I liked it, and proceeded to
read all the other Harrison Ainsworths I could find.

12
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\Y

Besides penny bloods, I read other stories of adventure:
and, as I grew a little older, I began to realize that they
were better written than the penny bloods. They were not
less exciting: they were more exciting. Under the Red
Robe, by Stanley Weyman, which was read to us at school,
was better value than Claude Duval. Sherlock Holmes was
better value than Sexton Blake: more exciting, more
satisfying. I could believe in him better: the people he
met were more like real people. Then my favourite
magazine, The Captain, began to print school stories by a
new writer called P. G. Wodehouse: and they were better
than the adventures of Tom Merry, of Harry Wharton
and Co. They were funnier, and they were more like real
school. Then, when I was getting better from measles,
my father read me some of W. W. Jacobs’s stories. I
laughed till I nearly fell out of bed, and from that day
always read everything by Jacobs that I could find.

One day, at school, an older boy said to me, “If you
like Jacobs, you’d like Dickens.” I was very suspicious,
but I tried one at last: and then I read ten of Dickens all
in a row.

At my first school, we read Shakespeare plays with a
teacher who made them very interesting indeed. The first
time I came to London on a visit with my father, in 1907,
I gave him no peace till he took me to see Sir Herbert Tree
in The Merchant of Venice, the play we were reading at the
time. Later, when the Benson company came to Ply-
mouth, I went every night for a whole week, reading the
play by day, and seeing it in the evening. After that, I got
hold of all the plays I could lay hands on by the other play-
wrights of Shakespeare’s time. (I confess that one of the
reasons I liked them was that they sometimes dealt with
things I was not supposed to know about: but that was
not the only reason.) I read all sorts and conditions of
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things, as I do to-day, for one reason, and one reason only:
because I liked them.

There were poems that I liked, too: and when I say
liked, I mean liked. That same English teacher I mentioned
just now used to read poetry to us, and encourage us to
read it for ourselves. She was very tactful about it. She
did not ram things down our throats, or insist that we must
like what she liked. She encouraged us to discuss the
poems, and say if we liked them or @sliked them.

I was young enough not to have any prejudice against
poetry. Very few people have, if no one puts them off it
either by forcing it on them, or making them learn it by
heart before they want to, or if they do not hear older boys
and girls laughing and suggesting that it is sissy or high-
brow to enjoy poetry. I do not see why anyone should
read poetry who does not like it. Thank heaven, we are
none of us under any obligation to read anything. But a
good many people will not give poetry a fair try, or let
themselves enjoy it. I took it as it came, when I was a
boy, and I have had pleasure and good from it ever since.’
When I sat in a classroom and heard these lines, from
Tennyson’s Ulysses—where the old seafarer and explorer
calls his old comrades together, and suggests they go for
a last voyage before they die:

Death closes all: but something ere the end,
Some work of noble note, may yet be done,
Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends,
*Tis not too late to seek a newer world.
Push off, and sitting well in order smite
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds
- To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the western stars, until I die.
It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew. . ..
14
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When I heard that, I knew I had found something that
mattered to me: and it has mattered to me ever since.

VII

The books and plays and poems to which I was intro-
duced by this schoolmistress I liked in exactly the same
way as I used to like the penny bloods: that is to say, I
enjoyed reading them, or hearing them read, because they
interested me. I read them for pleasure. At that school,
owing to the sense and understanding of this school-
mistress, there was no nonsense about its being priggish
or sissy to like good books. We only knew a book was
good because we liked it. We did not know, for instance,
that David Copperfieid was an English classic. We only
knew that one day the schoolmistress brought a copy into
class, and made us start reading aloud about David going
to church on Sunday morning, and about his visit to the
upturned boat at Yarmouth, in which the Peggottys lived.
These things delighted us and made us laugh, and so we
thought that David Copperfield was a good book, and
enjoyed it, in just the same way as we were enjoying
P. G. Wodehouse’s school stories in The Captain.

And that, beyond all possible doubt, is the way to go
at your reading: to enjoy it, and to read because you enjoy
it, and not to read anything that bores you, because that
makes it even less likely that you will enjoy it later on.
It is, first of all, a question of age, of the stage in one’s
growing up which one has reached. (I mean mental rather
than physical age.) My friends and I used to read the
‘Dick Turpins and Jack Sheppards because we were in a
stage when violent and bloodthirsty adventures were all
we wanted. Later on, when we had grown efit of that
stage, these stories no longer satisfied us. We had grown
out of them, just as we had earlier grown out of stories
about teddy bears and fairies and Jemima Puddleduck.
Nearly everyone likes an adventure story sometimes, and
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nearly everyone has a touch of bloodthirstiness in his
make-up—witness the thrillers and detective stories that
are written for grown-up readers. But they will not do for
our only article of diet—unless, for one reason or another,
our development has stopped, and we remain at the mental
age when such things are all we want. Normally, no one
wants to feed all the time off one dish only. It gets mono-
tonous, and we want a change.

But—and this is where the opposite school of thought
comes in, the formidable number of teachers and others
who hold a different opinion—Dbut, say these teachers, the
hard fact is that, as you have admitted a moment ago,
quite a number of people never grow out of the penny-
dreadful, gangster-thriller stage of reading, and cannot
read anything else. (That is, il you leave them to them-
selves.)

“You’re assuming,” one of these people said to me,
““you’re assuming that everyone has naturally good taste,
and will pass on from this sort of reading to other sorts,
as long as he’s not interfered with. It isn’t true, because
a great many won’t ever find out that there are other sorts
of reading. They know what they like, and they stick to
it. Unless, at some stage in their growth, preferably early,
someone takes them by the scruff of the neck and compels
them to read good books, there they stop.”

Well—it all depends on the view you take of teaching
and what it should be. Personally, I dislike from my soul
this assumption, in cultural matters, that we have a right
to take anyone by the scruff of the neck and compel him
to read anything he doesn’t want to. I believe and main-
tain that no sane person reads except for pleasure. If
people wish to stay at an elementary stage in reading, let
them. I do not see why anybody should not rcad what he
likes, nor why anybody should read what he does not like.
I believe that all a teacher may legitimately do is try to
show him how much more pleasure he might get from a
wider range of reading.

bR}
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The real point about reading good books, well written
books, true books, is that, once you are able to enjoy
them, they give you more pleasure than the books that are
less good, less well written, and less true. The only reason
I ever read a book—in my spare time, that is to say—is
because I expect pleasure from it. If I like it, I go on.
If it bores me, I stop. No one can bully me into liking
what I do not like, and I should never, never try to bully
anyone else into liking what he did not like.

VIII

What are we to do, then, about this problem of getting
people who are stuck in the early gangster, penny-blood
style of reading, to realize that they will get just as much
fun, more fun, out of better books?

Here again, the answer will depend on each of the people
concerned, since, fortunately for the world, no two people
are quite alike. What I used to do when I was teaching
was, as soon as I had found out what sort a boy was, to
read aloud a bit of something better than what he was
reading, but of the same type. Then, when he sat up
and took notice—and I never, in twelve years’ teaching,
found any boy who did not—I would lend him the book.
Of course, when one is teaching a class, one cannot do that
for each individual boy. One has to work on a hit-and-
miss principle. But, somehow, before very long, one can
find at least one thing that makes this or that boy sit up
and take notice.

My plan, then, always has been to offer classes and
separate people samples from various books, so that they
could see whether the book was one that interested them,
one which they would like to read for themselves. I never
believed in recommending a book, lest one of two things
might happen. If the boy liked me, and thought I was a
reasonably sensible sort of person, he might read the book,
thinking he ought to like it, either because I liked it, or to
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please me; and so persuade himself that he liked it, with
the result that, as in the case of the people we discussed
in the last chapter, his taste would not be his own. Or, if
the boy did not like me, and had a low opinion of my
intelligence, he might be put off the book on my account.
All I wanted as a teacher, and all I want as a writer, is that
people should read what they honestly enjoy, and should
honestly enjoy what they read: that they should read for
pleasure, and nothing else.
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CHAPTER III
THE TWO WORLDS

SIR JAMES JEANS, the scientist, not long ago wrote a
book in which he discussed science and music. In the
course of this book he said one thing which was of parti-
cular interest to all artists, whether their art was music,
writing, or painting. He said that science could not give us
any account or explanation of the quality of a piece of
music. For instance, if you were to take a piece of music
written by, let us say, Johann Sebastian Bach—that is, the
famous Bach: and if you were also to take a piece of music
similar in form which belonged to the same period, one
admittedly was of lower musical value: and if -you were
then to examine both pieces of music by every device
known to science, you could not get any result that would
tell you that one piece was better than the other.

You could get an analysis in great detail of the different
ways in which the notes were combined and arranged.
You could get the fullest account of the ways in which they
were combined with silence—for music is not only sound,
but sound arranged in relation to silence. Yet none of
these accounts would give you any clue, would help you in
any way to realize that, whereas the piece by Bach was
good music, the piece by the other composer was not. In
other words, science, as such, is unable to distinguish
between good music and bad. It can describe the arrange-
ment of the music, but it has nothing to say about its
meaning. And yet any person with musical taste can
distinguish at once the good piece from the bad.
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I

Of course, this statement is not a discovery of Sir James
Jeans’s alone. But it has extra importance as coming from
a scientist. Not many scientists have known or cared
enough about music to be fully qualified to make such a
statement. And not many musicians or artists of other
kinds have known enough about science to be qualified
to make it either. There was a scientist who was also a
good musician, by name J. W. N. Sullivan. He wrote an
excellent short book on Beethoven—one of the best books
I have ever read about a musician. Sullivan pointed
out, in another of his books, that science could never tell
one the quality of any work of art. Science, he said, was
limited to describing things. It could, so to speak, give
you the exact measurements of a man’s body, it could
describe him from the point of view of chemistry, of energy,
of heat, light, and goodness knows what else, but it gave
you no account of his quality, that is, his personal char-
acter. It was limited to description only.

III

Why is this? Why cannot science tell us all about
human beings or works of art?

It cannot tell us all about these things because quality,
whether personal or artistic, belongs to another world,
which we may call the world of values. A very simple
illustration will show the difference between the material
world, which science can measure, and the world of values,
which it cannot measure.

A ‘woman has a little, clumsy, carved wooden figure,
supposed to represent a dog. It is crudely coloured with
paint. It is very shabby and dirty. It was made for her
and given her by her little son, who is dead.

Now, in the material world, the world which science can
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measure, that crude little wooden carved thing is werth
nothing at all. No one would give a halfpenny for it.
Science would accurately describe it, analyse the paint
upon it, tell us what sort of wood it was made of, and so
on and so forth. The little wooden object is worth nothing
in the material world.

Yet, to the mother who owns it, it is the most precious
thing she has. It means so much to her that she would
not sell it for anything in the world. It has for her a value
which has got nothing whatever to do with its price in
the material world which is measured by science.

In other words, this world of values, this other world,
is one in which our feelings are concerned. It is a world
which we enter through music, through writing, through
painting, through religion, through anything which moves
our feelings and touches our inmost lives. Itis in this other
world that quality is measured: this second world, so hard
to describe, a world of which we can make no map, but
which we can recognize when we are privileged for a
moment to step into it.

v

Now a great many people find life easier if they can
deny that there is such another world as this world of
values. They cannot deny it altogether: that would make
them inhuman. But they can laugh at it, they can dis-
credit it, they can suggest that it is an unpractical, foolish,
sloppy sort of thing to want to enter this world, or have
anything to do with it. They can suggest that it is sloppy
to care for music or books or painting, and that the only
world worth troubling about is the ordinary, everyday,
material world—which is measured by science.

It is quite possible to live one’s life with only the slightest
regard for the world of values—though anyone who is
sufficiently human to feel affection for people or places
must know something of this world, whether he admits it
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or not, since that affection can seldom be measured in
scientific terms. You cannot measure the value of a place
you love, or a person you love, in terms of the table of
weights and measures, or in pounds, shillings, and pence.
Nor will it help you very much to talk about atoms and
electrons and mathematical formulae. Anyone who cuts
himself off from all forms of art, from books and music
and painting, is doing without the best keys to the door of
this world of values. He is depriving his life of many
chances of strength and help and happiness. He is starving
a part of his nature.

For we all have, to a greater or less extent, the power to
enter this world of values and be strengthened by it. It
is not a question of being elever or superior. Itisa question
simply of seeing that the quality of life is a different thing
from its quantity, and from the mechanical and material
and scientific means by which that quantity can be
determined.

\4

Think of the little wooden carving. It exists in both
worlds. It has its scientific existence, its material existence
in the ordinary world, carved crudely to represent a dog
and smeared with water-colour paint, most of which has
been rubbed off. It has its other existence in the other
world, the world of values, as something upon which loving
care and pains were spent, and which stands for things too
personal and too sacred to talk about. Which is its real
value?

That is a question which will be answered in very
different ways, according to the point of view. For the
mother, its real value is the value it has for her. For the
stranger, its real value is the value of a little, dirty,
shapeless piece of wood.

The true answer, of course, is that both are real. There
are times when the outer world, the material world, is more
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real to us. The point is that we belong to both worlds, and
must never forget that fact. If we think of ourselves as
belonging only to the world of values and living in it, we
shall get out of touch with the everyday world, and make
fools of ourselves. If we think of ourselves as only belong-
ing to the everyday world, we shall get out of touch with
some of our best qualities and have no means of reaching
the things which nourish them.

VI

Why is it, do you suppose, that some books and paint-
ings and pieces of music have lasted for hundreds of years?
The time in which they were made, the particular world
which gave birth to them, has passed away long ago. The
books no longer describe the world we know. The paint-
ings no longer represent anything in our world. The music
does not employ the instruments of the modern orchestra,
and the spinets and the clavichords and the recorders for
which it was written are now only curiosities in a museum,
except where they are produced for a special, antique effect.

How is it, then, that these bygone works of art still
live? -~

The reason that they still live is that they are real in
the world of values. Long though the peqple for whom
they were made are dead, they still appeal to the feelings
of people alive to-day. The pictures are still beautiful.
The books still move our hearts. The music still says some-
thing which we can recognize, and to which we can answer.
These things last, because they live in the world of values
There are Greek and Latin poems which we can recognize
as beautiful to-day. In some ways, the ancient Greeks
reached a point in art which nobody has touched since.
And these things are not lost. Although the outer world
in which they were born has vanished more than two
thousand years, they live in the world of values, which is
independent of time.
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We have to live in both worlds. That is our job here
on earth, as far as we can understand it. And the best
way in which to keep in touch with the world of values is
to keep in touch with and increase our understanding of
those things which give us a passport to it: good music,
good painting, and good books.

At present, our concern is with books.
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CHAPTER IV
WHAT USE ARE BOOKS?

WHAT use are books? What do they do for us? How
much worse off would we be if they were all destroyed?

I am not speaking now of text-books, of books on science,
medicine, engineering, or technical books which give us
the information which we need for the conduct of life. I
am speaking of those books whose value is only artistic:
of books which do not help us to build houses, or to lay
drains, or to calculate the stresses in building a bridge, or
tell us how to combine chemicals for particular purposes:
of books which give us no practical information whatever.,

How much worse off would we be if we had no Chaucer,
no Shakespeare, no Plato, no Virgil, no Homer? Would
we be any worse off practically?

II

A lot of people will tell you that we would not. A lot of
people will tell you that if all art ceased to exist, the world
would get on just as well without it. What they mean is
that they would get on just as well without it: but people
who hold this view are seldom too particular as to the way
in which they express it. These people look on art of all
kinds, of the very best, as a recreation, something which a
practical man can regard indulgently and smile at, or
perhaps even take a little pleasure in, just as he would
regard the antics of a child.

In the last chapter, we looked for a while at the dlffer-
ence between the material world, the ordinary, everyday,
practical world of laying drains and building bridges and
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buying things at the grocer’s and tripping over foot-
stools, and the world of values, the world in which things
exist by right of what they do to our feelings and our
thoughts. We came to the conclusion that works of art, or,
at any rate, the quality of works of art, their essence,
belonged to this world of values rather than to the every-
day world.

This would mean, if it were true, that if all books were
to be destroyed, except the technical books we mentioned
just now, then the loss would be a loss to the world of
values, that other world of feeling and imagination, which,
as we have seen, a number of people try to ignore and do
without.

I think we could best imagine the loss that would come
to us from the destruction of books, of stories and poetry,
of novels and plays, if we shifted over for a moment to
consider what would happen in the practical world if all
the technical books, all the text-books, were destroyed—
the books of engineering, of medicine, of science. What
would happen if all of them were suddenly taken away?
Or, worse still, what would happen if for some time now
there had not been any?

The result ‘would be that each new generation of men
would have to start all over again, except for such advice
and experience as their parents and grandparents could
hand on to them by word of mouth. Man’s only storehouse
of information would be memory.

II1

Now, no memory, even the greatest, can contain more
than a tiny fraction of all that is known about any one
'subject. Thus, for instance, doctors would be terribly
poor of knowledge. Instead of having the whole vast
treasure of the medical experience of generations, now
happily preserved in books, they would have to begin right
at the beginning, with only a few scraps of old men’s wis-
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dom to help them. Instead of being able to begin where
the last generation left off, which is what happens now,
the healer in a bookless world would have hardly anything
but himself to rely on. Almost worse, he would have no
method of handing on what he knew, except by telling it
by word of mouth to people who would probably forget
the greater part of it.

Without their text-books, the engineers would know no
more than the first men who laboriously built a hut, the
chemists would know next to nothing, the ship-builders
would still be hollowing out logs, or blowing up goat-skins.
In fact, we should be a race of savages.

v

In the same way, if all the other kinds of books were
destroyed, all the novels, all the poems, all the plays, all
books of every kind except the technical books, we should
be just as poor in the world of values. We should be
savages in that other world. It is not for nothing that the
Nazis have burnt so many books. They have all their
technical books, their books on engineering and every-
thing else. The books they have been destroying are books
of the other kind: books, which, if they once faced them
honestly and read them, must condemn so much that they
are doing.

For these books, the books which belong to the world of
values, contain the record, not of what men have found
out and learned about things, but what they have found
out and learned about their inmost selves. Not about their
bodies, but about their real selves, their feelings, their
emotions, their hopes, their fears, their sense of beauty,
their religion, everything which gives life its finer shades,
everything which belongs to that inner world of values.

For the history of man is not only a history of battles
against nature, and of victories over things. It is a history
of man’s battle with himself, and of his victory over
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himself. And that inner history has no text-book in the
ordinary sense. Its records are only to be found in works
of the imagination; in literature, in music and painting,
and those of the more practical arts which these things and
the world from which they come have inspired.

No mere study of engineering and building could create
Winchester Cathedral. Faith and a sense of beauty played
as much part there as the technical knowledge how to
build an arch or support a roof. And that faith, that sense
of beauty, comes from the world of values, whose record is
in books and works of art.

A\

It is in books that we find the story of what men and
women have felt and hoped and believed and suffered and
mourned and laughed at. It is in books that we learn
what those who went before us felt to be noble and looked
upon as base. And, reading an imaginative record of their
lives, we see how near they are to us. We reach across the
centuries and recognize our brothers and our sisters. When
we read the literature of ancient Greece, when we hear the
discussions which Socrates had with his friends two
thousand five hundred years ago, that great gap of time
disappears, and we see, with astonishment and reverence
and delight, people of like feeling with ourselves. We see
that men thought the same things noble and the same
things base, and that they were as ready then as now to
die for what they believed.

VI

-t is not only the big things, either. We find, when we
look back through the centuries, that the little things of
life, the small annoyances and pleasures, the household
accidents, have always been the same. The jokes in the
comic plays of Aristophanes, written two thousand five
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hundred years ago, would many of them make an audience
laugh to-day. Men werce bothered by the same things,
parents fussed as they do to-day, children played the same
tricks. The language and the costumes were different, but
that was all.

VII

Is there any importance in these things? What does it
matter to us that people behaved in the same way all that
time ago? What good does it do us to know about them?

That is a question that cannot be answered in terms of
the material world. You cannot translate values into prices.
But when we read such things as the lines taken from a
collection called The Greek Anthology, lines written by a
father on the death of his twelve-year-old boy: when we
read in the same Anthology about the little slave child,
aged two, who fell off the ladder, and, as he died, raised
his tiny arms to his master to be picked up and comforted:
and when, two thousand years later, we read how Juliet’s
nurse came back from the errand upon which she had been
sent, and was too much concerned with her troublesome
journey to give Juliet the news of Romeo which she was
longing to hear: when we read things like this, which are
real and true, something happens which I cannot describe,
and which you, if you are lucky enough to experience it,
will not be able to describe either.

Let us say that this realization that the things we feel
ourselves have been felt long, long before us—that we
have, so to speak, friends all through human history,
recognizable friends, of whom we can say, * But that’s just
how I feel!” or “That happened to me only yesterday ”—
this discovery has a value which cannot be reckoned in
terms of pounds, shillings, and pence, which we cannot
enter in any account-book, but which is real, and which has
a strange influence on our growth as human beings,
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VIII

Another point, and a very important one, about the
modern world. T believe, and I think that many people
will agree, that books—novels, short stories, plays, poems
—have a great part to play in making us understand the
people of other nations, and making them understand us.
As to the need for such understanding, I obviously need
say nothing. The history of the last few years says it
loudly and clearly enough. Novels and stories which
honestly reflect the character of the people about whom
they are written are perhaps the best ambassadors that a
country can have.

Foreigners are apt to seem so strange. We go to their
countries, and we watch them, and we think how queer
they are. They have dinner at such a funny time, and they
eat such strange things at it. They drive their cars on the
opposite side of the street. They wear funny hats. Their
railway stations are not like ours, their trams are extra-
ordinary, and we cannot make the bed-clothes stay on the
bed. In fact, all we really notice are the differences
between ourselyves and them.

But, when we read their novels, their short stories, and
their plays, we make an astonishing discovery. These
people who behave so oddly feel as we do. They hope for
the same things, the same things hurt their feelings, they
love in the same way, they suffer disappointment, jealousy,
fear, they respond as we do to kindness and friendliness,
and, like ourselves, they are timid and afraid that other
people are better than they.

And, when we discover this, we feel a rush of relief, and
our hearts are warm towards them because of all the things
which we and they have in common.

Is that what you feel, man with the queer suit whom I
saw in the tram?

Do you really have the same kind of troubles at home as
I have, woman with the funny hat?
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please me; and so persuade himself that he liked it, with
the result that, as in the case of the people we discussed
in the last chapter, his taste would not be his own. Or, if
the boy did not like me, and had a low opinion of my
intelligence, he might be put off the book on my account.
All T wanted as a teacher, and all I want as a writer, is that
people should read what they honestly enjoy, and should
honestly enjoy what they read: that they should read for
pleasure, and nothing else.

18
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And do you play with the same things that we do, you
little boy and girl in the odd clothes?

And they say in return, Do you then do the same things
that we do, and feel as we do?—adding whatever comment
they choose to make about the queerness of our arrange-
ments, as it seems to them.

And so we are brought close to them; brought close, not
by the hard facts of the outside world, because it is in those
facts that people of other nations are different from us; but
by things in the world of values, the things we feel, the
things we think beautiful and good or ugly and bad, by the
facts of our own inward selves. Those are the things which
books record, and have to give us. And it is in the keeping
of that record that books have their value.
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CHAPTER V
WRITING FOR PLEASURE

HOW would you like to earn your living by doing the
thing you want to do most? How would you like your
work to be the thing you most enjoy, so that work was
pleasure? I do not mean anything smug or offensive, like
the advice of those persons who tell us that we ought to
take a pleasure in our work. I mean, quite honestly and
literally what I say. How would you like it if someone
took the thing you like doing best, and told you that in
future that thing was to be your work?

I ask, because that is what happened to me. I am one
of the few lucky people who does what he likes for a living.
We have been talking about reading for pleasure. 1 write
for pleasure—and earn my living by it.

I am one of the few lucky people, because too many of
us have to earn our living by doing jobs we do not like.
In order to have a roof over their heads and put food in
their mouths, millions of people have to spend most of
their waking hours working at something that does not
interest them: something they would never do if they were
not compelled. Whereas I should write, even if I did not
get my living from it. Not as much, nor as often, nor about
so many things. But I should write.

II

You would be unwise to assume, because I am doing
what I want to do, that mine or any other writer’s life is
all jam, all fun, all play. It is one thing to say that one
likes writing in one’s own time, and when one pleases. It
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is quite another to be a professional writer, who often has
to write at other people’s time, and when other people
please.

Being a writer is not unlike being a doctor. Many of us
would like to be doctors if we could choose the times when
our patients were to be ill, and could arrange that no one
should be ill when we went on a holiday. But, unfor-
tunately, people get ill at all sorts of inconvenient times,
and the poor doctor has to turn out at half-past two in the
morning, or has to drive twice in the day to the same out-
of-the-way village because the second lot of people had not
the consideration to call him earlier in the day, or has to
put off his holiday because a patient who is depending on
him has something to face which cannot be put off.

In the same way, a writer will get asked for things at
short notice, half a dozen of them at once: and the greater
his reputation for punctuality and for being able to do
things in a hurry, the more of this emergency work will
come his way.

II1

Besides this question of time and convenience, there are
others, in which I personally have been fortunate. I have
never had to write things I did not believe in. I have never
been compelled to turn out work that was shoddy or
carcless. For anything of that kind I have done, I have
no excuse. It may have been poor, but it was the best I
could do at the time. Even so, anyone who writes for a
living will in the nature of things do work which he would
not do if he were not paid for it.

Not all subjects are equally interesting. The profes-
sional writer cannot always choose his subject. An editor
will ring up and ask for an article on gardening, or squirrels,
or preparatory schools, or the Poet Laureate. I know
nothing about gardening, very little about squirrels, quite
a bit about preparatory schools, and not too much about
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the Poet Laureate. What I know or do not know does not
much matter. A practised writer should be able to write
about anything. What matters more is that—to put it
mildly—I may not be equally interested in all these sub-
jects. I may prefer writing about squirrels to writing
about the Poet Laureate. But it is my business to be ready
to write about any of these subjects: and it is the measure
of a writer’s capacity to be able to make a good job of what
does not particularly interest him.

As has been said of acting, the mark of a good pro-
fessional is to be able to give a good performance when he
does not feel like it. The amateur may be brilliant on his
day, but he varies. One day he gives a ninety-five per cent
performance: the next day, when he feels off colour, he
drops to eighty-five per cent. The professional, on the
other hand, will not vary by more than two or three per
cent, whatever he feels like, because he has the technique.
He knows his job. :

In the same way, the writer who knows his job, who has
a good solid technique at his command, can turn his hand
to almost anything, and be interesting about it. So, from
the start, I have always tried to tackle any job I was
offered, in the hope of getting a good technique: of learning
my job.

v

Of course, there are exceptions. If, for instance, the
editor of a scientific periodical about aeroplanes were
suddenly to go mad and ask me to write an article upon
the latest developments in flying, I should at once point
out his mistake. I should not take his money on false
pretences, and I should not want to make a fool of myself.

Similarly, I have several times refused to criticize a
book I was not qualified to write about, because it would
not be fair to the author to have his work criticized by
someone who was unable to do it justice.
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Otherwise, 1 open my mouth wide, like a small bird in a
nest, for all the work I can get. And I enjoy the work.
1 write for pleasure.

v

The pleasure began in the nursery, and continued when
I was at school. It was intermittent at school, because I
had to write a great many things that did not interest me.
1liked writing essays.

Not all essays. I hated essays like debates, where you
put down the arguments on one side, and those on the
other, and summed up at the end. I could write them, and
get good marks for them, but they bored me, and I thought
they were silly.

And I hated, oh, how I hated being told what to say and
how to say it! I took no pleasure at all in reproducing
something I had been told. What I enjoyed was writing
something of my own. I enjoyed comparing things. I
enjoyed making up stories. I enjoyed saying what I really
thought. I enjoyed describing, let us say, a battle, not in
the history book way, but in a vivid, private way, from the
point of view of a person engaged in the battle.

I wanted always to know what it felt like to be in a given
situation, what it felt like to be a bowman at Crécy, or an
engine driver, or a man going to his execution, or whatever
it was. I wanted to feel that I had had that experience,
that I had been in that place, that I had done that thing.
I wanted to have as many experiences as possible, and I
realized, when I was still at my first school, that if writers
described things really well, then the reader could really
share the experience, as if he had undergone it himself.

VI

So, when I was at school, I always enjoyed any work that
made a demand upon my imagination, that is, upon my
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power of seeing and feeling and hearing things I had not
actually seen and felt and heard, and of building up, from
what I did see and fecl and hear, a great deal more about
the subject, or the place, or the people, or whatever the
start of the process might be.

And 1 tried, from the very start, to make my descrip-
tions of things and people as precise as I could. If I felt
anything, or had an experience, I tried to pass it on with
the same accuracy which I asked of the writers whose
books I read. I tried to share my experience.

I try still. Ido not say that the idea of sharing is upper-
most in my mind when I am actually putting the words
down. Iseesomething, and I try to put down on paper the
words that suggest or describe the thing most clearly. If I
can do that, or can come near doing it, then other people
will be able to see it too.

VII

I said “‘suggest the thing” because very often a sugges-
tion does more than a detailed description. There is a
member of my family who would make a wonderful writer
if she took the trouble. Her talk is full of excellent sugges-
tions which give one very clear pictures of the thing she is
talking about.

Once she came back from a concert at the Queen’s Hall,
where there was a conductor who made very violent
gesticulations to the orchestra with both his arms. She
said, *“He was like a spider trying not to be sucked down
with the bath-water.” Can you not see him, waving and
scrambling and struggling? And she said that a person had
eyes “like dirty little bottle-stoppers.”

These are not descriptions: they are suggestions. They
make us see one thing by comparing it with another.
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VIII

But, before the writer can start describing or suggesting
things, he must know what it is he is trying to suggest or
describe. He must understand what he is writing about.
What he writes must be true.

I do not of course mean that it has to be literally true,
true to fact. I do not mean that everyting he writes must
actually have happened, and that the people must be real
people whose names are in the telephone directory. If I
write a story about Mr. Smith who has a bull terrier and
feeds it on chops, I do not mean that there has to be a real
Mr. Smith who has a bull terrier and is so extravagant as
to feed it on chops.

What I do mean is that everything I write about my
Mr. Smith must fit in with having a bull terrier and feeding
it on chops. I must not make him do or say anything
which is not part of the picture I have put before the
reader’s mind. He must be the sort of man in whom you
can believe when you read about him. You must be able to
say to yourself, “Yes. Of course; that’s just what he
would have done.”

I must describe a house of the kind that a man, living
by himself with a bull terricr, might live in. I must make
him talk to his bull terrier in the right tone of voice. And
I must know something about bull terriers—more than I
do at present.

And I must know something about chops. For instance,
how much would he pay for his chops? I do not know. I
have never bought a chop.

In the same way, if I write about Mrs. Jones, who has
three daughters, and tells her friends that she and her
daughters are all just pals together, and always makes a
point ol letting them bring their boy-friends to the house,
saving that she and lhe girls have no sccrets from cach
other, but really does it so that she can keep an cye on the
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girls and be sure of what is going on—if I write about
anybody like that, I must understand her perfectly, I must
know what she looks like, how old she is, how good she is at
tennis. I must know what sort of face powder she uses.
I must have a nodding acquaintance with her friends, and
I must know everything about the three daughters, what
they feel, and just how each one is different from the other
two.

It should now be clear what I mean when I say that
what I write must be true. I mean that it must be true to
type. The world which a writer creates in his story must
stay faithful to its own rules. He must write honestly, and
give you the truth about all the Mr. Smiths and the Mrs.
Joneses and the Browns and the Robinsons as clearly as he
can see it. '

It does not matter if, as some writers do, he creates an
entirely fancy world: an imaginary country with inhabi-
tants of his own manufacture. His job is to make us believe
in them. He has to make the impossible things sound
probable—whereas many bad writers make possible things
sound improbable. If he cannot make his imaginary world
seem real, we, the readers, will feel uneasy, even if we
do not exactly see where he has gone wrong.

IX

All right, then. The writer has to know and understand
what he is writing about. That is the first essential. But
it will not help him unless he has some idea of how to
write. Any one of you may be able to see a beautiful
picture in your mind’s eye: but in order to get it down on
paper, you have to know how to draw or paint.

The same holds good of every art. No artist, no writer,
however great, can solve his problems altogether. He goes
on learning until he ceases to be capable of learning any
more. And, as his skill increases, as his mastery over
writing increases, the writer is able to write more truth-
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fully and more persuasively. For, as I said, it is not enough
to see the truth—you have to be able to get it down on
“paper in such a way as to make people believe that it is the
trath.

That is what we mean by saying that a character in a
story, cr a whole story, is convincing or unconvincing.
We mean either that we can believe it, or that we cannot
believe it. The writer either has satisfied us that the
character is true, in the special sense we have just been
talking about, or else he has failed to satisfy us. If he has
failed, the reason will very often be, not that he has not
seen and understood the truth to begin with, but that he
has not known how to put it down convincingly, in such a
way as to make us believe it.

X

You will understand from all this that when I talk
about books and writing, I do so from a live and practical
point of view. I am thinking more of the writer’s study
and the reporter’s note-book and the film director’s desk
than of the exercise-book and the classroom. I do not
look upon writing as a matter of keeping to certain rules
of grammar and avoiding certain mistakes in spelling and
punctuation. I think of it as a way of putting true and
interesting things down on paper so that other pcople can
be interested in them and can believe them. I think of
it as a way of sharing the good things which we see and
know with other people.

But, before we can start on this business of sharing our
experiences by writing, there are one or two elementary
questions to be looked at.
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CHAPTER VI
GOOD MANNERS ON PAPER: 1. PUNCTUATION

AT the end of the last chapter I said that I was going
to approach English not so much from the classroom point
of view as from the point of view of a practising writer.
This does not mean that those two points of view need be
different. Sometimes they are different, chiefly because
the classroom lays greater emphasis on rules. A practising
writer does not bother so much about rules. In the class-
room, the tendency is to teach you to write correctly, that
is to say, in the same way as other people write. The
professional writer is not troubling his head about the
way in which other people write. Ie finds quite enough to
do in trying to write his own way.

All the same, however original his own way of writing
may be, he does keep certain rules, if only by instinct. He
keeps them because, if he did not, people would find diffi-
culty in understanding what he was trying to say. There
are certain conventions, certain good manners, about
writing, just as there are certain conventions and cer-
tain good manners about the way we eat our meals at the
table.

In the days when I was a teacher, trying to encourage
the boys in my class to write, I always approached the
rules of writing from this point of view of good manners.
I was in something of a dilemma. I wanted the boys to
write each one in his own way, and to say what he wanted
to say in words of his own choosing. At the same time, if
I let each one go exactly as he pleased, I would get some
queer results: and the commonest of these results, especi-
ally with beginners, would be pages sprawled all over with
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writing, with no paragraphs, and hardly any stops, except
perhaps a comma here or there; pages which made my
heart sink to look at them, because, quite apart from the
fact that they looked solid and indigestible, I knew quite
well how hard it was going to be to read them and make
sense of them.

1I

This chapter, then, is about good manners in writing.
I suggest that you should look at punctuation from that
point of view—as a matter of ordinary good manners
towards the person or the people who are going to have to
read what you have written. It is only considerate, it is
only polite, to make the business of reading your work,
your letter, your story, your essay, your poem, whatever
it is, as easy and as pleasant as you possibly can.

This is not the only way of looking at punctuation.
There is the wiiter’s point of view, as well as the reader’s.
The writer puts in the stops partly for his own benefit,
to show how he wants his sentences to sound. But let us
first of all consider it from the point of view of the person
who is going to read what we have written.

III

There are people who think that we make much too
much fuss about punctuation, and that we use more stops
than we need. But everyone is agreed that we must have
some rules or habits in the way we arrange the words upon
the page. Suppose we put them all straight down one after
the other, without any paragraphs or any stops of any
kind. Then we get something like this:—

He looked up in amazement who did that I did she said
but.what on earth for. never mind you must tell me oh well
if you really want to know of course.I do well it was
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because you were so unkind unkind what do you mean
unkind you never told me that Harry had gone.

You may have managed to make sense of that as you
went along, but you have found it unnecessarily difficult.
So, in order to sort the meaning out for you, so that you
will be able to read on with all your interest on his story,
the writer arranges his words in a certain way. This way
has become as natural and instinctive as good manners at
the table, and, like good manners at the table, it has to
be taught.

The writer rearranges the lump of words you have just
read, using a separate line, a fresh paragraph, for each of
the two speakers, and putting in such punctuation marks
as enable us at once to see the meaning. The lump of
words now becomes this:

He looked up in amazement. ‘Who did that?”
“I did,” she said.

“But what on earth for?”

“Never mind.”

“You must tell me.”

“Oh well, if you really want to know
“Of course I do.”

“Well, it was because you were so unkind.”
“Unkind! What do you mean, unkind?”
“You never told me that Harry had gone.”

2

v

In arranging. that block of words, we use inverted
commas, to mark off the words which the two people speak.
We use separate paragraphs, to show where one person
leaves off speaking and another begins. We use question-
marks, to show when a question is being asked—and that
is important for anyone who is going toread aloud, because,
of course, one uses a different tone of voice for a question:
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and we use an exclamation mark for the same reason, to
show the surprise which the man feels at being accused of
being unkind.

“Unkind! What do you mean, unkind?”

And, in that sentence, we put a comma between mean
and unkind, to show that there is a slight pause there. If
we just wrote, “What do you mean unkind?” it would
sound different, and the meaning would not be so clear.

Vv

Question marks and exclamation marks, after all, need
very little explanation. You can see how useful they are
at once. The same applies to the dash—but I had better
keep that for a minute, until we have talked about the
comma. The comma is the one stop which everyone who
is beginning to write seems to know. Unfortunately,
beginners overwork it. You can see how necessary the
comma is by writing out a sentence without using one at
all. Here is such a sentence.

And it was he who for all these years in so many places
and on every possible occasion had opposed every effort
of this kind no matter by whom it was made with the
greatest tenacity and obstinacy in season and out of
season and to the very utmost of his power he who now
suggested that we should agree to the Archbishop’s
proposal.

This is a very breathless affair, calling for a great deal
of sorting out on the part of the reader. Now let us have
it with stops.

And it was he who, for all these years, in so many
places, and on every possible occasion, had opposed every
effort of this kind, no matter by whom it was made, with
the greatest tenacity and obstinacy, in season and out of
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season, and to the very utmost of his power—he who now
suggested that we should agree to the Archbishop’s
proposal.

VI

It is obvious, without any further explanation, what
commas are for: to mark pauses, cither for taking breath,
or to make the sense clear, or both. If you read the sen-
tence aloud, and listen carefully, you will notice that one
pause is of a different kind from the rest. It is longer, and
it is, so to speak, more abrupt: not so much a pause in the
flow of the sentence, as a break. It comes near the end,
before the repetition of he who.

That break is a dash: and we now see what a dash is
for: to mark a break in the construction of the sentence,
while the sense runs on.

That particular sentence had got itself tied up into a
knot, because so much had happened since the first *“he
who” that we had lost sight of it. The scntence, as it were,
had to take a deep breath and pull itsclf together by
repeating “he who.” That is the use of a dash: for breaks
like that, and for slipping something quickly into the
sentence, like this:

The girl who lived up the road—you know, the one I
told you about last week—has gone away to work in the
Land Army.

ViI

The full stop, I think, is clear enough. Its name tells
what it is. It marks the end of one sentence, and, in order
to pay it proper respect, we start the next sentence with a
capital letter. Writers who are beginning do not use the
full stop nearly often enough. Their sentences are much
too long. Itis not that they mean to write long sentences.
They write a number of very short sentences, but only put
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commas in between them, so that in effect we get one long,
never-ending sentence, which drives the poor reader
frantic as he tries to keep up with it.

At the beginning of each school year, half my class used
to hand me up this sort of thing:

It was a fine day, Billy went for a walk, he felt so cheer-
ful he whistled, there was a big tree, underneath it he saw
two pigs, their names were Sid and Bert, Billy said how do
you do, the pigs grunted back

and so on and so forth, for one or two or three or four
_pages, according to the energy of the writer.

Now, quite apart from the fact that a comma is not
strong enough to hold two independent sentences apart,
reading that kind of stuff becomes frightfully tedious and
monotonous, because there is only the same amount of
pause between each of the little separate sentences, the
separate things which we are told about Billy and his
adventures. If our reading is to be interesting, it must
have variety. A voice going on and on with precisely the
same expression and precisely the same pauses will in the
end bore us to distraction, or send us to sleep.

In order to hold our interest, therefore, the writer aims
at as much variety as he can get. Commas are not enough.
We need, as we have seen, the question marks and the
exclamation marks to show the tone of voice: and we
need something which will mark pauses of different lengths.
The comma is the shortest pause, and the full stop is the
longest. Between those we have two others, the semi-colon
and the colon.

The semi-colon marks a longer pause than the comma,
and the colon is twice as long as the semi-colon—strictly
speaking. In actual practice, most writers nowadays use
it more as if it were a dash. There is great freedom and
difference among writers as to the use of the colon and
sémi-colon, and I cannot claim to have any consistent rule
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about it myself. Sometimes I use a colon to mark a longer
pause than a semi-colon, but not so long as a full-stop:
sometimes I use it to separate two sentences which are
connected in sense. For instance, I used it in the middle
of the sentence I have just written, to mark off and
separate those two sentences which were both about the
same thing, that is, the use of the colon.

VIII

All these things, these questions of when to use one stop,
and when to use another, are not so much rules as questions
of good sense and good manners. As you saw from the
sentences without any punctuation at all, the various
stops were necessary in order to show what tone of voice to
use, in order to show what the sense was, in order to see
who was speaking to whom, and which belonged to what.
These things are not just rules invented by schoolmasters
so as to make writing difficult. They are habits and
manners used by writers so as to make clear what they
want to say, and to make reading easy.
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CHAPTER VII
00D MANNERS ON PAPER: II. GRAMMAR

I SUGGESTED in the last chapter that punctuation was
not so much a matter of rules as of good manners towards
the reader, so that he or she might easily understand what
was written. We saw that, if all the words were put down
higgledy-piggledy, without stops and without paragraphs,
the meaning was difficult to sort out, and the reader could
not tell in what tone of voice the conversations were being
spoken.

As a writer, I look at grammar in the same way. There
are certain things which we have to learn in order to make
our daily life go smoothly. We teach small children how
to eat at table, we have certain ways of behaving when we
meet people for the first time, we stand up when a lady
comes into the room, and so on and so forth. These things
are part of our ordinary behaviour.

In the same way, when we are writing, we observe and
keep certain conventions, which, like the rules of the road,
make things easier for our readers. When I was a teacher,
I always refused to teach grammar as a separate thing,
because I felt that that was the wrong way to look at it.
Grammar is not a dead body of rules, a'sort of iron frame
into which the English language is pushed whether it likes
it or not. It is a living thing, part of the language. The
really important thing to remember about grammar is that
it does not govern what we say and write,.but that what
we say and write makes grammar and becomes grammar.

The first people who spoke a language did not worry
about grammar. All they were concerned with was to
make their meaning clear to one another.
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It was not till a long time after the language had been
in use that the idea of grammar began. There was no
schoolmaster in those early days, to draw up a code of
rules, and say to people, “Look here, this is the way
you’ve got to speak, and write.”

It was not until someone started to study the language
as it was spoken and written that the idca of grammar
began. The people who had becn using the language had,
for the sake of clearness, fallen into certain habits of
speaking and writing. At last somebody took it into his
head to make a list of these habits. That list was the first
book of grammar. And after th