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PREFACE

THE purpose of The Reader’s Library is to present in
succinct form a survey of English literature. The
method adopted is to assemble under gencric titles
the best specimens of the various branches of litera-
ture, in such a way that each volume shall be of equal
service to the scholar and the general reader.

The first two volumes of the series, The Great
English ~ Lettcr-Writers, are now presented to the
public. The sclections have been carefully arranged,
with a view not to chronological order so much as to
the illustration of the growth of the art of letter-
writing. The object of the editors has been to present
what may be called a pageant-view of their theme :
to show how various men and women scattered,
through different ages, have borne themselves under
the same crises of emotion or action. That which
is obviously lost in abandoning a strictly chronological
arrangement is recapturced in the introductory essays
to each volume, which aim at a general historic survey
of the art of letter-writing, together with a critical
estimate of the writers, and of their relationship to
the literature of their age. Biographical details
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concerning these writers are contained in the body of
the volume.

Where a subject cannot be adequately treated in
one volume, as is the case with The Great Lctier-
Writers, each volume contains a separate essay, so
that it may be, as far as is possible, complete in itself.

The reader is referred to the general prospectus of
the series for the plan of the entire work. Among
the volumes now ncar completion arc The Great
English Essavyists, The Great English Historians, and
The Great English Naturc-Lovers.  The method
adopted in the present volumes will be pursued in
all succeeding volumes.

It will be noticed, no doubt, that some letter-
writers of great eminence are not as adequately repre-
sented as could be wished. The reason for this inade-
quate representation is found in the difficulties which
are involved in copyright matter. The gratitude
of the Editors is duc, and is hereby expressed, to
many publishers and authors, who have generously
granted a very liberal use of copyright material.  In
some instances, however, the usc of such matcrial
has been strictly limited; in others, to the great
regret of the Liditors it has been refused altogether.?

Every care has been taken to discover the holders
of copyright, and to print nothing without express
permission. In some cases, however, the Editors
have been unable to trace the owner. Should any

1 In the case of the Letters of Edward IFitzGerald and of
James Smetham.
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letter be found in these volumes for which permission
should have been gained, the Editors beg to state that
the error is not wilful, and they offer their apologies
to the undiscovered owners of the copyright.

To the following publishers and authors, who have
extended their courtesy to the Editors, by allowing
the use of copyright material contained in these two
volumes, a word of grateful acknowledgment is due : -
To Mr. A. G. B. Russell and Messrs. Mcthuen & C
for the letter of William Blake to Thomas Butts, from
Letters of Wm. Blake, together with a Life, by Frederick
Latham ; to Mr. John Murray for Mr. and Mrs. Borrow’s
letter, from Professor Knapp’s Lefe of Borrow ; to Messrs.
Hodder & Stoughton for the correspondence of Char-
lotte Bronté, from Mr. Clement K. Shorter’'s The
Brontés and Their Circle; to Messrs. Smith, Elder
& Co. for the letters of Elizabeth and Robert Browning,
from Mrs. Sutherland Orr’s Life and Letters of Robert
Browning ; to Mr. John Lane for the two letters of
Jane Welsh Carlyle, from New Letters and Memorials
of Jane Welsh Carlyle, edited by Mr. Alexander Carlyle ;
to Messrs. Longmans, Green & Co. for the letters of
Jane Welsh and Thomas Carlyle, from Thomas Carlyle :
A Hastory of Huvs Life wtn London, 1834-1881, by J. A.
Froude, and from Letters and Mcmorials of Jane Welsh
Carlyle ; to Mr. John Lane for Carlyle’s letter to Mrs.
Aitkin, March 11th, 1869 ; to Messrs. Longmans, Green
& Co. for letters from Thomas Carlyle : A Hustory of
the Furst Forty Years of His Life, 1705-1835, by J. A.
Froude ; to Mr. John Hogg for the letters of Thomas



8 PREFACE

De Quincey, from Thomas De Quincey : His Life and
Writings, with unpublished correspondence, cdited by
Alexander H. Japp, LL.D.; for the letters of Charles
Dickens, to Miss Georgina Hogarth, his sister-in-law,
editor with his eldest daughter of The Letters of Charles
Dickens, published by Messrs. Chapman & Hall, Ltd. 5
to Messrs. Wm. Blackwood & Sons for George Eliot’s
letter, from George Eliot’s Life as Related in Her Letters
and Journals; to Mr. H. Buxton Forman for Kecats’
letters, {from his ecdition of The Complete Works of
John Keats, published by Messrs. Gowans & Gray ;
to Mecssrs. Wm. Blackwood & Sons for the letter of
Charles Lever, from Mr. Edmund Downey’s Charles
Lever : His Lifc in his Letters ; to Messrs. Longmans,
Green & Co. for the letters of Lord Macaulay, from
Macaulay’s Life and Letters, edited by the Right
Hon. Sir George Otto Trevelyan; to Dr. Stopford
A. Brooke for the letters of Frederick W. Robertson,
{from The Lifc and Letiers of I'rederick W. Robertson,
M. A., edited by Stopford A. Brooke, M.A.; to Messrs.
Sampson Low, Marston & Co., Ltd., for letters to and
from Joseph Severn, from The Life and Lellers of
Joseph Severm by Willilam Sharp; to Mr. Lloyd
Osbourne and the publishers for sclections from Letters
of Robert Louis Stevenson, edited by Mr. Sidney Colvin,
published by Messrs. Methuen & Co.; to Messrs.
Smith, Elder & Co. for the correspondence of Thackeray.
from A Collection of Letters of Thackeray, 1847-1855,
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The Art and Attainment of English
Letter-Writing

Or the many forms of literature, letter-writing is
probably the oldest, as it is certainly the most in-
timate and sincere. This alone should ensure for it
respect, yet upon the whole that respect has not been
accorded, probably because some suspicion lingers in
the minds even of acute critics that it is at best but an
inferior and subsidiary form of literature.

Very little consideration is needed, however, to
dispel this suspicion. To write a really good letter
requires a combination of qualities at once rare in
themselves and rarer still in their conjunction. Thus
the writer must himself be intercsting, and have
interesting matter to communicate ; he must be some-
thing of an egoist, to whom his own sensations are
noticeable, and worthy of notice; he must possess
both daring and freedom, for the last place where
caution and reticence are required is in the familiar
epistle ; he must be resolutely sincere, for the moment
he begins to pose his magic wand is broken, and he
becomes tedious and offensive ; he must above all
possess the intimate note, for without it he will produce
an essay, but not a letter. Of all these qualities
perhaps the last is the rarest, for a good letter is
really a page from the secrct memoirs of a man.

It may be a memoir of ideas or of events ; it does not
11
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greatly matter which, so long as it contributes to
our knowledge of the man. For this is the first aim of
a true letter, sclf-revelation. In many forms of lit-
erature self-revelation is the last thing that is to be
expected ; in most it would be a disturbing and offen-
sive element. We do not neced it in the historian ;
we need it only partially in the essayist; cven in
poetry, cspecially of the cpic kind, it is not always
wanted ; but in a letter we want this, and nothing less
than this. The man who is not prepared to unlock
his heart to us can never write a great letter.

It is recorded of various artists and writers that they
imagined they worked better if they  approached
their task in the dignity of full dress; slovenly attire
seemed incompatible with dignified expression. There
are certain books which undoubtedly suggest the
element of claborate decorum, but letters suggest
something of the very opposite.  In them the author
appears in undress.  He may be pietured lounging
at a tavern table, sitting in a green arbour, rounding
off the day beside a study fire, his studious and public
sclf forgotten, the pose demanded by his public laid
aside, the natural man alone apparent, and speaking
in the accent of fearless and unrestrained vivacity.
He who writes for the public must needs keep the
public in his eye; spectral reviewers throng around
his table, critics watch for his misdemeanours, and he
writes amid the rustle of a thousand journals and
reviews. But the loud potentialities of publicity do
not disturb the genuine letter-writer.  He writes to
gratify himsclf and please a friend; he has no more
notorious object in view. Were he the most famous
of authors, for the time he must become a mere
private person; and unless he be capable of this
spirit of detachment and divestiture, he will never
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write a genuine letter. This is why George Eliot’s
letters are dull and Matthew Arnold’s letters stiff ;
they cannot forget that they are public person-
ages. This is also why men so radically separate
as Walpole and FitzGerald write with such an easy
charm ; they either despise or forget the existence of
the public, and are intent upon nothing loftier than
pleasant gossip about themselves, their opinions and
their prejudices, their tastes and their employments.
The world loves good gossip, which is after all the
staple of all good conversation ; and the letter-writer
is a conversationalist who does not object to being
overheard.

If we bear these distinctions in mind, we shall be
able to distinguish what really constitutes a good
letter. In the preparation of this volume many
hundreds of books have been sedulously winnowed
for material, often with surprisingly  poor results,
even in the case of the greatest authors.  Thus, for
example, the biography of Charles Kingsley is a charm-
ing book, and since it consists in the main of extracts
from his voluminous correspondence, one would have
imagined that it was the casiest thing in the world to
gather from it a large sheaf of interesting letters.
Nothing of the kind has happened for the simple reason
that in his most private hours Kingsley is never quite
able to forget hisrelations with the public.  He writes
mucly, he writes well, and it argues an immense fund of
good nature that he should have poured out his powers
so fully in correspondence with his friends; but be-
cause he is always conscious of his mission he produces
not letters so much as claborate treatises and essays.
Mrs. Carlyle, on the contrary, can make us more inter-
ested in her finger’s ache than Kingsley in his most
brilliant discussions of socialism and theology. It is



14 THE ART AND ATTAINMENT OF

the personal note we miss in Kingsley ; it is nothing but
the personal note that we have in Mrs. Carlyle. And
as it was with Kingsley, so it has been with many greater
men ; they have had just enough egoism to make them
conscious of the public, but not enough to make
them forget it. Even Ruskin rarely attains this art.
He, like Kingsley, was a correspondent of tircless
industry, but more often than not his letters are moral
or asthetic dissertations with a name and an adieu
tacked on. The very first paragraph, with its ex-
quisite balance and antithesis, undeceives us as to the
true nature of all that follows. We know that the
friend to whom these brilliant paragraphs are addressed
is after all a wooden horsc in whose belly a printing
press lies concealed.

Among the carlicst letter-writers of English litera-
ture the distinction between the essay and the letter
was not very carcfully preserved. Addison’s essays,
for example, are in reality extended letters; and it
may be argued that the modern essay, which began
with Addison, owes its origin to the cpistolary art.
The essav, nevertheless, soon took its own form and
became homiletic. It had a definite theme, and was a
dissertation upon that theme. So popular was this
form of literature that for a long time the value of the
letter was overlooked, and its pcculiar characteristics
were forgotten. Alexander Pope did much to re-
establish the letter in popular esteem by the publica-
tion of a series of epistles which at once took the taste
of the town. Among his contemporaries was Lady Mary
Montagu, who recognized in the letter a form of literary
expression which precisely suited her rapid and way-
ward pen. No travel-letters have ever been more
brilliant and vivacious than hers. To the same period
belongs Horace Walpole. Walpole was a man curi-
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ously before his age in many things. He was the first
exponent of the new romantic impulse which later on
produced Scott and the Waverley Novels, the revival
of Gothic architecture and Gilbert Scott, the Oxford
Movement and Newman, the Asthetic movement and
Ruskin. Horace Walpole despised literature as a
profession, and being himself in receipt of a handsome
income from the public treasury had no occasion to
practise it. Yet he was conscious of the “irritation
of the idea ”—as Flaubert puts it, which is the source
of all literary expression. To a man so constituted and
circumstanced the familiar letter afforded just that
mode of literary expression which was best suited to
his genius.  He was by temperament and habit a keen
criticof life.  He was indefatigably curious. He would
rise at midnight to look upon a fire. He would hasten
to Temple Bar and gaze through a telescope at the
blood-stained heads of the rebel lords, as cager for a
new sensation as the most vulgar of the crowd. He
had the quickest and the keenest eye for foibles and
defects in others.  He was the master of a pen at once
lucid and caustic. How could such a pen be better
used thanin the semi-confidential epistle ?  He was too
indolent to write history and to indifferent to reward
to attempt the serious essay. But in the letter he
found the exact medium that suited him. Here he
conld say what he would, he could record his impres-
sions with vividness, he could be as brilliantly mali-
cious as he chose, without fear of contradiction. Things
which no sober historian, conscious of the judgment of
posterity, would have dared to write, he writes. He
comments on the gaudy slovenliness of the Lady Mary
Montagu, her eccentric dress, her pasty complexion,
and her oily hair. He pictures Wesley as a lean-faced
man, as palpably an actor as Garrick. He never
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mentions Lord North except to make him appear
ridiculous. His one serious pursuit in life was to build,
extend, alter, and adorn his mock-Gothic castle at
Strawberry Hill ; and yet is it so little serious that he
often mocks his own endecavours with caustic raillery.
Yet, with all these defects, and perhaps because of them,
he made himself the most brilliant letter-writer of his
time. He did more than this, for he vindicated the
place of the lctter in literature, by making it a mirror
held up to his time, in which we see, as in a magic
crystal, all the plots, intrigues, and follies of the great,
with occasional prophetic glimpses of those underly-
ing forces which were working out a new and nobler
age.

There is, however, one defect about the letters of
both Lady Montagu and Horace Walpole; they
obviously assume publication. In the case of Lady
Montagu, no doubt on this hecad is possible. She goes
so far as to instruct her correspondents to preserve
her letters. The result is that that element of spon-
taneity, which is the most charming feature of the
gerﬁne letter, is sometimes wanting.  When the writer
-of a letter becomes conscious of the literary worth of
his production, the perfume of intimacy is lost.

We turn therefore to another kind of letter, which
is the genuine unpremcditated outpouring of con-
fidential friendship. Letters of this description may
be found in the biographies of most distinguished
persons. ' It is characteristic of the small practitioner
in letters that he is jealously parsimonious concerning
his ideas, because he has few to spare. He will not
give away the merest sweepings of his workshop for fear
that some stray grain of gold may be discovered in
them. But the great writer has so large a treasure
that he never thinks of economy. Nothing is more
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surprising than to discover what a wealth of ideas is
scattered in the correspondence of men of genuis.
Keats will enclose verses that have since become im-
mortal in letters which he writes to persons whose
chief significance is that he loved them. His letters
contain rough drafts of all the philosophic ideas on
which his life and art were built ; and as the first rapid
sketch of a great artist has often more fire and virility
than the elaborated picture, so these rough drafts
of Keats have the brilliant effervescence of a genius in
its first miraculous freshness and prodigal activity.
Dickens—to take a type of mind absolutely different
—is equally lavish. His letters are full of pictures
of life, finished with as careful an art as the greatest
passages of his writings, and overflowing with a
humour which is often much more natural and,
vivacious. And, to take a yet more modern instance
the same thing is true of Stevenson ; so true, indeed,
that there is scrious ground for the conclusion that
his letters will be treasured and remembered when all
his stories, and all but a select dozen of his essays
are forgotten. Were any vindication needed of the
high importance of the letter as a form of literature,
such a statement as this, if it be accepted, should carry
decisive conviction with it.

But quite apart from the degree of literary art which
may or may not be found in a letter, there is the value
which attaches to it as a revelation of personality.
Many forms of literature, as we have seen, do not
demand this element. We may go further, and say
that they are hostile to it. The man who is definitely
writing for the public is always conscious of the restraint
put upon his personality by the conditions of his
task. He is writing for a dim host of people whose

multiplied idiosyncrasies he does not understand,
G.E.L.—II. 2



18 THE ART AND ATTAINMENT OF

with whose view of life he has but partial acquaint-
ance and sympathy, whose tastes and opinions he may
have reason to fear, to placate, or to make allowance
for. Every writer is aware of a multitude of cross-
currents that deflect his aim when he addresscs an
unknown public. It often seems as though some
wayward sprite sits upon his pen, and forces him to
write something that is not at all in accordance with
his real thought. The most humiliating pain of author-
ship is this disparity betwcen intention and achieve-
ment. It would almost seem as if with the best inten-
tions, to use words to express thought, they have after
all been used only to concealit ; and the sensitive writer,
when he comes to read his own printed page, is dis-
mally aware that it is quite perversely unlike the
thought and sentiment which first welled up in his
mind and drove him to literary expression. What he
does not see is that this deflection of aim, this loss of
the essential spirit of utterance, is in the main due to the
disturbing sense that he is addressing a multitude of
unseen and unknown auditors.

But when he addresses a single auditor, who is
known, loved, and trusted, this cmbarrassment at
once digappears. He can not only afford to be con-
fidential and spontaneous, but in the nature of the
thing he must be nothing less than this. The result is
not only the free revelation of personality, but often
a corresponding release of literary power. This is a
characteristic very obvious and marked in Stevenson.
From the mere literary point of view his letters are in
many instances superior to anything that may be
found in his tales and essays. His phrases have a
sharp-edged natural brilliance ; they come fresh and
hot from the mint of his imagination ; they are free
from the artifice which characterises similar phrases



ENGLISH LETTER-WRITING 19

in the essays, and are by so much the more convincing
and impressive. No man ever used various forms of
literary expression with such a consistent aim to
express himself. No modern writer has succeeded so
well.  Yet when we read his tales and essays we arc able
to see very clearly how partial the success was even at
the best; but while in his deliberate writings the
suspicion of artifice is never wholly conquered, in the
letters therc is the essential artist, instinctive, natural,
triumphantly flexible and at ease.

And this leads to a reflection that goes deeper still,
viz., that in no way is a man so likely to be truly
known as in his familiar letters. A single letter may
often express the nature and spirit of a great man much
more effectually than the best biography. We have
an admirable instance of this in the brief but exquisite
letter addressed by Abraham Lincoln to Mrs. Bixby
of Boston, who had lost five sons in the Civil War.
“I pray,” he writes, “ that our Heavenly Father may
assuage the anguish of your bereavement, and leave you
only the cherished memory of the loved and lost, and
the solemn pride that must be yours to have laid so
costly a sacrifice upon the altar of freedom.” No
one needs to be told how great and noble was the soul
from which that sentence came; by some incom-
municable subtlety of feeling we realize the man, in all
his own slow martyrdom, his patience, resoluteness,
courage, and infinite tenderness of heart, in all the
rarity and holiness of his own spirit ; and we do this
much more perfectly than by the reading of a hundred
state documents and speeches, although in each one
of these there may be discovered some impress of his
personality.

A letter such as this, hastily written no doubt under
the immense pressure and anxiety of public affairs,
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does much to reassure us that the epistolary art is not
the fugitive and superseded art which many critics
would have us suppose. There is no doubt some truth
in the contention that the age of letter-writing is over ;
but such a verdict needs much qualification. What is
meant probably is that the conditions of modern life
are such that there is neither the time nor the occasion
for the elaborate letter. Where men lived far apart
and the means of communication were cxpensive,
they naturally did not write to one another unless they
had something to communicate that seemed worth
while. And because they had leisure they were able
to write fully and at length. These conditions are
not likely to return. No man would waste his time
to-day injwriting to a friend a detailed account of
public events which he might be quite sure had already
reached his correspondent in the morning paper. The
busy man will write as little as he can on any subject ;
he will use the telcphone and typewriter ; and never
yet was there a letter of any value dictated to an
obedient machine. But this after all is only one
phase of life. There are still sequestered and serene
existences whose chief traffic is in ideas, affections, and
emotions. Women especially are, as a rule, excellent
letter-writers, because they live in their emotions. I
will hazard the statement, that were I to publish a
selection from the letters I have received during the
last twenty years from persons whose names are
totally unknown to the general public, I could produce
a volume not much inferior in interest and art to the
present volume. The reason for this excellence lies
in the fact that the letter is and must remain the

est possible vehicle for the transmission of emotion.

iven a moderate commz}nd of language, a quick

ye, a thoughtful mind, and a warm heart, and any
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person of intelligence can produce an excellent letter.
For the chief thing after all which is necessary is not
elaborate leisure, but character ; not the training of
the skilled writer but the pressure of a real thought ;
not leisure, but the power of a deep emotion such as
Lincoln felt when he wrote to Mrs. Bixby.  Aslong as
men love, the art of letter-writing will remain.

With matters such as these we are not however
greatly concerned. Our present concern is with those
specimens of published epistles which justify letter-
writing as a fine art. It is always a somewhat perilous
thing to attempt rigid categories and characterisations,
yet the following distinctions may prove useful.

Keats may be taken as the best representative of what
may be called inspired letter-writing. He is in his
letters, as in his poems, *‘ of imagination all compact.”
He has little or no relation with the world in its sordid
and habitual aspects. He is detached from it and
above it, and he fills us with the sensc of freedom and
release. He never stirs far from his Dream-garden,
which lies midway between waking and sleeping,
where such things as Time, and Space, and Change
have lost their cxactitudes; where man may out-
distance his destiny, and live the life of the spirit,
unconscious of the flesh. The real greatness of Keats
is but partially revealed in his poetry. To under-
stand the height and measure of his nature a study of
his letters is compulsory ; there only do we compre-
hend the grounds for the verdict of Tennyson that
* Keats was the greatest of us all.”

Very different from Keats is Carlyle, whose letters
really belong to the confessional realm of literature.
He knows the world in all its sordidness, and he accuses
it. But he knows himself with even more piercing
vision, and he accuses himself the more bitterly. For
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him the world is no Dream-garden ; it is a battlefield
where the fight is almost lost, the day far spent, and he
himself impotent either to turn the tide of battle or, like
Joshua, to stay the sinking sun. He is a man in pain,
and pain makes him prophetic. Yet there are moments
of calm wisdom, when he sces to the centre of things ;
more exquisite moments still when his whole heart is
softened and overflowed by tenderness. It would
be temerarious to say of Carlyle, as of Stevenson, that
he may be best remembered by his letters, for his
range of literary achievement is much vaster and more
memorable. But his letters, nevertheless, are his true
memoir ; they exhibit his art at its finest, and have a
delicacy and beauty of style often lacking in his larger
efforts. To the mendacity of biographers who did
not understand him, and the malice of a world of little
men, curious to unveil his weaknesses, his spirit, if it
still beholds the stage of Time, can afford to be indiffer-
ent ; for he has left his truc memorial in his epis tles
and in these alone is the real man enshrined.

Charles Lamb has a place apart in the history of
letter-writing. For forty years he was a tireless
correspondent, his first published letter being addressed
to Qoleridge in 1796, and his last to Mrs. Dyer in 1834.
In the four hundred and seventeen letters of Lamb
which are included by Canon Ainger in his two volumes,
we have every species of epistle ; the grave and the gay,
the pathetic and the absurd; letters that are the
merest whimsies, letters that contain treasures of
admirable thought and criticism, letters that touch
upon the deepest and the saddest things of life. In
all there is the same inimitable charm which we find
in the Essays of Elia. 1If any fault can be found
with these letters it is that they are too like the
essays, and often are indeed the first drafts of the
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essays. The Dissertation on Roast Pig appears first
in a letter to Coleridge, and his account of Dyer was
the matter of a letter before it was worked up into an
essay. It is because the letter so often approximates
to the essay that Lamb frequently fails in the highest
attributes of the letter-writer. We have wit, fancy,
imagination, but they are too conscious of themselves; it
is only in the really private letter, written in some hour
of acute distress, that Lamb reveals himself with entire
sincerity. Perhaps the best description of his letters, as
a whole, would be Literary letters.

Edward FitzGerald and Stevenson represent the
letter as a means of conversation. FitzGerald ! gossips
pleasantly about himself, his tastes, opinions, and
surroundings, much as a man might do with a familiar
friend. His are pre-emiently the letters of Friendship.
He has retained the child-like nature, and is there-
fore joyous and tranquil. The impression which he
makes is of an English meadow, starred with daffodils
which shift and glitter in an Easter wind beside a slow
midland river, which runs without sound to a sea whose
mysterious heart-throb is heard at long intervals. The
voice of FitzGerald has no piercing accent in it ; it is
in'tune with the soft tranquillity of nature; but it
soothes, and it relcases the spirit in bondage to the
world. One can understand how it was that Thackeray
said that of all his friends, ¢ Old Fitz > was the one
he had loved the best. Perhaps also among all the
letters of our age, these are those which men will love
most ; and no finer tribute can be paid to them.

Stevenson’s letters are also letters of conversation,
but of a much gayer and more nimble quality. If

! Unfortunately the publisher refused permission for the
use of any of FitzGerald’s letters in the English edition of
this work.
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FitzGerald suggests the placid midland river, he sug-
gests the rapid Highland stream, clear, loudly vocal,
sparklingly vivacious, tossing up rainbows as it passes,
shouting and singing in abandonment of mirth, yet also
with its deep still pools in which. eternal things hang
reflected. He is too acute, too restless, too conscious
of himself for more than brief intimacy ; a companion
on the road rather than an intimate of the hearthstone.
His mission is to stimulate ; we walk more cheerfully
the moment we are of his company. He has a rare
power of making ordinary things seem pleasant and
original. He treats life as an adventure, and he makes
us breathc the atmosphere of courage, expanse, and
world-wideness in which he moves. And in all, the
sense of personality is so strong that we lose the con-
sciousness of any barrier of writing between ourselves
and him ; it is rather the magic of real speech he casts
upon us, as though he talked to us alone.

To these great names one more may be added which
is relatively unknown, that of James Smetham.! Sme-
tham was an artist with a true poetic sense, as those
know who, like myself, have seen his pictures. He was
the friend of Rossetti, who truly appreciated his work,
but for various reasons Smetham was unable to make
his'#rt+ popular. His life was therefore a long
struggle against disappointment and poverty, and this
failure of the outward life threw him back upon the
inward. Happy indeed the man who has a “city of
the mind ” to which he can retire, as Smetham did,
when the outward world offered no hospitality. There
he found relecase and renewal, and his letters are the
record of this inner life. They are full of fine thought,
exquisitely expressed, with occasional. passages of

! Permission for the printing of examples of Smetham’s
letters was refused by the publisher.
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imagination which have all the charm of poetry ; they
exhibit throughout a nature of rare gentleness, patience,
and equipoisc. They arc in the first rank of Intellectual
letters ; letters, that is, which express thought. This
docs not imply that he exceeds cither Carlyle or Keats
in intellect ; but merely that his life is more exclusively
inward than theirs. He lives in the mind only ; and
mind conquers for him his worldly failures, atones for
them, and enables him to be triumphantly resigned. He
is always sane and logical, never drunk with sensation
as Keats is, never bitter as Carlyle is; he has reached
“the quict seats above the thunder,” from which he
sees the world and its loud strife as something far be-
low him and of no importance. Hence, even more
than FitzGerald, he conveys the impression of serenity,
but it is of a different quality ; FitzGerald is at home
with the world, Smetham has conquered it.

That so much can be said of a man who is even yet
almost unknown to discriminating readers suggests a
final thought. We speak confidently of great letter-
writers, but how can we be sure that there are not far
greater whose work is unknown to us ?  That a letter
should be preserved at all argues not only something
worthy or remarkable in it, but also some distinction
in the writer, which gives prestige and value to his
letter. But how often have the greatest men moved
among their contemporaries unremarked, or at least
unrecognized in the special rarity of their endowment ?
What would we not give fora packet of the familiar letters
of Shakespeare ?  Such letters he must have written,
but because none of his contemporaries knew the real
measure of his genius, no one thought it worth while to
preserve his epistles. © Thus it may well happen that the
greatest of all letter-writers have passed out of the world
unrecognized, and have left no memorial. A thousand
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letters, nay a thousand thousand, which have perhaps
recorded the pathos and the tragedy of life more
poignantly than Hamlet or In Memoriam have been
read casually, put into a drawer, and forgotten, and
finally cast into the fire uponsome change of circum-
stance. It is merely by an accident that a thing so
fugitive as a letter, committed as it is to the insecure
custody of a single individual who may prove careless
or inappreciative, survives at all; but for the one
accident that redeems it {from oblivion, there are a
hundred others that are only too likely to destroy it.
For the epistolary art is very delicate and shy ; it is
like the little arbutus flower, which comes to its per-
fection of purity and perfume beneath the snow and
out of sight ; and it often withers and dies before any
human eye has learned its worth.

So then, the finest letters of all may be those which
have perished, or those kept in jealous privacy, or those
which are too sacred for open knowledge. And the
letters which the world knows and values may be after
all but a scanty tithe from a rich field whose full harvest
has long since been dispersed. This thought is suffi-
cient to humble the pretensions of a categorical criti-
c.ism, and to make the authoritative note impossible.
The most that we dare to say isnot that we have collected
in one sheaf of excellence the best letters in English
literature, but only the best we know ; and that while
the student may discover better in certain hidden by-
ways of biography, here, at least, are those which do
faithfully represent those elements which sustain the
claim that letter-writing is an art, and fine letter-writing
one of the rarest arts of literature.



1

By—Gone Lovers



The pleasing transport.
Kichard Steele (1672-1729)
An old world courtship. :
‘ Lady Mary Montagn (1689-1762)
A rustic tragedy.
Alexander Pope (1688-1744)
 What a dishclout of a soul hast thou madec of me ! ”
Laurence Sterne (1713-1768)
A letter which was never sent.
Lovd Byron (r788-1824)
The love of a poet.
John Keats (1795-1821)
Its sequel.
John Keats (1795-1821)
Joseph Severn (1793-1879)
William Haslam (dates unknown)
The aftermath.
Leigh Hunt (1784-1859)
Pevcy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822)
Mazzini is beloved by a Jewish lady.
Jane Welsh Carlyle (1801-1866)
Deceived in her birthday letter.

o Jane Welsh Carlyle (1801-1866)
Learning to love. .
Charlotte Bronté (1816-1855)
Defending her union with Mr. George H. Lewes.

George Eliot (1819-1880)

28



THE PLEASING TRANSPORT
Dick Steele to his Molly

Smith Street, Westminster, 1707.
Mapam,—I lay down last night with your image
in my thoughts, and have awak’d this morning in the
same contemplation. The pleasing transport with
which I'me delighted, has a sweetnesse in it attended
with a train of ten thousand soft desires, anxieties,
and cares; the day arises on my hopes with new
brightnesse ; youth, beauty and innocence are the
charming objects that steal me from myself, and give
me joys above the reach of ambition, pride or glory.
Believe me, fair one, to throw myself 