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Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid

The Germans were over this house last night and the night before
that. Here they are again. It is a queer experience, lying in the dark
and listening to the zoom of a hornet, which may at any moment
sting you to death. It is a sound that interrupts cool and consecutive
thinking about peace. Yet it is a sound – far more than prayers and
anthems – that should compel one to think about peace. Unless we
can think peace into existence we – not this one body in this one bed
but millions of bodies yet to be born – will lie in the same darkness
and hear the same death rattle overhead. Let us think what we can do
to create the only efficient air-raid shelter while the guns on the hill
go pop pop pop and the searchlights finger the clouds and now and
then, sometimes close at hand, sometimes far away, a bomb drops.

Up there in the sky young Englishmen and young German men are
fighting each other. The defenders are men, the attackers are men.
Arms are not given to Englishwomen either to fight the enemy or to
defend herself. She must lie weaponless tonight. Yet if she believes
that the fight going on up in the sky is a fight by the English to
protect freedom, by the Germans to destroy freedom, she must fight,
so far as she can, on the side of the English. How far can she fight for
freedom without firearms? By making arms, or clothes or food. But
there is another way of fighting for freedom without arms; we can
fight with the mind. We can make ideas that will help the young
Englishman who is fighting up in the sky to defeat the enemy.

But to make ideas effective, we must be able to fire them off. We
must put them into action. And the hornet in the sky rouses another
hornet in the mind. There was one zooming in The Times this morning
– a woman’s voice saying, ‘Women have not a word to say in politics.’
There is no woman in the Cabinet; nor in any responsible post. All the
idea makers who are in a position to make ideas effective are men.
That is a thought that damps thinking, and encourages



irresponsibility. Why not bury the head in the pillow, plug the ears,
and cease this futile activity of idea-making? Because there are other
tables besides officer tables and conference tables. Are we not leaving
the young Englishman without a weapon that might be of value to
him if we give up private thinking, tea-table thinking, because it
seems useless? Are we not stressing our disability because our ability
exposes us perhaps to abuse, perhaps to contempt? ‘I will not cease
from mental fight,’ Blake wrote. Mental fight means thinking against
the current, not with it.

That current flows fast and furious. It issues in a spate of words
from the loudspeakers and the politicians. Every day they tell us that
we are a free people, fighting to defend freedom. That is the current
that has whirled the young airman up into the sky and keeps him
circling there among the clouds. Down here, with a roof to cover us
and a gas mask handy, it is our business to puncture gas bags and
discover seeds of truth. It is not true that we are free. We are both
prisoners tonight – he boxed up in his machine with a gun handy; we
lying in the dark with a gas mask handy. If we were free we should be
out in the open, dancing, at the play, or sitting at the window talking
together. What is it that prevents us? ‘Hitler!’ the loudspeakers cry
with one voice. Who is Hitler? What is he? Aggressiveness, tyranny,
the insane love of power made manifest, they reply. Destroy that, and
you will be free.

The drone of the planes is now like the sawing of a branch
overhead. Round and round it goes, sawing and sawing at a branch
directly above the house. Another sound begins sawing its way in the
brain. ‘Women of ability’ – it was Lady Astor speaking in The Times
this morning – ‘are held down because of a subconscious Hitlerism in
the hearts of men.’ Certainly we are held down. We are equally
prisoners tonight – the Englishmen in their planes, the Englishwomen
in their beds. But if he stops to think he may be killed; and we too. So
let us think for him. Let us try to drag up into consciousness the
subconscious Hitlerism that holds us down. It is the desire for
aggression; the desire to dominate and enslave. Even in the darkness
we can see that made visible. We can see shop windows blazing; and



women gazing; painted women; dressed-up women; women with
crimson lips and crimson fingernails. They are slaves who are trying
to enslave. If we could free ourselves from slavery we should free men
from tyranny. Hitlers are bred by slaves.

A bomb drops. All the windows rattle. The anti-aircraft guns are
getting active. Up there on the hill under a net tagged with strips of
green and brown stuff to imitate the hues of autumn leaves guns are
concealed. Now they all fire at once. On the nine o’clock radio we
shall be told ‘Forty-four enemy planes were shot down during the
night, ten of them by anti-aircraft fire.’ And one of the terms of peace,
the loudspeakers say, is to be disarmament. There are to be no more
guns, no army, no navy, no air force in the future. No more young
men will be trained to fight with arms. That rouses another mind-
hornet in the chambers of the brain – another quotation. ‘To fight
against a real enemy, to earn undying honour and glory by shooting
total strangers, and to come home with my breast covered with
medals and decorations, that was the summit of my hope… It was for
this that my whole life so far had been dedicated, my education,
training, everything…’

Those were the words of a young Englishman who fought in the
last war. In the face of them, do the current thinkers honestly believe
that by writing ‘Disarmament’ on a sheet of paper at a conference
table they will have done all that is needful? Othello’s occupation will
be gone; but he will remain Othello. The young airman up in the sky
is driven not only by the voices of loudspeakers; he is driven by
voices in himself – ancient instincts, instincts fostered and cherished
by education and tradition. Is he to be blamed for those instincts?
Could we switch off the maternal instinct at the command of a table
full of politicians? Suppose that imperative among the peace terms
was: ‘Child-bearing is to be restricted to a very small class of specially
selected women,’ would we submit? Should we not say, ‘The maternal
instinct is a woman’s glory. It was for this that my whole life has been
dedicated, my education, training, everything…’ But if it were
necessary, for the sake of humanity, for the peace of the world, that
childbearing should be restricted, the maternal instinct subdued,



women would attempt it. Men would help them. They would honour
them for their refusal to bear children. They would give them other
openings for their creative power. That too must make part of our
fight for freedom. We must help the young Englishmen to root out
from themselves the love of medals and decorations. We must create
more honourable activities for those who try to conquer in themselves
their fighting instinct, their subconscious Hitlerism. We must
compensate the man for the loss of his gun.

The sound of sawing overhead has increased. All the searchlights
are erect. They point at a spot exactly above this roof. At any moment
a bomb may fall on this very room. One, two, three, four, five, six…
the seconds pass. The bomb did not fall. But during those seconds of
suspense all thinking stopped. All feeling, save one dull dread, ceased.
A nail fixed the whole being to one hard board. The emotion of fear
and of hate is therefore sterile, unfertile. Directly that fear passes, the
mind reaches out and instinctively revives itself by trying to create.
Since the room is dark it can create only from memory. It reaches out
to the memory of other Augusts – in Bayreuth, listening to Wagner; in
Rome, walking over the Campagna; in London. Friends’ voices come
back. Scraps of poetry return. Each of those thoughts, even in
memory, was far more positive, reviving, healing and creative than
the dull dread made of fear and hate. Therefore if we are to
compensate the young man for the loss of his glory and of his gun, we
must give him access to the creative feelings. We must make
happiness. We must free him from the machine. We must bring him
out of his prison into the open air. But what is the use of freeing the
young Englishman if the young German and the young Italian remain
slaves?

The searchlights, wavering across the flat, have picked up the plane
now. From this window one can see a little silver insect turning and
twisting in the light. The guns go pop pop pop. Then they cease.
Probably the raider was brought down behind the hill. One of the
pilots landed safe in a field near here the other day. He said to his
captors, speaking fairly good English, ‘How glad I am that the fight is
over!’ Then an Englishman gave him a cigarette, and an



Englishwoman made him a cup of tea. That would seem to show that
if you can free the man from the machine, the seed does not fall upon
altogether stony ground. The seed may be fertile.

At last all the guns have stopped firing. All the searchlights have
been extinguished. The natural darkness of a summer’s night returns.
The innocent sounds of the country are heard again. An apple thuds
to the ground. An owl hoots, winging its way from tree to tree. And
some half-forgotten words of an old English writer come to mind:
‘The huntsmen are up in America…’ Let us send these fragmentary
notes to the huntsmen who are up in America, to the men and women
whose sleep has not yet been broken by machine-gun fire, in the
belief that they will rethink them generously and charitably, perhaps
shape them into something serviceable. And now, in the shadowed
half of the world, to sleep.



Street Haunting

A London Adventure

No one perhaps has ever felt passionately towards a lead pencil. But
there are circumstances in which it can become supremely desirable
to possess one; moments when we are set upon having an object, an
excuse for walking half across London between tea and dinner. As the
foxhunter hunts in order to preserve the breed of foxes, and the golfer
plays in order that open spaces may be preserved from the builders,
so when the desire comes upon us to go street rambling the pencil
does for a pretext, and getting up we say: ‘Really I must buy a pencil,’
as if under cover of this excuse we could indulge safely in the greatest
pleasure of town life in winter – rambling the streets of London.

The hour should be the evening and the season winter, for in
winter the champagne brightness of the air and the sociability of the
streets are grateful. We are not then taunted as in the summer by the
longing for shade and solitude and sweet airs from the hayfields. The
evening hour, too, gives us the irresponsibility which darkness and
lamplight bestow. We are no longer quite ourselves. As we step out of
the house on a fine evening between four and six, we shed the self
our friends know us by and become part of that vast republican army
of anonymous trampers, whose society is so agreeable after the
solitude of one’s own room. For there we sit surrounded by objects
which perpetually express the oddity of our own temperaments and
enforce the memories of our own experience. That bowl on the
mantelpiece, for instance, was bought at Mantua on a windy day. We
were leaving the shop when the sinister old woman plucked at our
skirts and said she would find herself starving one of these days, but,
‘Take it!’ she cried, and thrust the blue and white china bowl into our
hands as if she never wanted to be reminded of her quixotic
generosity. So, guiltily, but suspecting nevertheless how badly we had



been fleeced, we carried it back to the little hotel where, in the
middle of the night, the innkeeper quarrelled so violently with his
wife that we all leant out into the courtyard to look, and saw the
vines laced about among the pillars and the stars white in the sky.
The moment was stabilized, stamped like a coin indelibly among a
million that slipped by imperceptibly. There, too, was the melancholy
Englishman, who rose among the coffee cups and the little iron tables
and revealed the secrets of his soul – as travellers do. All this – Italy,
the windy morning, the vines laced about the pillars, the Englishman
and the secrets of his soul – rise up in a cloud from the china bowl on
the mantelpiece. And there, as our eyes fall to the floor, is that brown
stain on the carpet. Mr Lloyd George made that. ‘The man’s a devil!’
said Mr Cummings, putting the kettle down with which he was about
to fill the teapot so that it burnt a brown ring on the carpet.

But when the door shuts on us, all that vanishes. The shell-like
covering which our souls have excreted to house themselves, to make
for themselves a shape distinct from others, is broken, and there is
left of all these wrinkles and roughnesses a central oyster of
perceptiveness, an enormous eye. How beautiful a street is in winter!
It is at once revealed and obscured. Here vaguely one can trace
symmetrical straight avenues of doors and windows; here under the
lamps are floating islands of pale light through which pass quickly
bright men and women, who, for all their poverty and shabbiness,
wear a certain look of unreality, an air of triumph, as if they had
given life the slip, so that life, deceived of her prey, blunders on
without them. But, after all, we are only gliding smoothly on the
surface. The eye is not a miner, not a diver, not a seeker after buried
treasure. It floats us smoothly down a stream; resting, pausing, the
brain sleeps perhaps as it looks.

How beautiful a London street is then, with its islands of light, and
its long groves of darkness, and on one side of it perhaps some tree-
sprinkled, grass-grown space where night is folding herself to sleep
naturally and, as one passes the iron railing, one hears those little
cracklings and stirrings of leaf and twig which seem to suppose the
silence of fields all round them, an owl hooting, and far away the



rattle of a train in the valley. But this is London, we are reminded;
high among the bare trees are hung oblong frames of reddish yellow
light – windows; there are points of brilliance burning steadily like
low stars – lamps; this empty ground, which holds the country in it
and its peace, is only a London square, set about by offices and
houses where at this hour fierce lights burn over maps, over
documents, over desks where clerks sit turning with wetted forefinger
the files of endless correspondences; or more suffusedly the firelight
wavers and the lamplight falls upon the privacy of some drawing-
room, its easy chairs, its papers, its china, its inlaid table, and the
figure of a woman, accurately measuring out the precise number of
spoons of tea which – She looks at the door as if she heard a ring
downstairs and somebody asking, is she in?

But here we must stop peremptorily. We are in danger of digging
deeper than the eye approves; we are impeding our passage down the
smooth stream by catching at some branch or root. At any moment,
the sleeping army may stir itself and wake in us a thousand violins
and trumpets in response; the army of human beings may rouse itself
and assert all its oddities and sufferings and sordidities. Let us dally a
little longer, be content still with surfaces only – the glossy brilliance
of the motor omnibuses; the carnal splendour of the butchers’ shops
with their yellow flanks and purple steaks; the blue and red bunches
of flowers burning so bravely through the plate glass of the florists’
windows.

For the eye has this strange property: it rests only on beauty; like a
butterfly it seeks colour and basks in warmth. On a winter’s night like
this, when nature has been at pains to polish and preen herself, it
brings back the prettiest trophies, breaks off little lumps of emerald
and coral as if the whole earth were made of precious stone. The
thing it cannot do (one is speaking of the average unprofessional eye)
is to compose these trophies in such a way as to bring out the more
obscure angles and relationships. Hence after a prolonged diet of this
simple, sugary fare, of beauty pure and uncomposed, we become
conscious of satiety. We halt at the door of the boot shop and make
some little excuse, which has nothing to do with the real reason, for



folding up the bright paraphernalia of the streets and withdrawing to
some duskier chamber of the being where we may ask, as we raise
our left foot obediently upon the stand: ‘What, then, is it like to be a
dwarf?’

She came in escorted by two women who, being of normal size,
looked like benevolent giants beside her. Smiling at the shop girls,
they seemed to be disclaiming any lot in her deformity and assuring
her of their protection. She wore the peevish yet apologetic
expression usual on the faces of the deformed. She needed their
kindness, yet she resented it. But when the shop girl had been
summoned and the giantesses, smiling indulgently, had asked for
shoes for ‘this lady’ and the girl had pushed the little stand in front of
her, the dwarf stuck her foot out with an impetuosity which seemed
to claim all our attention. Look at that! Look at that! she seemed to
demand of us all, as she thrust her foot out, for behold it was the
shapely, perfectly proportioned foot of a well-grown woman. It was
arched; it was aristocratic. Her whole manner changed as she looked
at it resting on the stand. She looked soothed and satisfied. Her
manner became full of self-confidence. She sent for shoe after shoe;
she tried on pair after pair. She got up and pirouetted before a glass
which reflected the foot only in yellow shoes, in fawn shoes, in shoes
of lizard skin. She raised her little skirts and displayed her little legs.
She was thinking that, after all, feet are the most important part of
the whole person; women, she said to herself, have been loved for
their feet alone. Seeing nothing but her feet, she imagined perhaps
that the rest of her body was of a piece with those beautiful feet. She
was shabbily dressed, but she was ready to lavish any money upon
her shoes. And as this was the only occasion upon which she was not
afraid of being looked at but positively craved attention, she was
ready to use any device to prolong the choosing and fitting. Look at
my feet, she seemed to be saying, as she took a step this way and then
a step that way. The shop girl good-humouredly must have said
something flattering, for suddenly her face lit up in ecstasy. But, after
all, the giantesses, benevolent though they were, had their own affairs
to see to; she must make up her mind; she must decide which to



choose. At length, the pair was chosen and, as she walked out
between her guardians, with the parcel swinging from her finger, the
ecstasy faded, knowledge returned, the old peevishness, the old
apology came back, and by the time she had reached the street again
she had become a dwarf only.

But she had changed the mood; she had called into being an
atmosphere which, as we followed her out into the street, seemed
actually to create the humped, the twisted, the deformed. Two
bearded men, brothers, apparently, stone-blind, supporting
themselves by resting a hand on the head of a small boy between
them, marched down the street. On they came with the unyielding
yet tremulous tread of the blind, which seems to lend to their
approach something of the terror and inevitability of the fate that has
overtaken them. As they passed, holding straight on, the little convoy
seemed to cleave asunder the passers-by with the momentum of its
silence, its directness, its disaster. Indeed, the dwarf had started a
hobbling grotesque dance to which everybody in the street had now
conformed; the stout lady tightly swathed in shiny sealskin; the
feeble-minded boy sucking the silver knob of his stick; the old man
squatted on a doorstep as if, suddenly overcome by the absurdity of
the human spectacle, he had sat down to look at it – all joined in the
hobble and tap of the dwarf’s dance.

In what crevices and crannies, one might ask, did they lodge, this
maimed company of the halt and the blind? Here, perhaps, in the top
rooms of these narrow old houses between Holborn and Soho, where
people have such queer names, and pursue so many curious trades,
are gold beaters, accordion pleaters, cover buttons, or support life,
with even greater fantasticality, upon a traffic in cups without
saucers, china umbrella handles, and highly coloured pictures of
martyred saints. There they lodge, and it seems as if the lady in the
sealskin jacket must find life tolerable, passing the time of day with
the accordion pleater, or the man who covers buttons; life which is so
fantastic cannot be altogether tragic. They do not grudge us, we are
musing, our prosperity; when, suddenly, turning the corner, we come
upon a bearded Jew, wild, hunger-bitten, glaring out of his misery; or



pass the humped body of an old woman flung abandoned on the step
of a public building with a cloak over her like the hasty covering
thrown over a dead horse or donkey. At such sights the nerves of the
spine seem to stand erect; a sudden flare is brandished in our eyes; a
question is asked which is never answered. Often enough these
derelicts choose to lie not a stone’s throw from theatres, within
hearing of barrel organs, almost, as night draws on, within touch of
the sequined cloaks and bright legs of diners and dancers. They lie
close to those shop windows where commerce offers to a world of old
women laid on doorsteps, of blind men, of hobbling dwarfs, sofas
which are supported by the gilt necks of proud swans; tables inlaid
with baskets of many coloured fruit; sideboards paved with green
marble the better to support the weight of boars’ heads; and carpets
so softened with age that their carnations have almost vanished in a
pale green sea.

Passing, glimpsing, everything seems accidentally but miraculously
sprinkled with beauty, as if the tide of trade which deposits its burden
so punctually and prosaically upon the shores of Oxford Street had
this night cast up nothing but treasure. With no thought of buying,
the eye is sportive and generous; it creates; it adorns; it enhances.
Standing out in the street, one may build up all the chambers of an
imaginary house and furnish them at one’s will with sofa, table,
carpet. That rug will do for the hall. That alabaster bowl shall stand
on a carved table in the window. Our merrymaking shall be reflected
in that thick round mirror. But, having built and furnished the house,
one is happily under no obligation to possess it; one can dismantle it
in the twinkling of an eye, and build and furnish another house with
other chairs and other glasses. Or let us indulge ourselves at the
antique jewellers, among the trays of rings and the hanging necklaces.
Let us choose those pearls, for example, and then imagine how, if we
put them on, life would be changed. It becomes instantly between
two and three in the morning; the lamps are burning very white in
the deserted streets of Mayfair. Only motor-cars are abroad at this
hour, and one has a sense of emptiness, of airiness, of secluded gaiety.
Wearing pearls, wearing silk, one steps out on to a balcony which



overlooks the gardens of sleeping Mayfair. There are a few lights in
the bedrooms of great peers returned from Court, of silk-stockinged
footmen, of dowagers who have pressed the hands of statesmen. A cat
creeps along the garden wall. Love-making is going on sibilantly,
seductively in the darker places of the room behind thick green
curtains. Strolling sedately as if he were promenading a terrace
beneath which the shires and counties of England lie sun-bathed, the
aged Prime Minister recounts to Lady So-and-So with the curls and
the emeralds the true history of some great crisis in the affairs of the
land. We seem to be riding on the top of the highest mast of the
tallest ship; and yet at the same time we know that nothing of this
sort matters; love is not proved thus, nor great achievements
completed thus; so that we sport with the moment and preen our
feathers in it lightly, as we stand on the balcony watching the moonlit
cat creep along Princess Mary’s garden wall.

But what could be more absurd? It is, in fact, on the stroke of six; it
is a winter’s evening; we are walking to the Strand to buy a pencil.
How, then, are we also on a balcony, wearing pearls in June? What
could be more absurd? Yet it is nature’s folly, not ours. When she set
about her chief masterpiece, the making of man, she should have
thought of one thing only. Instead, turning her head, looking over her
shoulder, into each one of us she let creep instincts and desires which
are utterly at variance with his main being, so that we are streaked,
variegated, all of a mixture; the colours have run. Is the true self this
which stands on the pavement in January, or that which bends over
the balcony in June? Am I here, or am I there? Or is the true self
neither this nor that, neither here nor there, but something so varied
and wandering that it is only when we give the rein to its wishes and
let it take its way unimpeded that we are indeed ourselves?
Circumstances compel unity; for convenience sake a man must be a
whole. The good citizen when he opens his door in the evening must
be banker, golfer, husband, father; not a nomad wandering the desert,
a mystic staring at the sky, a debauchee in the slums of San Francisco,
a soldier heading a revolution, a pariah howling with scepticism and
solitude. When he opens his door, he must run his fingers through his



hair and put his umbrella in the stand like the rest.
But here, none too soon, are the second-hand bookshops. Here we

find anchorage in these thwarting currents of being; here we balance
ourselves after the splendours and miseries of the streets. The very
sight of the bookseller’s wife with her foot on the fender, sitting
beside a good coal fire, screened from the door, is sobering and
cheerful. She is never reading, or only the newspaper; her talk, when
it leaves bookselling, which it does so gladly, is about hats; she likes a
hat to be practical, she says, as well as pretty. Oh no, they don’t live
at the shop; they live in Brixton; she must have a bit of green to look
at. In summer a jar of flowers grown in her own garden is stood on
the top of some dusty pile to enliven the shop. Books are everywhere;
and always the same sense of adventure fills us. Second-hand books
are wild books, homeless books; they have come together in vast
flocks of variegated feather, and have a charm which the
domesticated volumes of the library lack. Besides, in this random
miscellaneous company we may rub against some complete stranger
who will, with luck, turn into the best friend we have in the world.
There is always a hope, as we reach down some greyish-white book
from an upper shelf, directed by its air of shabbiness and desertion, of
meeting here with a man who set out on horseback over a hundred
years ago to explore the woollen market in the Midlands and Wales;
an unknown traveller, who stayed at inns, drank his pint, noted pretty
girls and serious customs, wrote it all down stiffly, laboriously for
sheer love of it (the book was published at his own expense); was
infinitely prosy, busy, and matter-of-fact, and so let flow in without
his knowing it the very scent of hollyhocks and the hay together with
such a portrait of himself as gives him forever a seat in the warm
corner of the mind’s inglenook. One may buy him for eighteen pence
now. He is marked three and sixpence, but the bookseller’s wife,
seeing how shabby the covers are and how long the book has stood
there since it was bought at some sale of a gentleman’s library in
Suffolk, will let it go at that.

Thus, glancing round the bookshop, we make other such sudden
capricious friendships with the unknown and the vanished whose



only record is, for example, this little book of poems, so fairly printed,
so finely engraved, too, with a portrait of the author. For he was a
poet and drowned untimely, and his verse, mild as it is and formal
and sententious, sends forth still a frail fluty sound like that of a
piano organ played in some back street resignedly by an old Italian
organ-grinder in a corduroy jacket. There are travellers, too, row
upon row of them, still testifying, indomitable spinsters that they
were, to the discomforts that they endured and the sunsets they
admired in Greece when Queen Victoria was a girl. A tour in
Cornwall with a visit to the tin mines was thought worthy of
voluminous record. People went slowly up the Rhine and did portraits
of each other in Indian ink, sitting reading on deck beside a coil of
rope; they measured the pyramids; were lost to civilization for years;
converted negroes in pestilential swamps. This packing up and going
off, exploring deserts and catching fevers, settling in India for a
lifetime, penetrating even to China and then returning to lead a
parochial life at Edmonton, tumbles and tosses upon the dusty floor
like an uneasy sea, so restless the English are, with the waves at their
very door. The waters of travel and adventure seem to break upon
little islands of serious effort and lifelong industry stood in jagged
column upon the floor. In these piles of puce-bound volumes with gilt
monograms on the back, thoughtful clergymen expound the gospels;
scholars are to be heard with their hammers and their chisels
chipping clear the ancient texts of Euripides and Aeschylus. Thinking,
annotating, expounding goes on at a prodigious rate all around us and
over everything, like a punctual, everlasting tide, washes the ancient
sea of fiction. Innumerable volumes tell how Arthur loved Laura and
they were separated and they were unhappy and then they met and
they were happy ever after, as was the way when Victoria ruled these
islands.

The number of books in the world is infinite, and one is forced to
glimpse and nod and move on after a moment of talk, a flash of
understanding, as, in the street outside, one catches a word in passing
and from a chance phrase fabricates a lifetime. It is about a woman
called Kate that they are talking, how ‘I said to her quite straight last



night… if you don’t think I’m worth a penny stamp, I said…’ But who
Kate is, and to what crisis in their friendship that penny stamp refers,
we shall never know; for Kate sinks under the warmth of their
volubility; and here, at the street corner, another page of the volume
of life is laid open by the sight of two men consulting under the lamp-
post. They are spelling out the latest wire from Newmarket in the stop
press news. Do they think, then, that fortune will ever convert their
rags into fur and broadcloth, sling them with watch-chains, and plant
diamond pins where there is now a ragged open shirt? But the main
stream of walkers at this hour sweeps too fast to let us ask such
questions. They are wrapt, in this short passage from work to home,
in some narcotic dream, now that they are free from the desk, and
have the fresh air on their cheeks. They put on those bright clothes
which they must hang up and lock the key upon all the rest of the
day, and are great cricketers, famous actresses, soldiers who have
saved their country at the hour of need. Dreaming, gesticulating,
often muttering a few words aloud, they sweep over the Strand and
across Waterloo Bridge whence they will be slung in long rattling
trains, to some prim little villa in Barnes or Surbiton where the sight
of the clock in the hall and the smell of the supper in the basement
puncture the dream.

But we are come to the Strand now, and as we hesitate on the kerb,
a little rod about the length of one’s finger begins to lay its bar across
the velocity and abundance of life. ‘Really I must – really I must’ –
that is it. Without investigating the demand, the mind cringes to the
accustomed tyrant. One must, one always must, do something or
other; it is not allowed one simply to enjoy oneself. Was it not for this
reason that, some time ago, we fabricated the excuse, and invented
the necessity of buying something? But what was it? Ah, we
remember, it was a pencil. Let us go then and buy this pencil. But just
as we are turning to obey the command, another self disputes the
right of the tyrant to insist. The usual conflict comes about. Spread
out behind the rod of duty we see the whole breadth of the river
Thames – wide, mournful, peaceful. And we see it through the eyes of
somebody who is leaning over the Embankment on a summer



evening, without a care in the world. Let us put off buying the pencil;
let us go in search of this person – and soon it becomes apparent that
this person is ourselves. For if we could stand there where we stood
six months ago, should we not be again as we were then – calm,
aloof, content? Let us try then. But the river is rougher and greyer
than we remembered. The tide is running out to sea. It brings down
with it a tug and two barges, whose load of straw is tightly bound
down beneath tarpaulin covers. There is, too, close by us, a couple
leaning over the balustrade with the curious lack of self-consciousness
lovers have, as if the importance of the affair they are engaged on
claims without question the indulgence of the human race. The sights
we see and the sounds we hear now have none of the quality of the
past; nor have we any share in the serenity of the person who, six
months ago, stood precisely where we stand now. His is the happiness
of death; ours the insecurity of life. He has no future; the future is
even now invading our peace. It is only when we look at the past and
take from it the element of uncertainty that we can enjoy perfect
peace. As it is, we must turn, we must cross the Strand again, we must
find a shop where, even at this hour, they will be ready to sell us a
pencil.

It is always an adventure to enter a new room; for the lives and
characters of its owners have distilled their atmosphere into it, and
directly we enter it we breast some new wave of emotion. Here,
without a doubt, in the stationer’s shop, people had been quarrelling.
Their anger shot through the air. They both stopped; the old woman –
they were husband and wife evidently – retired to a back room; the
old man whose rounded forehead and globular eyes would have
looked well on the frontispiece of some Elizabethan folio, stayed to
serve us. ‘A pencil, a pencil,’ he repeated, ‘certainly, certainly.’ He
spoke with the distraction yet effusiveness of one whose emotions
have been roused and checked in full flood. He began opening box
after box and shutting them again. He said that it was very difficult to
find things when they kept so many different articles. He launched
into a story about some legal gentleman who had got into deep
waters owing to the conduct of his wife. He had known him for years;



he had been connected with the Temple for half a century, he said, as
if he wished his wife in the back room to overhear him. He upset a
box of rubber bands. At last, exasperated by his incompetence, he
pushed the swing door open and called out roughly: ‘Where d’you
keep the pencils?’ as if his wife had hidden them. The old lady came
in. Looking at nobody, she put her hand with a fine air of righteous
severity upon the right box. There were pencils. How then could he
do without her? Was she not indispensable to him? In order to keep
them there, standing side by side in forced neutrality, one had to be
particular in one’s choice of pencils; this was too soft, that too hard.
They stood silently looking on. The longer they stood there, the
calmer they grew; their heat was going down, their anger
disappearing. Now, without a word said on either side, the quarrel
was made up. The old man, who would not have disgraced Ben
Jonson’s title-page, reached the box back to its proper place, bowed
profoundly his good night to us, and they disappeared. She would get
out her sewing; he would read his newspaper; the canary would
scatter them impartially with seed. The quarrel was over.

In these minutes in which a ghost has been sought for, a quarrel
composed, and a pencil bought, the streets had become completely
empty. Life had withdrawn to the top floor, and lamps were lit. The
pavement was dry and hard; the road was of hammered silver.
Walking home through the desolation one could tell oneself the story
of the dwarf, of the blind men, of the party in the Mayfair mansion, of
the quarrel in the stationer’s shop. Into each of these lives one could
penetrate a little way, far enough to give oneself the illusion that one
is not tethered to a single mind, but can put on briefly for a few
minutes the bodies and minds of others. One could become a
washerwoman, a publican, a street singer. And what greater delight
and wonder can there be than to leave the straight lines of personality
and deviate into those footpaths that lead beneath brambles and thick
tree trunks into the heart of the forest where live those wild beasts,
our fellow men?

That is true: to escape is the greatest of pleasures; street haunting
in winter the greatest of adventures. Still as we approach our own



doorstep again, it is comforting to feel the old possessions, the old
prejudices, fold us round; and the self, which has been blown about at
so many street corners, which has battered like a moth at the flame of
so many inaccessible lanterns, sheltered and enclosed. Here again is
the usual door; here the chair turned as we left it and the china bowl
and the brown ring on the carpet. And here – let us examine it
tenderly, let us touch it with reverence – is the only spoil we have
retrieved from all the treasures of the city, a lead pencil.



Oxford Street Tide

Down in the docks one sees things in their crudity, their bulk, their
enormity. Here in Oxford Street they have been refined and
transformed. The huge barrels of damp tobacco have been rolled into
innumerable neat cigarettes laid in silver paper. The corpulent bales
of wool have been spun into thin vests and soft stockings. The grease
of sheep’s thick wool has become scented cream for delicate skins.
And those who buy and those who sell have suffered the same city
change. Tripping, mincing, in black coats, in satin dresses, the human
form has adapted itself no less than the animal product. Instead of
hauling and heaving, it deftly opens drawers, rolls out silk on
counters, measures and snips with yard sticks and scissors.

Oxford Street, it goes without saying, is not London’s most
distinguished thoroughfare. Moralists have been known to point the
finger of scorn at those who buy there, and they have the support of
the dandies. Fashion has secret crannies off Hanover Square, round
about Bond Street, to which it withdraws discreetly to perform its
more sublime rites. In Oxford Street there are too many bargains, too
many sales, too many goods marked down to one and eleven three
that only last week cost two and six. The buying and selling is too
blatant and raucous. But as one saunters towards the sunset – and
what with artificial light and mounds of silk and gleaming omnibuses,
a perpetual sunset seems to brood over the Marble Arch – the
garishness and gaudiness of the great rolling ribbon of Oxford Street
has its fascination. It is like the pebbly bed of a river whose stones are
for ever washed by a bright stream. Everything glitters and twinkles.
The first spring day brings out barrows frilled with tulips, violets,
daffodils in brilliant layers. The frail vessels eddy vaguely across the
stream of the traffic. At one corner seedy magicians are making slips
of coloured paper expand in magic tumblers into bristling forests of
splendidly tinted flora – a subaqueous flower garden. At another,



tortoises repose on litters of grass. The slowest and most
contemplative of creatures display their mild activities on a foot or
two of pavement, jealously guarded from passing feet. One infers that
the desire of man for the tortoise, like the desire of the moth for the
star, is a constant element in human nature. Nevertheless, to see a
woman stop and add a tortoise to her string of parcels is perhaps the
rarest sight that human eyes can look upon.

Taking all this into account – the auctions, the barrows, the
cheapness, the glitter – it cannot be said that the character of Oxford
Street is refined. It is a breeding ground, a forcing house of sensation.
The pavement seems to sprout horrid tragedies; the divorces of
actresses, the suicides of millionaires occur here with a frequency that
is unknown in the more austere pavements of the residential districts.
News changes quicker than in any other part of London. The press of
people passing seems to lick the ink off the placards and to consume
more of them and to demand fresh supplies of later editions faster
than elsewhere. The mind becomes a glutinous slab that takes
impressions and Oxford Street rolls off upon it a perpetual ribbon of
changing sights, sounds and movement. Parcels slap and hit; motor
omnibuses graze the kerb; the blare of a whole brass band in full
tongue dwindles to a thin reed of sound. Buses, vans, cars, barrows
stream past like the fragments of a picture puzzle; a white arm rises;
the puzzle runs thick, coagulates, stops; the white arm sinks, and
away it streams again, streaked, twisted, higgledy-piggledy, in
perpetual race and disorder. The puzzle never fits itself together,
however long we look.

On the banks of this river of turning wheels our modern aristocrats
have built palaces just as in ancient days the Dukes of Somerset and
Northumberland, the Earls of Dorset and Salisbury lined the Strand
with their stately mansions. The different houses of the great firms
testify to the courage, initiative, the audacity of their creators much
as the great houses of Cavendish and Percy testify to such qualities in
some faraway shire. From the loins of our merchants will spring the
Cavendishes and Percys of the future. Indeed, the great Lords of
Oxford Street are as magnanimous as any Duke or Earl who scattered



gold or doled out loaves to the poor at his gates. Only their largesse
takes a different form. It takes the form of excitement, of display, of
entertainment, of windows lit up by night, of banners flaunting by
day. They give us the latest news for nothing. Music streams from
their banqueting rooms free. You need not spend more than one and
eleven three to enjoy all the shelter that high and airy halls provide;
and the soft pile of carpets, and the luxury of lifts, and the glow of
fabrics, and carpets and silver. Percy and Cavendish could give no
more. These gifts of course have an object – to entice the shilling and
eleven pennies as freely from our pockets as possible; but the Percys
and the Cavendishes were not munificent either without hope of some
return, whether it was a dedication from a poet or a vote from a
farmer. And both the old lords and the new added considerably to the
decoration and entertainment of human life.

But it cannot be denied that these Oxford Street palaces are rather
flimsy abodes – perhaps grounds rather than dwelling places. One is
conscious that one is walking on a strip of wood laid upon steel
girders, and that the outer wall, for all its florid stone ornamentation,
is only thick enough to withstand the force of the wind. A vigorous
prod with an umbrella point might well inflict irreparable damage
upon the fabric. Many a country cottage built to house farmer or
miller when Queen Elizabeth was on the throne will live to see these
palaces fall into the dust. The old cottage walls, with their oak beams
and their layers of honest brick soundly cemented together still put
up a stout resistance to the drills and bores that attempt to introduce
the modern blessing of electricity. But any day of the week one may
see Oxford Street vanishing at the tap of a workman’s pick as he
stands perilously balanced on a dusty pinnacle knocking down walls
and façades as lightly as if they were made of yellow cardboard and
sugar icing.

And again the moralists point the finger of scorn. For such thinness,
such papery stone and powdery brick reflect, they say, the levity, the
ostentation, the haste and irresponsibility of our age. Yet perhaps
they are as much out in their scorn as we should be if we asked of the
lily that it should be cast in bronze, or of the daisy that it should have



petals of imperishable enamel. The charm of modern London is that it
is not built to last; it is built to pass. Its glassiness, its transparency, its
surging waves of coloured plaster give a different pleasure and
achieve a different end from that which was desired and attempted by
the old builders and their patrons, the nobility of England. Their pride
required the illusion of permanence. Ours, on the contrary, seems to
delight in proving that we can make stone and brick as transitory as
our own desires. We do not build for our descendants, who may live
up in the clouds or down in the earth, but for ourselves and our own
needs. We knock down and rebuild as we expect to be knocked down
and rebuilt. It is an impulse that makes for creation and fertility.
Discovery is stimulated and invention on the alert.

The palaces of Oxford Street ignore what seemed good to the
Greeks, to the Elizabethan, to the eighteenth-century nobleman; they
are overwhelmingly conscious that unless they can devise an
architecture that shows off the dressing-case, the Paris frock, the
cheap stockings, and the jar of bath salts to perfection, their palaces,
their mansions and motor-cars and the little villas out at Croydon and
Surbiton where their shop assistants live, not so badly after all, with a
gramophone and wireless, and money to spend at the movies – all this
will be swept to ruin. Hence they stretch stone fantastically; crush
together in one wild confusion the styles of Greece, Egypt, Italy,
America; and boldly attempt an air of lavishness, opulence, in their
effort to persuade the multitude that here unending beauty, ever
fresh, ever new, very cheap and within the reach of everybody,
bubbles up every day of the week from an inexhaustible well. The
mere thought of age, of solidity, of lasting for ever is abhorrent to
Oxford Street.

Therefore if the moralist chooses to take his afternoon walk along
this particular thoroughfare, he must tune his strain so that it receives
into it some queer, incongruous voices. Above the racket of van and
omnibus we can hear them crying. God knows, says the man who
sells tortoises, that my arm aches; my chance of selling a tortoise is
small; but courage! there may come along a buyer; my bed tonight
depends on it; so on I must go, as slowly as the police allow, wheeling



tortoises down Oxford Street from dawn till dusk. True, says the great
merchant, I am not thinking of educating the mass to a higher
standard of æsthetic sensibility. It taxes all my wits to think how I can
display my goods with the minimum of waste and the maximum of
effectiveness. Green dragons on the top of Corinthian columns may
help; let us try. I grant, says the middle-class woman, that I linger and
look and barter and cheapen and turn over basket after basket of
remnants hour by hour. My eyes glisten unseemily I know, and I grab
and pounce with disgusting greed. But my husband is a small clerk in
a bank; I have only fifteen pounds a year to dress on; so here I come,
to linger and loiter and look, if I can, as well dressed as my
neighbours. I am a thief, says a woman of that persuasion, and a lady
of easy virtue into the bargain. But it takes a good deal of pluck to
snatch a bag from a counter when a customer is not looking; and it
may contain only spectacles and old bus tickets after all. So here
goes!

A thousand such voices are always crying aloud in Oxford Street.
All are tense, all are real, all are urged out of their speakers by the
pressure of making a living, finding a bed, somehow keeping afloat
on the bounding, careless, remorseless tide of the street. And even a
moralist, who is, one must suppose, since he can spend the afternoon
dreaming, a man with a balance in the bank – even a moralist must
allow that this gaudy, bustling, vulgar street reminds us that life is a
struggle; that all building is perishable; that all display is vanity; from
which we may conclude – but until some adroit shopkeeper has
caught on to the idea and opened cells for solitary thinkers hung with
green plush and provided with automatic glowworms and a
sprinkling of genuine death’s-head moths to induce thought and
reflection, it is vain to try to come to a conclusion in Oxford Street.



Craftsmanship

The title of this series is ‘Words Fail Me’, and this particular talk is
called ‘Craftsmanship’. We must suppose, therefore, that the talker is
meant to discuss the craft of words – the craftsmanship of the writer.
But there is something incongruous, unfitting, about the term
‘craftsmanship’ when applied to words. The English dictionary, to
which we always turn in moments of dilemma, confirms us in our
doubts. It says that the word ‘craft’ has two meanings; it means in the
first place making useful objects out of solid matter – for example, a
pot, a chair, a table. In the second place, the word ‘craft’ means
cajolery, cunning, deceit. Now we know little that is certain about
words, but this we do know – words never make anything that is
useful; and words are the only things that tell the truth and nothing
but the truth. Therefore, to talk of craft in connexion with words is to
bring together two incongruous ideas, which if they mate can only
give birth to some monster fit for a glass case in a museum. Instantly,
therefore, the title of the talk must be changed, and for it substituted
another – A Ramble round Words, perhaps. For when you cut off the
head of a talk it behaves like a hen that has been decapitated. It runs
round in a circle till it drops dead – so people say who have killed
hens. And that must be the course, or circle, of this decapitated talk.
Let us then take for our starting point the statement that words are
not useful. This happily needs little proving, for we are all aware of it.
When we travel on the Tube, for example, when we wait on the
platform for a train, there, hung up in front of us, on an illuminated
signboard, are the words ‘Passing Russell Square’. We look at those
words; we repeat them; we try to impress that useful fact upon our
minds; the next train will pass Russell Square. We say over and over
again as we pace ‘Passing Russell Square, passing Russell Square’. And
then as we say them, the words shuffle and change, and we find
ourselves saying ‘Passing away saith the world, passing away… The



leaves decay and fall, the vapours weep their burthen to the ground.
Man comes…’ And then we wake up and find ourselves at King’s
Cross.

Take another example. Written up opposite us in the railway
carriage are the words: ‘Do not lean out of the window’. At the first
reading the useful meaning, the surface meaning, is conveyed; but
soon, as we sit looking at the words, they shuffle, they change; and
we begin saying, ‘Windows, yes windows – casements opening on the
foam of perilous seas in faery lands forlorn.’ And before we know
what we are doing, we have leant out of the window; we are looking
for Ruth in tears amid the alien corn. The penalty for that is twenty
pounds or a broken neck.

This proves, if it needs proving, how very little natural gift words
have for being useful. If we insist on forcing them against their nature
to be useful, we see to our cost how they mislead us, how they fool
us, how they land us a crack on the head. We have been so often
fooled in this way by words, they have so often proved that they hate
being useful, that it is their nature not to express one simple
statement but a thousand possibilities – they have done this so often
that at last, happily, we are beginning to face the fact. We are
beginning to invent another language – a language perfectly and
beautifully adapted to express useful statements, a language of signs.
There is one great living master of this language to whom we are all
indebted, that anonymous writer – whether man, woman or
disembodied spirit nobody knows – who describes hotels in the
Michelin Guide. He wants to tell us that one hotel is moderate,
another good, and a third the best in the place. How does he do it?
Not with words; words would at once bring into being shrubberies
and billiard tables, men and women, the moon rising and the long
splash of the summer sea – all good things, but all here beside the
point. He sticks to signs; one gable; two gables; three gables. That is
all he says and all he needs to say. Baedeker carries the sign language
still further into the sublime realms of art. When he wishes to say that
a picture is good, he uses one star; if very good, two stars; when, in
his opinion, it is a work of transcendent genius, three black stars



shine on the page, and that is all. So with a handful of stars and
daggers the whole of art criticism, the whole of literary criticism
could be reduced to the size of a sixpenny bit – there are moments
when one could wish it. But this suggests that in time to come writers
will have two languages at their service; one for fact, one for fiction.
When the biographer has to convey a useful and necessary fact, as,
for example, that Oliver Smith went to college and took a third in the
year 1892, he will say so with a hollow O on top of the figure five.
When the novelist is forced to inform us that John rang the bell; after
a pause the door was opened by a parlourmaid who said, ‘Mrs Jones
is not at home,’ he will to our great gain and his own comfort convey
that repulsive statement not in words, but in signs – say, a capital H
on top of the figure three. Thus we may look forward to the day when
our biographies and novels will be slim and muscular; and a railway
company that says: ‘Do not lean out of the window’ in words will be
fined a penalty not exceeding five pounds for the improper use of
language.

Words, then, are not useful. Let us now inquire into their other
quality, their positive quality, that is, their power to tell the truth.
According once more to the dictionary there are at least three kinds
of truth: God’s or gospel truth; literary truth; and home truth
(generally unflattering). But to consider each separately would take
too long. Let us then simplify and assert that since the only test of
truth is length of life, and since words survive the chops and changes
of time longer than any other substance, therefore they are the truest.
Buildings fall; even the earth perishes. What was yesterday a cornfield
is today a bungalow. But words, if properly used, seem able to live for
ever. What, then, we may ask next, is the proper use of words? Not,
so we have said, to make a useful statement; for a useful statement is
a statement that can mean only one thing. And it is the nature of
words to mean many things. Take the simple sentence ‘Passing
Russell Square’. That proved useless because besides the surface
meaning it contained so many sunken meanings. The word ‘passing’
suggested the transiency of things, the passing of time and the
changes of human life. Then the word ‘Russell’ suggested the rustling



of leaves and the skirt on a polished floor; also the ducal house of
Bedford and half the history of England. Finally the word ‘Square’
brings in the sight, the shape of an actual square combined with some
visual suggestion of the stark angularity of stucco. Thus one sentence
of the simplest kind rouses the imagination, the memory, the eye and
the ear – all combine in reading it.

But they combine – they combine unconsciously together. The
moment we single out and emphasize the suggestions as we have
done here they become unreal; and we, too, become unreal –
specialists, word mongers, phrase finders, not readers. In reading we
have to allow the sunken meanings to remain sunken, suggested, not
stated; lapsing and flowing into each other like reeds on the bed of a
river. But the words in that sentence – Passing Russell Square – are of
course very rudimentary words. They show no trace of the strange, of
the diabolical power which words possess when they are not tapped
out by a typewriter but come fresh from a human brain – the power
that is to suggest the writer; his character, his appearance, his wife,
his family, his house – even the cat on the hearthrug. Why words do
this, how they do it, how to prevent them from doing it nobody
knows. They do it without the writer’s will; often against his will. No
writer presumably wishes to impose his own miserable character, his
own private secrets and vices upon the reader. But has any writer,
who is not a typewriter, succeeded in being wholly impersonal?
Always, inevitably, we know them as well as their books. Such is the
suggestive power of words that they will often make a bad book into
a very lovable human being, and a good book into a man whom we
can hardly tolerate in the room. Even words that are hundreds of
years old have this power; when they are new they have it so strongly
that they deafen us to the writer’s meaning – it is them we see, them
we hear. That is one reason why our judgements of living writers are
so wildly erratic. Only after the writer is dead do his words to some
extent become disinfected, purified of the accidents of the living
body.

Now, this power of suggestion is one of the most mysterious
properties of words. Everyone who has ever written a sentence must



be conscious or half-conscious of it. Words, English words, are full of
echoes, of memories, of associations – naturally. They have been out
and about, on people’s lips, in their houses, in the streets, in the
fields, for so many centuries. And that is one of the chief difficulties
in writing them today – that they are so stored with meanings, with
memories, that they have contracted so many famous marriages. The
splendid word ‘incarnadine’, for example – who can use it without
remembering also ‘multitudinous seas’? In the old days, of course,
when English was a new language, writers could invent new words
and use them. Nowadays it is easy enough to invent new words – they
spring to the lips whenever we see a new sight or feel a new sensation
– but we cannot use them because the language is old. You cannot use
a brand new word in an old language because of the very obvious yet
mysterious fact that a word is not a single and separate entity, but
part of other words. It is not a word indeed until it is part of a
sentence. Words belong to each other, although, of course, only a
great writer knows that the word ‘incarnadine’ belongs to
‘multitudinous seas’. To combine new words with old words is fatal to
the constitution of the sentence. In order to use new words properly
you would have to invent a new language; and that, though no doubt
we shall come to it, is not at the moment our business. Our business is
to see what we can do with the English language as it is. How can we
combine the old words in new orders so that they survive, so that
they create beauty, so that they tell the truth? That is the question.

And the person who could answer that question would deserve
whatever crown of glory the world has to offer. Think what it would
mean if you could teach, if you could learn, the art of writing. Why,
every book, every newspaper would tell the truth, would create
beauty. But there is, it would appear, some obstacle in the way, some
hindrance to the teaching of words. For though at this moment at
least a hundred professors are lecturing upon the literature of the
past, at least a thousand critics are reviewing the literature of the
present, and hundreds upon hundreds of young men and women are
passing examinations in English literature with the utmost credit, still
– do we write better, do we read better than we read and wrote four



hundred years ago when we were unlectured, uncriticized, untaught?
Is our Georgian literature a patch on the Elizabethan? Where then are
we to lay the blame? Not on our professors; not on our reviewers; not
on our writers; but on words. It is words that are to blame. They are
the wildest, freest, most irresponsible, most unteachable of all things.
Of course, you can catch them and sort them and place them in
alphabetical order in dictionaries. But words do not live in
dictionaries; they live in the mind. If you want proof of this, consider
how often in moments of emotion when we most need words we find
none. Yet there is the dictionary; there at our disposal are some half-
a-million words all in alphabetical order. But can we use them? No,
because words do not live in dictionaries, they live in the mind. Look
again at the dictionary. There beyond a doubt lie plays more splendid
that Antony and Cleopatra; poems more lovely than the Ode to a
Nightingale; novels beside which Pride and Prejudice or David
Copperfield are the crude bunglings of amateurs. It is only a question
of finding the right words and putting them in the right order. But we
cannot do it because they do not live in dictionaries; they live in the
mind. And how do they live in the mind? Variously and strangely,
much as human beings live, by ranging hither and thither, by falling
in love, and mating together. It is true that they are much less bound
by ceremony and convention than we are. Royal words mate with
commoners. English words marry French words, German words,
Indian words, Negro words, if they have a fancy. Indeed, the less we
inquire into the past of our dear Mother English the better it will be
for that lady’s reputation. For she has gone a-roving, a-roving fair
maid.

Thus to lay down any laws for such irreclaimable vagabonds is
worse than useless. A few trifling rules of grammar and spelling are
all the constraint we can put on them. All we can say about them, as
we peer at them over the edge of that deep, dark and fitfully
illuminated cavern in which they live – the mind – all we can say
about them is that they seem to like people to think and to feel before
they use them, but to think and to feel not about them, but about
something different. They are highly sensitive, easily made self-



conscious. They do not like to have their purity or their impurity
discussed. If you start a Society for Pure English, they will show their
resentment by starting another for impure English – hence the
unnatural violence of much modern speech; it is a protest against the
puritans. They are highly democratic, too; they believe that one word
is as good as another; uneducated words are as good as educated
words, uncultivated words as cultivated words, there are no ranks or
titles in their society. Nor do they like being lifted out on the point of
a pen and examined separately. They hang together, in sentences, in
paragraphs, sometimes for whole pages at a time. They hate being
useful; they hate making money; they hate being lectured about in
public. In short, they hate anything that stamps them with one
meaning or confines them to one attitude, for it is their nature to
change.

Perhaps that is their most striking peculiarity – their need of
change. It is because the truth they try to catch is many-sided, and
they convey it by being themselves many-sided, flashing this way,
then that. Thus they mean one thing to one person, another thing to
another person; they are unintelligible to one generation, plain as a
pike-staff to the next. And it is because of this complexity that they
survive. Perhaps then one reason why we have no great poet, novelist
or critic writing today is that we refuse words their liberty. We pin
them down to one meaning, their useful meaning, the meaning which
makes us catch the train, the meaning which makes us pass the
examination. And when words are pinned down they fold their wings
and die. Finally, and most emphatically, words, like ourselves, in
order to live at their ease, need privacy. Undoubtedly they like us to
think, and they like us to feel, before we use them; but they also like
us to pause; to become unconscious. Our unconsciousness is their
privacy; our darkness is their light… That pause was made, that veil
of darkness was dropped, to tempt words to come together in one of
those swift marriages which are perfect images and create everlasting
beauty. But no – nothing of that sort is going to happen tonight. The
little wretches are out of temper; disobliging; disobedient; dumb.
What is it that they are muttering? ‘Time’s up! Silence!’



The Art of Biography

1

The art of biography, we say – but at once we go on to ask, Is
biography an art? The question is foolish perhaps, and ungenerous
certainly, considering the keen pleasure that biographers have given
us. But the question asks itself so often that there must be something
behind it. There it is, whenever a new biography is opened, casting its
shadow on the page; and there would seem to be something deadly in
that shadow, for after all, of the multitude of lives that are written,
how few survive!

But the reason for this high death rate, the biographer might argue,
is that biography, compared with the arts of poetry and fiction, is a
young art. Interest in our selves and in other people’s selves is a late
development of the human mind. Not until the eighteenth century in
England did that curiosity express itself in writing the lives of private
people. Only in the nineteenth century was biography fully grown
and hugely prolific. If it is true that there have been only three great
biographers – Johnson, Boswell, and Lockhart – the reason, he argues,
is that the time was short; and his plea, that the art of biography has
had but little time to establish itself and develop itself, is certainly
borne out by the textbooks. Tempting as it is to explore the reason –
why, that is, the self that writes a book of prose came into being so
many centuries after the self that writes a poem, why Chaucer
preceded Henry James – it is better to leave that insoluble question
unasked, and so pass to his next reason for the lack of masterpieces. It
is that the art of biography is the most restricted of all the arts. He
has his proof ready to hand. Here it is in the preface in which Smith,
who has written the life of Jones, takes this opportunity of thanking
old friends who have lent letters, and ‘last but not least’ Mrs Jones,
the widow, for that help ‘without which’, as he puts it, ‘this biography



could not have been written.’ Now the novelist, he points out, simply
says in his foreword, ‘Every character in this book is fictitious.’ The
novelist is free; the biographer is tied.

There, perhaps, we come within hailing distance of that very
difficult, again perhaps insoluble, question: What do we mean by
calling a book a work of art? At any rate, here is a distinction
between biography and fiction – a proof that they differ in the very
stuff of which they are made. One is made with the help of friends, of
facts; the other is created without any restrictions save those that the
artist, for reasons that seem good to him, chooses to obey. That is a
distinction; and there is good reason to think that in the past
biographers have found it not only a distinction but a very cruel
distinction.

The widow and the friends were hard taskmasters. Suppose, for
example, that the man of genius was immoral, ill-tempered, and
threw the boots at the maid’s head. The widow would say, ‘Still I
loved him – he was the father of my children; and the public, who
love his books, must on no account be disillusioned. Cover up; omit.’
The biographer obeyed. And thus the majority of Victorian
biographies are like the wax figures now preserved in Westminster
Abbey, that were carried in funeral processions through the street –
effigies that have only a smooth superficial likeness to the body in the
coffin.

Then, towards the end of the nineteenth century, there was a
change. Again for reasons not easy to discover, widows became
broader-minded, the public keener-sighted; the effigy no longer
carried conviction or satisfied curiosity. The biographer certainly won
a measure of freedom. At least he could hint that there were scars and
furrows on the dead man’s face. Froude’s Carlyle is by no means a
wax mask painted rosy red. And following Froude there was Sir
Edmund Gosse, who dared to say that his own father was a fallible
human being. And following Edmund Gosse in the early years of the
present century came Lytton Strachey.

2



The figure of Lytton Strachey is so important a figure in the history of
biography that it compels a pause. For his three famous books,
Eminent Victorians, Queen Victoria, and Elizabeth and Essex, are of a
stature to show both what biography can do and what biography
cannot do. Thus they suggest many possible answers to the question
whether biography is an art, and if not, why it fails.

Lytton Strachey came to birth as an author at a lucky moment. In
1918, when he made his first attempt, biography, with its new
liberties, was a form that offered great attractions. To a writer like
himself, who had wished to write poetry or plays but was doubtful of
his creative power, biography seemed to offer a promising alternative.
For at last it was possible to tell the truth about the dead; and the
Victorian age was rich in remarkable figures many of whom had been
grossly deformed by the effigies that had been plastered over them.
To recreate them, to show them as they really were, was a task that
called for gifts analogous to the poet’s or the novelist’s, yet did not
ask for that inventive power in which he found himself lacking.

It was well worth trying. And the anger and the interest that his
short studies of Eminent Victorians aroused showed that he was able
to make Manning, Florence Nightingale, Gordon, and the rest live as
they had not lived since they were actually in the flesh. Once more
they were the centre of a buzz of discussion. Did Gordon really drink,
or was that an invention? Had Florence Nightingale received the
Order of Merit in her bedroom or in her sitting-room? He stirred the
public, even though a European war was raging, to an astonishing
interest in such minute matters. Anger and laughter mixed; and
editions multiplied.

But these were short studies with something of the over-emphasis
and the foreshortening of caricatures. In the lives of the two great
Queens, Elizabeth and Victoria, he attempted a far more ambitious
task. Biography had never had a fairer chance of showing what it
could do. For it was now being put to the test by a writer who was
capable of making use of all the liberties that biography had won: he
was fearless; he had proved his brilliance; and he had learned his job.
The result throws great light upon the nature of biography. For who



can doubt that after reading the two books again, one after the other,
that the Victoria is a triumphant success, and that the Elizabeth by
comparison is a failure? But it seems too, as we compare them, that it
was not Lytton Strachey who failed; it was the art of biography. In the
Victoria he treated biography as a craft; he submitted to its
limitations. In the Elizabeth he treated biography as an art; he flouted
its limitations.

But we must go on to ask how we have come to this conclusion and
what reasons support it. In the first place it is clear that the two
Queens present very different problems to their biographer. About
Queen Victoria everything was known. Everything she did, almost
everything she thought, was a matter of common knowledge. No one
has ever been more closely verified and exactly authenticated than
Queen Victoria. The biographer could not invent her, because at
every moment some document was at hand to check his invention.
And, in writing of Victoria, Lytton Strachey submitted to the
conditions. He used to the full the biographer’s power of selection and
relation, but he kept strictly within the world of fact. Every statement
was verified; every fact was authenticated. And the result is a life
which, very possibly, will do for the old Queen what Boswell did for
the old dictionary maker. In time to come Lytton Strachey’s Queen
Victoria will be Queen Victoria, just as Boswell’s Johnson is now Dr
Johnson. The other versions will fade and disappear. It was a
prodigious feat, and no doubt, having accomplished it, the author was
anxious to press further. There was Queen Victoria, solid, real,
palpable. But undoubtedly she was limited. Could not biography
produce something of the intensity of poetry, something of the
excitement of drama, and yet keep also the peculiar virtue that
belongs to fact – its suggestive reality, its own, proper creativeness?

Queen Elizabeth seemed to lend herself perfectly to the experiment.
Very little was known about her. The society in which she lived was
so remote that the habits, the motives, and even the actions of the
people of that age were full of strangeness and obscurity. ‘By what art
are we to worm our way into those strange spirits? those even
stranger bodies? The more clearly we perceive it, the more remote



that singular universe becomes,’ Lytton Strachey remarked on one of
the first pages. Yet there was evidently a ‘tragic history’ lying
dormant, half-revealed, half-concealed, in the story of the Queen and
Essex. Everything seemed to lend itself to the making of a book that
combined the advantages of both worlds, that gave the artist freedom
to invent, but helped his invention with the support of facts – a book
that was not only a biography but also a work of art.

Nevertheless, the combination proved unworkable; fact and fiction
refused to mix. Elizabeth never became real in the sense that Queen
Victoria had been real, yet she never became fictitious in the sense
that Cleopatra or Falstaff is fictitious. The reason would seem to be
that very little was known – he was urged to invent; yet something
was known – his invention was checked. The Queen thus moves in an
ambiguous world, between fact and fiction, neither embodied nor
disembodied. There is a sense of vacancy and effort, of a tragedy that
has no crisis, of characters that meet but do not clash.

If this diagnosis is true we are forced to say that the trouble lies
with biography itself. It imposes conditions, and those conditions are
that it must be based upon fact. And by fact in biography we mean
facts that can be verified by other people besides the artist. If he
invents facts as an artist invents them – facts that no one else can
verify – and tries to combine them with facts of the other sort, they
destroy each other.

Lytton Strachey himself seems in the Queen Victoria to have realized
the necessity of this condition, and to have yielded to it instinctively.
‘The first forty-two years of the Queen’s life’, he wrote, ‘are
illuminated by a great and varied quantity of authentic information.
With Albert’s death a veil descends.’ And when with Albert’s death
the veil descended and authentic information failed, he knew that the
biographer must follow suit. ‘We must be content with a brief and
summary relation,’ he wrote and the last years are briefly disposed of.
But the whole of Elizabeth’s life was lived behind a far thicker veil
than the last years of Victoria. And yet, ignoring his own admission,
he went on to write, not a brief and summary relation, but a whole
book about those strange spirits and even stranger bodies of whom



authentic information was lacking. On his own showing, the attempt
was doomed to failure.

3

It seems, then, that when the biographer complained that he was tied
by friends, letters, and documents he was laying his finger upon a
necessary element in biography; and that it is also a necessary
limitation. For the invented character lives in a free world where the
facts are verified by one person only – the artist himself. Their
authenticity lies in the truth of his own vision. The world created by
that vision is rarer, intenser, and more wholly of a piece than the
world that is largely made of authentic information supplied by other
people. And because of this difference the two kinds of fact will not
mix; if they touch they destroy each other. No one, the conclusion
seems to be, can make the best of both worlds; you must choose, and
you must abide by your choice.

But though the failure of Elizabeth and Essex leads to this
conclusion, that failure, because it was the result of a daring
experiment carried out with magnificent skill, leads the way to
further discoveries. Had he lived, Lytton Strachey would no doubt
himself have explored the vein that he had opened. As it is, he has
shown us the way in which others may advance. The biographer is
bound by facts – that is so; but, if it is so, he has the right to all the
facts that are available. If Jones threw boots at the maid’s head, had a
mistress in Islington, or was found drunk in a ditch after a night’s
debauch, he must be free to say so – so far at least as the law of libel
and human sentiment allow.

But these facts are not like the facts of science – once they are
discovered, always the same. They are subject to changes of opinion;
opinions change as the times change. What was thought a sin is now
known, by the light of facts won for us by the psychologists, to be
perhaps a misfortune; perhaps a curiosity; perhaps neither one nor
the other, but a trifling foible of no great importance one way or the
other. The accent on sex has changed within living memory. This



leads to the destruction of a great deal of dead matter still obscuring
the true features of the human face. Many of the old chapter headings
– life at college, marriage, career – are shown to be very arbitrary and
artificial distinctions. The real current of the hero’s existence took,
very likely, a different course.

Thus the biographer must go ahead of the rest of us, like the
miner’s canary, testing the atmosphere, detecting falsity, unreality,
and the presence of obsolete conventions. His sense of truth must be
alive and on tiptoe. Then again, since we live in an age when a
thousand cameras are pointed, by newspapers, letters, and diaries, at
every character from every angle, he must be prepared to admit
contradictory versions of the same face. Biography will enlarge its
scope by hanging up looking glasses at odd corners. And yet from all
this diversity it will bring out, not a riot of confusion, but a richer
unity. And again, since so much is known that used to be unknown,
the question now inevitably asks itself, whether the lives of great men
only should be recorded. Is not anyone who has lived a life, and left a
record of that life, worthy of biography – the failures as well as the
successes, the humble as well as the illustrious? And what is
greatness? And what smallness? He must revise our standards of merit
and set up new heroes for our admiration.

4

Biography thus is only at the beginning of its career; it has a long and
active life before it, we may be sure – a life full of difficulty, danger,
and hard work. Nevertheless, we can also be sure that it is a different
life from the life of poetry and fiction – a life lived at a lower degree
of tension. And for that reason its creations are not destined for the
immortality which the artist now and then achieves for his creations.

There would seem to be certain proof of that already. Even Dr
Johnson as created by Boswell will not live as long as Falstaff as
created by Shakespeare. Micawber and Miss Bates we may be certain
will survive Lockhart’s Sir Walter Scott and Lytton Strachey’s Queen
Victoria. For they are made of more enduring matter. The artist’s



imagination at its most intense fires out what is perishable in fact; he
builds with what is durable; but the biographer must accept the
perishable, build with it, imbed it in the very fabric of his work. Much
will perish; little will live. And thus we come to the conclusion, that
he is a craftsman, not an artist; and his work is not a work of art, but
something betwixt and between.

Yet on that lower level the work of the biographer is invaluable; we
cannot thank him sufficiently for what he does for us. For we are
incapable of living wholly in the intense world of the imagination.
The imagination is a faculty that soon tires and needs rest and
refreshment. But for a tired imagination the proper food is not
inferior poetry or minor fiction – indeed they blunt and debauch it –
but sober fact, that ‘authentic information’ from which, as Lytton
Strachey has shown us, good biography is made. When and where did
the real man live; how did he look; did he wear laced boots or elastic-
sided; who were his aunts, and his friends; how did he blow his nose;
whom did he love, and how; and when he came to die did he die in
his bed like a Christian, or…

By telling us the true facts, by sifting the little from the big, and
shaping the whole so that we perceive the outline, the biographer
does more to stimulate the imagination than any poet or novelist save
the very greatest. For few poets and novelists are capable of that high
degree of tension which gives us reality. But almost any biographer, if
he respects facts, can give us much more than another fact to add to
our collection. He can give us the creative fact; the fertile fact; the
fact that suggests and engenders. Of this, too, there is certain proof.
For how often, when a biography is read and tossed aside, some scene
remains bright, some figure lives on in the depths of the mind, and
causes us, when we read a poem or a novel, to feel a start of
recognition, as if we remembered something that we had known
before.



How It Strikes a Contemporary

In the first place a contemporary can scarcely fail to be struck by the
fact that two critics at the same table at the same moment will
pronounce completely different opinions about the same book. Here,
on the right, it is declared a masterpiece of English prose; on the left,
simultaneously, a mere mass of waste-paper which, if the fire could
survive it, should be thrown upon the flames. Yet both critics are in
agreement about Milton and about Keats. They display an exquisite
sensibility and have undoubtedly a genuine enthusiasm. It is only
when they discuss the work of contemporary writers that they
inevitably come to blows. The book in question, which is at once a
lasting contribution to English literature and a mere farrago of
pretentious mediocrity, was published about two months ago. That is
the explanation; that is why they differ.

The explanation is a strange one. It is equally disconcerting to the
reader who wishes to take his bearings in the chaos of contemporary
literature and to the writer who has a natural desire to know whether
his own work, produced with infinite pains and in almost utter
darkness, is likely to burn for ever among the fixed luminaries of
English letters or, on the contrary, to put out the fire. But if we
identify ourselves with the reader and explore his dilemma first, our
bewilderment is short-lived enough. The same thing has happened so
often before. We have heard the doctors disagreeing about the new
and agreeing about the old twice a year on the average, in spring and
autumn, ever since Robert Elsmere, or was it Stephen Phillips,
somehow pervaded the atmosphere, and there was the same
disagreement among grownup people about these books too. It would
be much more marvellous, and indeed much more upsetting, if, for a
wonder, both gentlemen agreed, pronounced Blank’s book an
undoubted masterpiece, and thus faced us with the necessity of
deciding whether we should back their judgement to the extent of ten



and sixpence. Both are critics of reputation; the opinions tumbled out
so spontaneously here will be starched and stiffened into columns of
sober prose which will uphold the dignity of letters in England and
America.

It must be some innate cynicism, then, some ungenerous distrust of
contemporary genius, which determines us automatically as the talk
goes on that, were they to agree – which they show no signs of doing
– half a guinea is altogether too large a sum to squander upon
contemporary enthusiasms, and the case will be met quite adequately
by a card to the library. Still the question remains, and let us put it
boldly to the critics themselves. Is there no guidance nowadays for a
reader who yields to none in reverence for the dead, but is tormented
by the suspicion that reverence for the dead is vitally connected with
understanding of the living? After a rapid survey both critics are
agreed that there is unfortunately no such person. For what is their
own judgement worth where new books are concerned? Certainly not
ten and sixpence. And from the stores of their experience they
proceed to bring forth terrible examples of past blunders; crimes of
criticism which, if they had been committed against the dead and not
against the living, would have lost them their jobs and imperilled
their reputations. The only advice they can offer is to respect one’s
own instincts, to follow them fearlessly and, rather than submit them
to the control of any critic or reviewer alive, to check them by
reading and reading again the masterpieces of the past.

Thanking them humbly, we cannot help reflecting that it was not
always so. Once upon a time, we must believe, there was a rule, a
discipline, which controlled the great republic of readers in a way
which is now unknown. That is not to say that the great critic – the
Dryden, the Johnson, the Coleridge, the Arnold – was an impeccable
judge of contemporary work, whose verdicts stamped the book
indelibly and saved the reader the trouble of reckoning the value for
himself. The mistakes of these great men about their own
contemporaries are too notorious to be worth recording. But the mere
fact of their existence had a centralizing influence. That alone, it is
not fantastic to suppose, would have controlled the disagreements of



the dinner-table and given to random chatter about some book just
out an authority now entirely to seek. The diverse schools would have
debated as hotly as ever, but at the back of every reader’s mind would
have been the consciousness that there was at least one man who kept
the main principles of literature closely in view: who, if you had
taken to him some eccentricity of the moment, would have brought it
into touch with permanence and tethered it by his own authority in
the contrary blasts of praise and blame. But when it comes to the
making of a critic, nature must be generous and society ripe. The
scattered dinner-tables of the modern world, the chase and eddy of
the various currents which compose the society of our time, could
only be dominated by a giant of fabulous dimensions. And where is
even the very tall man whom we have the right to expect? Reviewers
we have but no critic; a million competent and incorruptible
policemen but no judge. Men of taste and learning and ability are for
ever lecturing the young and celebrating the dead. But the too
frequent result of their able and industrious pens is a desiccation of
the living tissues of literature into a network of little bones. Nowhere
shall we find the downright vigour of a Dryden, or Keats with his fine
and natural bearing, his profound insight and sanity, or Flaubert and
the tremendous power of his fanaticism, or Coleridge, above all,
brewing in his head the whole of poetry and letting issue now and
then one of those profound general statements which are caught up
by the mind when hot with the friction of reading as if they were of
the soul of the book itself.

And to all this, too, the critics generously agree. A great critic, they
say, is the rarest of beings. But should one miraculously appear, how
should we maintain him, on what should we feed him? Great critics,
if they are not themselves great poets, are bred from the profusion of
the age. There is some great man to be vindicated, some school to be
founded or destroyed. But our age is meagre to the verge of
destitution. There is no name which dominates the rest. There is no
master in whose workshop the young are proud to serve
apprenticeship. Mr Hardy has long since withdrawn from the arena,
and there is something exotic about the genius of Mr Conrad which



makes him not so much an influence as an idol, honoured and
admired, but aloof and apart. As for the rest, though they are many
and vigorous and in the full flood of creative activity, there is none
whose influence can seriously affect his contemporaries, or penetrate
beyond our day to that not very distant future which it pleases us to
call immortality. If we make a century our test, and ask how much of
the work produced in these days in England will be in existence then,
we shall have to answer not merely that we cannot agree upon the
same book, but that we are more than doubtful whether such a book
there is. It is an age of fragments. A few stanzas, a few pages, a
chapter here and there, the beginning of this novel, the end of that,
are equal to the best of any age or author. But can we go to posterity
with a sheaf of loose pages, or ask the readers of those days, with the
whole of literature before them, to sift our enormous rubbish heaps
for our tiny pearls? Such are the questions which the critics might
lawfully put to their companions at table, the novelists and poets.

At first the weight of pessimism seems sufficient to bear down all
opposition. Yes, it is a lean age, we repeat, with much to justify its
poverty; but, frankly, if we pit one century against another the
comparison seems overwhelmingly against us. Waverley, The
Excursion, Kubla Khan, Don Juan, Hazlitt’s Essays, Pride and Prejudice,
Hyperion, and Prometheus Unbound were all published between 1800
and 1821. Our century has not lacked industry; but if we ask for
masterpieces it appears on the face of it that the pessimists are right.
It seems as if an age of genius must be succeeded by an age of
endeavour; riot and extravagance by cleanliness and hard work. All
honour, of course, to those who have sacrificed their immortality to
set the house in order. But if we ask for masterpieces, where are we to
look? A little poetry, we may feel sure, will survive; a few poems by
Mr Yeats, by Mr Davies, by Mr de la Mare. Mr Lawrence, of course,
has moments of greatness, but hours of something very different. Mr
Beerbohm, in his way, is perfect, but it is not a big way. Passages in
Far Away and Long Ago will undoubtedly go to posterity entire. Ulysses
was a memorable catastrophe – immense in daring, terrific in
disaster. And so, picking and choosing, we select now this, now that,



hold it up for display, hear it defended or derided, and finally have to
meet the objection that even so we are only agreeing with the critics
that it is an age incapable of sustained effort, littered with fragments,
and not seriously to be compared with the age that went before.

But it is just when opinions universally prevail and we have added
lip service to their authority that we become sometimes most keenly
conscious that we do not believe a word that we are saying. It is a
barren and exhausted age, we repeat; we must look back with envy to
the past. Meanwhile it is one of the first fine days of spring. Life is not
altogether lacking in colour. The telephone, which interrupts the most
serious conversations and cuts short the most weighty observations,
has a romance of its own. And the random talk of people who have
no chance of immortality and thus can speak their minds out has a
setting, often, of lights, streets, houses, human beings, beautiful or
grotesque, which will weave itself into the moment for ever. But this
is life; the talk is about literature. We must try to disentangle the two,
and justify the rash revolt of optimism against the superior
plausibility, the finer distinction, of pessimism.

Our optimism, then, is largely instinctive. It springs from the fine
day and the wine and the talk; it springs from the fact that when life
throws up such treasures daily, daily suggests more than the most
voluble can express, much though we admire the dead, we prefer life
as it is. There is something about the present which we would not
exchange, though we were offered a choice of all past ages to live in.
And modern literature, with all its imperfections, has the same hold
on us and the same fascination. It is like a relation whom we snub
and scarify daily, but, after all, cannot do without. It has the same
endearing quality of being that which we are, that which we have
made, that in which we live, instead of being something, however
august, alien to ourselves and beheld from the outside. Nor has any
generation more need than ours to cherish its contemporaries. We are
sharply cut off from our predecessors. A shift in the scale – the
sudden slip of masses held in position for ages – has shaken the fabric
from top to bottom, alienated us from the past and made us perhaps
too vividly conscious of the present. Every day we find ourselves



doing, saying, or thinking things that would have been impossible to
our fathers. And we feel the differences which have not been noted
far more keenly than the resemblances which have been very
perfectly expressed. New books lure us to read them partly in the
hope that they will reflect this re-arrangement of our attitude – these
scenes, thoughts, and apparently fortuitous groupings of incongruous
things which impinge upon us with so keen a sense of novelty – and,
as literature does, give it back into our keeping, whole and
comprehended. Here indeed there is every reason for optimism. No
age can have been more rich than ours in writers determined to give
expression to the differences which separate them from the past and
not to the resemblances which connect them with it. It would be
invidious to mention names, but the most casual reader dipping into
poetry, into fiction, into biography can hardly fail to be impressed by
the courage, the sincerity, in a word, by the widespread originality of
our time. But our exhilaration is strangely curtailed. Book after book
leaves us with the same sense of promise unachieved, of intellectual
poverty, of brilliance which has been snatched from life but not
transmuted into literature. Much of what is best in contemporary
work has the appearance of being noted under pressure, taken down
in a bleak shorthand which preserves with astonishing brilliance the
movements and expressions of the figures as they pass across the
screen. But the flash is soon over, and there remains with us a
profound dissatisfaction. The irritation is as acute as the pleasure was
intense.

After all, then, we are back at the beginning, vacillating from
extreme to extreme, at one moment enthusiastic, at the next
pessimistic, unable to come to any conclusion about our
contemporaries. We have asked the critics to help us, but they have
deprecated the task. Now, then, is the time to accept their advice and
correct these extremes by consulting the masterpieces of the past. We
feel ourselves indeed driven to them, impelled not by calm judgement
but by some imperious need to anchor our instability upon their
security. But, honestly, the shock of the comparison between past and
present is at first disconcerting. Undoubtedly there is a dullness in



great books. There is an unabashed tranquillity in page after page of
Wordsworth and Scott and Miss Austen which is sedative to the verge
of somnolence. Opportunities occur and they neglect them. Shades
and subtleties accumulate and they ignore them. They seem
deliberately to refuse to gratify those senses which are stimulated so
briskly by the moderns; the senses of sight, of sound, of touch – above
all, the sense of the human being, his depth and the variety of his
perceptions, his complexity, his confusion, his self, in short. There is
little of all this in the works of Wordsworth and Scott and Jane
Austen. From what, then, arises that sense of security which
gradually, delightfully, and completely overcomes us? It is the power
of their belief – their conviction, that imposes itself upon us. In
Wordsworth, the philosophic poet, this is obvious enough. But it is
equally true of the careless Scott, who scribbled masterpieces to build
castles before breakfast, and of the modest maiden lady who wrote
furtively and quietly simply to give pleasure. In both there is the same
natural conviction that life is of a certain quality. They have their
judgement of conduct. They know the relations of human beings
towards each other and towards the universe. Neither of them
probably has a word to say about the matter outright, but everything
depends on it. Only believe, we find ourselves saying, and all the rest
will come of itself. Only believe, to take a very simple instance which
the recent publication of The Watsons brings to mind, that a nice girl
will instinctively try to soothe the feelings of a boy who has been
snubbed at a dance, and then, if you believe it implicitly and
unquestioningly, you will not only make people a hundred years later
feel the same thing, but you will make them feel it as literature. For
certainty of that kind is the condition which makes it possible to
write. To believe that your impressions hold good for others is to be
released from the cramp and confinement of personality. It is to be
free, as Scott was free, to explore with a vigour which still holds us
spellbound the whole world of adventure and romance. It is also the
first step in that mysterious process in which Jane Austen was so
great an adept. The little grain of experience once selected, believed
in, and set outside herself, could be put precisely in its place, and she



was then free to make it, by a process which never yields its secrets to
the analyst, into that complete statement which is literature.

So then our contemporaries afflict us because they have ceased to
believe. The most sincere of them will only tell us what it is that
happens to himself. They cannot make a world, because they are not
free of other human beings. They cannot tell stories because they do
not believe that stories are true. They cannot generalise. They depend
on their senses and emotions, whose testimony is trustworthy, rather
than on their intellects whose message is obscure. And they have
perforce to deny themselves the use of some of the most powerful and
some of the most exquisite of the weapons of their craft. With the
whole wealth of the English language at the back of them, they
timidly pass about from hand to hand and book to book only the
meanest copper coins. Set down at a fresh angle of the eternal
prospect they can only whip out their notebooks and record with
agonised intensity the flying gleams, which light on what? and the
transitory splendours, which may, perhaps, compose nothing
whatever. But here the critics interpose, and with some show of
justice.

If this description holds good, they say, and is not, as it may well
be, entirely dependent upon our position at the table and certain
purely personal relationships to mustard pots and flower vases, then
the risks of judging contemporary work are greater than ever before.
There is every excuse for them if they are wide of the mark; and no
doubt it would be better to retreat, as Matthew Arnold advised, from
the burning ground of the present to the safe tranquillity of the past.
‘We enter on burning ground,’ wrote Matthew Arnold, ‘as we
approach the poetry of times so near to us, poetry like that of Byron,
Shelley, and Wordsworth, of which the estimates are so often not only
personal, but personal with passion,’ and this, they remind us, was
written in the year 1880. Beware, they say, of putting under the
microscope one inch of a ribbon which runs many miles; things sort
themselves out if you wait; moderation, and a study of the classics are
to be recommended. Moreover, life is short; the Byron centenary is at
hand; and the burning question of the moment is, did he, or did he



not, marry his sister? To sum up, then – if indeed any conclusion is
possible when everybody is talking at once and it is time to be going
– it seems that it would be wise for the writers of the present to
renounce the hope of creating masterpieces. Their poems, plays,
biographies, novels are not books but notebooks, and Time, like a
good schoolmaster, will take them in his hands, point to their blots
and scrawls and erasions, and tear them across; but he will not throw
them into the waste-paper basket. He will keep them because other
students will find them very useful. It is from the notebooks of the
present that the masterpieces of the future are made. Literature, as
the critics were saying just now, has lasted long, has undergone many
changes, and it is only a short sight and a parochial mind that will
exaggerate the importance of these squalls, however they may agitate
the little boats now tossing out at sea. The storm and the drenching
are on the surface; continuity and calm are in the depths.

As for the critics whose task it is to pass judgement upon the books
of the moment, whose work, let us admit, is difficult, dangerous, and
often distasteful, let us ask them to be generous of encouragement,
but sparing of those wreaths and coronets which are so apt to get
awry, and fade, and make the wearers, in six months time, look a
little ridiculous. Let them take a wider, a less personal view of
modern literature, and look indeed upon the writers as if they were
engaged upon some vast building, which being built by common
effort, the separate workmen may well remain anonymous. Let them
slam the door upon the cosy company where sugar is cheap and
butter plentiful, give over, for a time at least, the discussion of that
fascinating topic – whether Byron married his sister – and,
withdrawing, perhaps, a handsbreadth from the table where we sit
chattering, say something interesting about literature itself. Let us
buttonhole them as they leave, and recall to their memory that gaunt
aristocrat, Lady Hester Stanhope, who kept a milk-white horse in her
stable in readiness for the Messiah and was for ever scanning the
mountain tops, impatiently but with confidence, for signs of his
approach, and ask them to follow her example; scan the horizon; see
the past in relation to the future; and so prepare the way for



masterpieces to come.



Why?

When the first number of Lysistrata appeared, I confess that I was
deeply disappointed. It was so well printed, on such good paper. It
looked established, prosperous. As I turned the pages it seemed to me
that wealth must have descended upon Somerville, and I was about to
answer the request of the editor for an article with a negative, when I
read, greatly to my relief, that one of the writers was badly dressed,
and gathered from another that the women’s colleges still lack power
and prestige. At this I plucked up heart, and a crowd of questions that
have been pressing to be asked rushed to my lips saying: ‘Here is our
chance.’

I should explain that like so many people nowadays I am pestered
with questions. I find it impossible to walk down the street without
stopping, it may be in the middle of the road, to ask: Why? Churches,
public houses, parliaments, shops, loud speakers, motor-cars, the
drone of an aeroplane in the clouds, and men and women all inspire
questions. Yet what is the point of asking questions of oneself? They
should be asked openly in public. But the great obstacle to asking
questions openly in public is, of course, wealth. The little twisted sign
that comes at the end of a question has a way of making the rich
writhe; power and prestige come down upon it with all their weight.
Questions, therefore, being sensitive, impulsive and often foolish,
have a way of picking their asking place with care. They shrivel up in
an atmosphere of power, prosperity, and time-worn stone. They die
by the dozen on the threshold of great newspaper offices. They slink
away to less favoured, less flourishing quarters where people are poor
and therefore have nothing to give, where they have no power and
therefore have nothing to lose. Now the questions that have been
pestering me to ask them decided, whether rightly or wrongly, that
they could be asked in Lysistrata. They said: ‘We do not expect you to
ask us in –,’ here they named some of our most respectable dailies



and weeklies; ‘nor in –,’ here they named some of our most venerable
institutions. ‘But, thank Heaven!’ they exclaimed, ‘are not women’s
colleges poor and young? Are they not inventive, adventurous? Are
they not out to create a new –’

‘The editor forbids feminism,’ I interposed severely.
‘What is feminism?’ they screamed with one accord, and as I did

not answer at once, a new question was flung at me: ‘Don’t you think
it high time that a new –’

But I stopped them by reminding them that they had only two
thousand words at their disposal. Upon that, they withdrew,
consulted together, and finally put forward the request that I should
introduce one or two of them of the simplest, tamest, and most
obvious. For example, there is the question that always bobs up at the
beginning of term when societies issue their invitations and
universities open their doors – why lecture, why be lectured?

In order to place this question fairly before you, I will describe, for
memory has kept the picture bright, one of those rare but, as Queen
Victoria would have put it, never-to-be-sufficiently-lamented
occasions when in deference to friendship, or in a desperate attempt
to acquire information about, perhaps, the French Revolution, it
seemed necessary to attend a lecture. The room to begin with had a
hybrid look – it was not for sitting in, nor yet for eating in. Perhaps
there was a map on the wall; certainly there was a table on a
platform, and several rows of rather small, rather hard, comfortless
little chairs. These were occupied intermittently, as if they shunned
each other’s company, by people of both sexes, and some had note-
books and were tapping their fountain pens, and some had none and
gazed with the vacancy and placidity of bull frogs at the ceiling. A
large clock displayed its cheerless face, and when the hour struck in
strode a harried-looking man, a man from whose face nervousness,
vanity, or perhaps the depressing and impossible nature of his task
had removed all traces of ordinary humanity. There was a momentary
stir. He had written a book, and for a moment it is interesting to see
people who have written books. Everybody gazed at him. He was bald



and not hairy; had a mouth and a chin; in short he was a man like
another, although he had written a book. He cleared his throat and
the lecture began. Now the human voice is an instrument of varied
power; it can enchant and it can soothe; it can rage and it can
despair; but when it lectures it almost always bores. What he said was
sensible enough; there was learning in it and argument and reason;
but as the voice went on attention wandered. The face of the clock
seemed abnormally pale; the hands too suffered from some infirmity.
Had they the gout? Were they swollen? They moved so slowly. They
reminded one of the painful progress of a three-legged fly that has
survived the winter. How many flies on an average survive the
English winter, and what would be the thoughts of such an insect on
waking to find itself being lectured on the French Revolution? The
inquiry was fatal. A link had been lost – a paragraph dropped. It was
useless to ask the lecturer to repeat his words; on he plodded with
dogged pertinacity. The origin of the French Revolution was being
sought for – also the thoughts of flies. Now there came one of those
flat stretches of discourse when minute objects can be seen coming
for two or three miles ahead. ‘Skip!’ we entreated him – vainly. He
did not skip. There was a joke. Then the voice went on again; then it
seemed that the windows wanted washing; then a woman sneezed;
then the voice quickened; then there was a peroration; and then –
thank Heaven! – the lecture was over.

Why, since life holds only so many hours, waste one of them on
being lectured? Why, since printing presses have been invented these
many centuries, should he not have printed his lecture instead of
speaking it? Then, by the fire in winter, or under an apple tree in
summer, it could have been read, thought over, discussed; the
difficult ideas pondered, the argument debated. It could have been
thickened and stiffened. There would have been no need of those
repetitions and dilutions with which lectures have to be watered
down and brightened up, so as to attract the attention of a
miscellaneous audience too apt to think about noses and chins,
women sneezing and the longevity of flies.

It may be, I told these questions, that there is some reason,



imperceptible to outsiders, which makes lectures an essential part of
university discipline. But why – here another rushed to the forefront –
why, if lectures are necessary as a form of education, should they not
be abolished as a form of entertainment? Never does the crocus
flower or the beech tree redden but there issues simultaneously from
all the universities of England, Scotland, and Ireland a shower of
notes from desperate secretaries entreating So-and-so and So-and-so
and So-and-so to come down and address them upon art or literature
or politics or morality – and why?

In the old days when newspapers were scarce and carefully lent
about from hall to rectory, such laboured methods of rubbing up
minds and imparting ideas were no doubt essential. But now, when
every day of the week scatters our tables with articles and pamphlets
in which every shade of opinion is expressed, far more tersely than by
word of mouth, why continue an obsolete custom which not merely
wastes time and temper, but incites the most debased of human
passions – vanity, ostentation, self-assertion, and the desire to
convert? Why encourage your elders to turn themselves into prigs and
prophets, when they are ordinary men and women? Why force them
to stand on a platform for forty minutes while you reflect upon the
colour of their hair and the longevity of flies? Why not let them talk
to you and listen to you, naturally and happily, on the floor? Why not
create a new form of society founded on poverty and equality? Why
not bring together people of all ages and both sexes and all shades of
fame and obscurity so that they can talk, without mounting platforms
or reading papers or wearing expensive clothes or eating expensive
food? Would not such a society be worth, even as a form of
education, all the papers on art and literature that have ever been
read since the world began? Why not abolish prigs and prophets?
Why not invent human intercourse? Why not try?

Here, being sick of the word ‘why’, I was about to indulge myself
with a few reflections of a general nature upon society as it was, as it
is, as it might be, with a few fancy pictures of Mrs Thrale entertaining
Dr Johnson, Lady Holland amusing Lord Macaulay thrown in, when
such a clamour arose among the questions that I could hardly hear



myself think. The cause of the clamour was soon apparent. I had
incautiously and foolishly used the word ‘literature’. Now if there is
one word that excites questions and puts them in a fury it is this word
‘literature’. There they were, screaming and crying, asking questions
about poetry and fiction and criticism, each demanding to be heard,
each certain that his was the only question that deserved an answer.
At last, when they had destroyed all my fancy pictures of Lady
Holland and Dr Johnson, one insisted, for he said that foolish and
rash as he might be he was less so than the others, that he should be
asked. And his question was, why learn English literature at
universities when you can read it for yourselves in books? But I said
that it is foolish to ask a question that has already been answered –
English literature is, I believe, already taught at the universities.
Besides, if we are going to start an argument about it, we should need
at least twenty volumes, whereas we have only about seven hundred
words remaining. Still, as he was importunate, I said I would ask the
question and introduce it to the best of my ability, without expressing
any opinion of my own, by copying down the following fragment of
dialogue.

The other day I went to call upon a friend of mine who earns her
living as a publisher’s reader. The room was a little dark, it seemed to
me, when I went in. Yet, as the window was open and it was a fine
spring day, the darkness must have been spiritual – the effect of some
private sorrow I feared. Her first words as I came in confirmed my
fears:

‘Alas, poor boy!’ she exclaimed, tossing the manuscript she was
reading to the ground with a gesture of despair. Had some accident
happened to one of her relations, I asked, motoring or climbing?

‘If you call three hundred pages on the evolution of the Elizabethan
sonnet an accident,’ she said.

‘Is that all?’ I replied with relief.
‘All?’ she retaliated, ‘isn’t it enough?’ And, beginning to pace up

and down the room she exclaimed: ‘Once he was a clever boy; once
he was worth talking to; once he cared about English literature. But



now –’ She threw out her hands as if words failed her – but not at all.
There followed such a flood of lamentation and vituperation – but
reflecting how hard her life was, reading manuscripts day in, day out,
I excused her – that I could not follow the argument. All I could
gather was that this lecturing about English literature – ‘if you want
to teach them to read English,’ she threw in, ‘teach them to read
Greek’ – all this passing of examinations in English literature, which
led to all this writing about English literature, was bound in the end
to be the death and burial of English literature. ‘The tombstone’, she
was proceeding, ‘will be a bound volume of –’ when I stopped her and
told her not to talk such nonsense. ‘Then tell me,’ she said, standing
over me with her fists clenched, ‘do they write any better for it? Is
poetry better, is fiction better, is criticism better now that they have
been taught how to read English literature?’ As if to answer her own
question she read a passage from the manuscript on the floor. ‘And
each the spit and image of the other!’ she groaned, lifting it wearily to
its place with the manuscripts on the shelf.

‘But think of all they must know,’ I tried to argue.
‘Know?’ she echoed me. ‘Know? What d’you mean by “know”?’ As

that was a difficult question to answer offhand, I passed it over by
saying: ‘Well, at any rate they’ll be able to make their livings and
teach other people.’ Whereupon she lost her temper and, seizing the
unfortunate work upon the Elizabethan sonnet, whizzed it across the
room. The rest of the visit passed in picking up the fragments of a
teapot that had belonged to her grandmother.

Now of course a dozen other questions clamour to be asked; about
churches and parliaments and public houses and shops and
loudspeakers and men and women; but mercifully time is up; silence
falls.



The Patron and the Crocus

Young men and women beginning to write are generally given the
plausible but utterly impracticable advice to write what they have to
write as shortly as possible, as clearly as possible, and without other
thought in their minds except to say exactly what is in them. Nobody
ever adds on these occasions the one thing needful: ‘And be sure you
choose your patron wisely’, though that is the gist of the whole
matter. For a book is always written for somebody to read, and, since
the patron is not merely the paymaster, but also in a very subtle and
insidious way the instigator and inspirer of what is written, it is of the
utmost importance that he should be a desirable man.

But who, then, is the desirable man – the patron who will cajole the
best out of the writer’s brain and bring to birth the most varied and
vigorous progeny of which he is capable? Different ages have
answered the question differently. The Elizabethans, to speak
roughly, chose the aristocracy to write for and the playhouse public.
The eighteenth-century patron was a combination of coffee-house wit
and Grub Street bookseller. In the nineteenth century the great
writers wrote for the half-crown magazines and the leisured classes.
And looking back and applauding the splendid results of these
different alliances, it all seems enviably simple, and plain as a
pikestaff compared with our own predicament – for whom should we
write? For the present supply of patrons is of unexampled and
bewildering variety. There is the daily Press, the weekly Press, the
monthly Press; the English public and the American public; the
bestseller public and the worst-seller public; the high-brow public and
the red-blood public; all now organized self-conscious entities capable
through their various mouthpieces of making their needs known and
their approval or displeasure felt. Thus the writer who has been
moved by the sight of the first crocus in Kensington Gardens has,
before he sets pen to paper, to choose from a crowd of competitors



the particular patron who suits him best. It is futile to say, ‘Dismiss
them all; think only of your crocus’, because writing is a method of
communication; and the crocus is an imperfect crocus until it has
been shared. The first man or the last may write for himself alone, but
he is an exception and an unenviable one at that, and the gulls are
welcome to his works if the gulls can read them.

Granted, then, that every writer has some public or other at the end
of his pen, the high-minded will say that it should be a submissive
public, accepting obediently whatever he likes to give it. Plausible as
the theory stands, great risks are attached to it. For in that case the
writer remains conscious of his public, yet is superior to it – an
uncomfortable and unfortunate combination, as the works of Samuel
Butler, George Meredith, and Henry James may be taken to prove.
Each despised the public; each desired a public; each failed to attain a
public; and each wreaked his failure upon the public by a succession,
gradually increasing in intensity, of angularities, obscurities, and
affectations which no writer whose patron was his equal and friend
would have thought it necessary to inflict. Their crocuses, in
consequence, are tortured plants, beautiful and bright, but with
something wry-necked about them, malformed, shrivelled on the one
side, overblown on the other. A touch of the sun would have done
them a world of good. Shall we then rush to the opposite extreme and
accept (if in fancy alone) the flattering proposals which the editors of
The Times and the Daily News may be supposed to make us – ‘Twenty
pounds down for your crocus in precisely fifteen hundred words,
which shall blossom upon every breakfast table from John o’ Groats
to the Land’s End before nine o’clock to-morrow morning with the
writer’s name attached’?

But will one crocus be enough, and must it not be a very brilliant
yellow to shine so far, to cost so much, and to have one’s name
attached to it? The Press is undoubtedly a great multiplier of
crocuses. But if we look at some of these plants, we shall find that
they are only very distantly related to the original little yellow or
purple flower which pokes up through the grass in Kensington
Gardens early in March every year. The newspaper crocus is an



amazing but still a very different plant. It fills precisely the space
allotted to it. It radiates a golden glow. It is genial, affable, warm-
hearted. It is beautifully finished, too, for let nobody think that the
art of ‘our dramatic critic’ of The Times or of Mr Lynd of the Daily
News is an easy one. It is no despicable feat to start a million brains
running at nine o’clock in the morning, to give two million eyes
something bright and brisk and amusing to look at. But the night
comes and these flowers fade. So little bits of glass lose their lustre if
you take them out of the sea; great prima donnas howl like hyenas if
you shut them up in telephone boxes; and the most brilliant of
articles when removed from its element is dust and sand and the
husks of straw. Journalism embalmed in a book is unreadable.

The patron we want, then, is one who will help us to preserve our
flowers from decay. But as his qualities change from age to age, and it
needs considerable integrity and conviction not to be dazzled by the
pretensions or bamboozled by the persuasions of the competing
crowd, this business of patron-finding is one of the tests and trials of
authorship. To know whom to write for is to know how to write.
Some of the modern patron’s qualities are, however, fairly plain. The
writer will require at this moment, it is obvious, a patron with the
book-reading habit rather than the play-going habit. Nowadays, too,
he must be instructed in the literature of other times and races. But
there are other qualities which our special weaknesses and tendencies
demand in him. There is the question of indecency, for instance,
which plagues us and puzzles us much more than it did the
Elizabethans. The twentieth-century patron must be immune from
shock. He must distinguish infallibly between the little clod of
manure which sticks to the crocus of necessity, and that which is
plastered to it out of bravado. He must be a judge, too, of those social
influences which inevitably play so large a part in modern literature,
and able to say which matures and fortifies, which inhibits and makes
sterile. Further, there is emotion for him to pronounce on, and in no
department can he do more useful work than in bracing a writer
against sentimentality on the one hand and a craven fear of
expressing his feeling on the other. It is worse, he will say, and



perhaps more common, to be afraid of feeling than to feel too much.
He will add, perhaps, something about language, and point out how
many words Shakespeare used and how much grammar Shakespeare
violated, while we, though we keep our fingers so demurely to the
black notes on the piano, have not appreciably improved upon Antony
and Cleopatra. And if you can forget your sex altogether, he will say,
so much the better; a writer has none. But all this is by the way –
elementary and disputable. The patron’s prime quality is something
different, only to be expressed perhaps by the use of that convenient
word which cloaks so much – atmosphere. It is necessary that the
patron should shed and envelop the crocus in an atmosphere which
makes it appear a plant of the very highest importance, so that to
misrepresent it is the one outrage not to be forgiven this side of the
grave. He must make us feel that a single crocus, if it be a real crocus,
is enough for him; that he does not want to be lectured, elevated,
instructed, or improved; that he is sorry that he bullied Carlyle into
vociferation, Tennyson into idyllics, and Ruskin into insanity; that he
is now ready to efface himself or assert himself as his writers require;
that he is bound to them by a more than maternal tie; that they are
twins indeed, one dying if the other dies, one flourishing if the other
flourishes; that the fate of literature depends upon their happy
alliance – all of which proves, as we began by saying, that the choice
of a patron is of the highest importance. But how to choose rightly?
How to write well? Those are the questions.



Modern Fiction

In making any survey, even the freest and loosest, of modern fiction,
it is difficult not to take it for granted that the modern practice of the
art is somehow an improvement upon the old. With their simple tools
and primitive materials, it might be said, Fielding did well and Jane
Austen even better, but compare their opportunities with ours! Their
masterpieces certainly have a strange air of simplicity. And yet the
analogy between literature and the process, to choose an example, of
making motor cars scarcely holds good beyond the first glance. It is
doubtful whether in the course of the centuries, though we have
learnt much about making machines, we have learnt anything about
making literature. We do not come to write better; all that we can be
said to do is to keep moving, now a little in this direction, now in
that, but with a circular tendency should the whole course of the
track be viewed from a sufficiently lofty pinnacle. It need scarcely be
said that we make no claim to stand, even momentarily, upon that
vantage ground. On the flat, in the crowd, half blind with dust, we
look back with envy to those happier warriors, whose battle is won
and whose achievements wear so serene an air of accomplishment
that we can scarcely refrain from whispering that the fight was not so
fierce for them as for us. It is for the historian of literature to decide;
for him to say if we are now beginning or ending or standing in the
middle of a great period of prose fiction, for down in the plain little is
visible. We only know that certain gratitudes and hostilities inspire
us; that certain paths seem to lead to fertile land, others to the dust
and the desert; and of this perhaps it may be worth while to attempt
some account.

Our quarrel, then, is not with the classics, and if we speak of
quarrelling with Mr Wells, Mr Bennett, and Mr Galsworthy, it is
partly that by the mere fact of their existence in the flesh their work
has a living, breathing, everyday imperfection which bids us to take



what liberties with it we choose. But it is also true that, while we
thank them for a thousand gifts, we reserve our unconditional
gratitude for Mr Hardy, for Mr Conrad, and in a much lesser degree
for the Mr Hudson of The Purple Land, Green Mansions, and Far Away
and Long Ago. Mr Wells, Mr Bennett, and Mr Galsworthy have excited
so many hopes and disappointed them so persistently that our
gratitude largely takes the form of thanking them for having shown
us what they might have done but have not done; what we certainly
could not do, but as certainly, perhaps, do not wish to do. No single
phrase will sum up the charge or grievance which we have to bring
against a mass of work so large in its volume and embodying so many
qualities, both admirable and the reverse. If we tried to formulate our
meaning in one word we should say that these three writers are
materialists. It is because they are concerned not with the spirit but
with the body that they have disappointed us, and left us with the
feeling that the sooner English fiction turns its back upon them, as
politely as may be, and marches, if only into the desert, the better for
its soul. Naturally, no single word reaches the centre of three separate
targets. In the case of Mr Wells it falls notably wide of the mark. And
yet even with him it indicates to our thinking the fatal alloy in his
genius, the great clod of clay that has got itself mixed up with the
purity of his inspiration. But Mr Bennett is perhaps the worst culprit
of the three, inasmuch as he is by far the best workman. He can make
a book so well constructed and solid in its craftsmanship that it is
difficult for the most exacting of critics to see through what chink or
crevice decay can creep in. There is not so much as a draught
between the frames of the windows, or a crack in the boards. And yet
– if life should refuse to live there? That is a risk which the creator of
The Old Wives’ Tale, George Cannon, Edwin Clayhanger, and hosts of
other figures, may well claim to have surmounted. His characters live
abundantly, even unexpectedly, but it remains to ask how do they
live, and what do they live for? More and more they seem to us,
deserting even the well-built villa in the Five Towns, to spend their
time in some softly padded first-class railway carriage, pressing bells
and buttons innumerable; and the destiny to which they travel so



luxuriously becomes more and more unquestionably an eternity of
bliss spent in the very best hotel in Brighton. It can scarcely be said of
Mr Wells that he is a materialist in the sense that he takes too much
delight in the solidity of his fabric. His mind is too generous in its
sympathies to allow him to spend much time in making things
shipshape and substantial. He is a materialist from sheer goodness of
heart, taking upon his shoulders the work that ought to have been
discharged by Government officials, and in the plethora of his ideas
and facts scarcely having leisure to realise, or forgetting to think
important, the crudity and coarseness of his human beings. Yet what
more damaging criticism can there be both of his earth and of his
Heaven than that they are to be inhabited here and hereafter by his
Joans and his Peters? Does not the inferiority of their natures tarnish
whatever institutions and ideals may be provided for them by the
generosity of their creator? Nor, profoundly though we respect the
integrity and humanity of Mr Galsworthy, shall we find what we seek
in his pages.

If we fasten, then, one label on all these books, on which is one
word materialists, we mean by it that they write of unimportant
things; that they spend immense skill and immense industry making
the trivial and the transitory appear the true and enduring.

We have to admit that we are exacting, and, further, that we find it
difficult to justify our discontent by explaining what it is that we
exact. We frame our question differently at different times. But it
reappears most persistently as we drop the finished novel on the crest
of a sigh – Is it worth while? What is the point of it all? Can it be that,
owing to one of those little deviations which the human spirit seems
to make from time to time, Mr Bennett has come down with his
magnificent apparatus for catching life just an inch or two on the
wrong side? Life escapes; and perhaps without life nothing else is
worth while. It is a confession of vagueness to have to make use of
such a figure as this, but we scarcely better the matter by speaking, as
critics are prone to do, of reality. Admitting the vagueness which
afflicts all criticism of novels, let us hazard the opinion that for us at
this moment the form of fiction most in vogue more often misses than



secures the thing we seek. Whether we call it life or spirit, truth or
reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses to
be contained any longer in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide.
Nevertheless, we go on perseveringly, conscientiously, constructing
our two and thirty chapters after a design which more and more
ceases to resemble the vision of our minds. So much of the enormous
labour of proving the solidity, the likeness to life, of the story is not
merely labour thrown away but labour misplaced to the extent of
obscuring and blotting out the light of the conception. The writer
seems constrained, not by his own free will but by some powerful and
unscrupulous tyrant who has him in thrall, to provide a plot, to
provide comedy, tragedy, love interest, and an air of probability
embalming the whole so impeccable that if all his figures were to
come to life they would find themselves dressed down to the last
button of their coats in the fashion of the hour. The tyrant is obeyed;
the novel is done to a turn. But sometimes, more and more often as
time goes by, we suspect a momentary doubt, a spasm of rebellion, as
the pages fill themselves in the customary way. Is life like this? Must
novels be like this?

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’.
Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The
mind receives a myriad impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or
engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an
incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they
shape themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls
differently from of old; the moment of importance came not here but
there; so that, if a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could
write what he chose, not what he must, if he could base his work
upon his own feeling and not upon convention, there would be no
plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the
accepted style, and perhaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond
Street tailors would have it. Life is not a series of gig lamps
symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent
envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the
end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this



unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or
complexity it may display, with as little mixture of the alien and
external as possible? We are not pleading merely for courage and
sincerity; we are suggesting that the proper stuff of fiction is a little
other than custom would have us believe it.

It is, at any rate, in some such fashion as this that we seek to define
the quality which distinguishes the work of several young writers,
among whom Mr James Joyce is the most notable, from that of their
predecessors. They attempt to come closer to life, and to preserve
more sincerely and exactly what interests and moves them, even if to
do so they must discard most of the conventions which are commonly
observed by the novelist. Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the
mind in the order in which they fall, let us trace the pattern, however
disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or
incident scores upon the consciousness. Let us not take it for granted
that life exists more fully in what is commonly thought big than in
what is commonly thought small. Any one who has read The Portrait
of the Artist as a Young Man or, what promises to be a far more
interesting work, Ulysses now appearing in the Little Review, will have
hazarded some theory of this nature as to Mr Joyce’s intention. On
our part, with such a fragment before us, it is hazarded rather than
affirmed; but whatever the intention of the whole, there can be no
question but that it is of the utmost sincerity and that the result,
difficult or unpleasant as we may judge it, is undeniably important. In
contrast with those whom we have called materialists, Mr Joyce is
spiritual; he is concerned at all costs to reveal the flickerings of that
innermost flame which flashes its messages through the brain, and in
order to preserve it he disregards with complete courage whatever
seems to him adventitious, whether it be probability, or coherence, or
any other of these signposts which for generations have served to
support the imagination of a reader when called upon to imagine
what he can neither touch nor see. The scene in the cemetery, for
instance, with its brilliancy, its sordidity, its incoherence, its sudden
lightning flashes of significance, does undoubtedly come so close to
the quick of the mind that, on a first reading at any rate, it is difficult



not to acclaim a masterpiece. If we want life itself, here surely we
have it. Indeed, we find ourselves fumbling rather awkwardly if we
try to say what else we wish, and for what reason a work of such
originality yet fails to compare, for we must take high examples, with
Youth or The Mayor of Casterbridge. It fails because of the comparative
poverty of the writer’s mind, we might say simply and have done
with it. But it is possible to press a little further and wonder whether
we may not refer our sense of being in a bright yet narrow room,
confined and shut in, rather than enlarged and set free, to some
limitation imposed by the method as well as by the mind. Is it the
method that inhibits the creative power? Is it due to the method that
we feel neither jovial nor magnanimous, but centred in a self which,
in spite of its tremor of susceptibility, never embraces or creates what
is outside itself and beyond? Does the emphasis laid, perhaps
didactically, upon indecency, contribute to the effect of something
angular and isolated? Or is it merely that in any effort of such
originality it is much easier, for contemporaries especially, to feel
what it lacks than to name what it gives? In any case it is a mistake to
stand outside examining ‘methods’. Any method is right, every
method is right, that expresses what we wish to express, if we are
writers; that brings us closer to the novelist’s intention if we are
readers. This method has the merit of bringing us closer to what we
were prepared to call life itself; did not the reading of Ulysses suggest
how much of life is excluded or ignored, and did it not come with a
shock to open Tristram Shandy or even Pendennis and be by them
convinced that there are not only other aspects of life, but more
important ones into the bargain.

However this may be, the problem before the novelist at present, as
we suppose it to have been in the past, is to contrive means of being
free to set down what he chooses. He has to have the courage to say
that what interests him is no longer ‘this’ but ‘that’: out of ‘that’ alone
must he construct his work. For the moderns ‘that’, the point of
interest, lies very likely in the dark places of psychology. At once,
therefore, the accent falls a little differently; the emphasis is upon
something hitherto ignored; at once a different outline of form



becomes necessary, difficult for us to grasp, incomprehensible to our
predecessors. No one but a modern, no one perhaps but a Russian,
would have felt the interest of the situation which Chekhov has made
into the short story which he calls ‘Gusev’. Some Russian soldiers lie
ill on board a ship which is taking them back to Russia. We are given
a few scraps of their talk and some of their thoughts; then one of
them dies and is carried away; the talk goes on among the others for
a time, until Gusev himself dies, and looking ‘like a carrot or a radish’
is thrown overboard. The emphasis is laid upon such unexpected
places that at first it seems as if there were no emphasis at all; and
then, as the eyes accustom themselves to twilight and discern the
shapes of things in a room, we see how complete the story is, how
profound, and how truly in obedience to his vision Chekhov has
chosen this, that, and the other, and placed them together to compose
something new. But it is impossible to say ‘this is comic’, or ‘that is
tragic’, nor are we certain, since short stories, we have been taught,
should be brief and conclusive, whether this, which is vague and
inconclusive, should be called a short story at all.

The most elementary remarks upon modern English fiction can
hardly avoid some mention of the Russian influence, and if the
Russians are mentioned one runs the risk of feeling that to write of
any fiction save theirs is a waste of time. If we want understanding of
the soul and heart where else shall we find it of comparable
profundity? If we are sick of our own materialism the least
considerable of their novelists has by right of birth a natural
reverence for the human spirit. ‘Learn to make yourself akin to
people… But let this sympathy be not with the mind – for it is easy
with the mind – but with the heart, with love towards them.’ In every
great Russian writer we seem to discern the features of a saint, if
sympathy for the sufferings of others, love towards them, endeavour
to reach some goal worthy of the most exacting demands of the spirit
constitute saintliness. It is the saint in them which confounds us with
a feeling of our own irreligious triviality, and turns so many of our
famous novels to tinsel and trickery. The conclusions of the Russian
mind, thus comprehensive and compassionate, are inevitably,



perhaps, of the utmost sadness. More accurately indeed we might
speak of the inconclusiveness of the Russian mind. It is the sense that
there is no answer, that if honestly examined life presents question
after question which must be left to sound on and on after the story is
over in hopeless interrogation that fills us with a deep, and finally it
may be with a resentful, despair. They are right perhaps;
unquestionably they see further than we do and without our gross
impediments of vision. But perhaps we see something that escapes
them, or why should this voice of protest mix itself with our gloom?
The voice of protest is the voice of another and an ancient civilization
which seems to have bred in us the instinct to enjoy and fight rather
than to suffer and understand. English fiction from Sterne to Meredith
bears witness to our natural delight in humour and comedy, in the
beauty of earth, in the activities of the intellect, and in the splendour
of the body. But any deductions that we may draw from the
comparison of two fictions so immeasurably far apart are futile save
indeed as they flood us with a view of the infinite possibilities of the
art and remind us that there is no limit to the horizon, and that
nothing – no ‘method’, no experiment, even of the wildest – is
forbidden, but only falsity and pretence. ‘The proper stuff of fiction’
does not exist; everything is the proper stuff of fiction, every feeling,
every thought; every quality of brain and spirit is drawn upon; no
perception comes amiss. And if we can imagine the art of fiction
come alive and standing in our midst, she would undoubtedly bid us
break her and bully her, as well as honour and love her, for so her
youth is renewed and her sovereignty assured.



How Should One Read a Book?

In the first place, I want to emphasize the note of interrogation at the
end of my title. Even if I could answer the question for myself, the
answer would apply only to me and not to you. The only advice,
indeed, that one person can give another about reading is to take no
advice, to follow your own instincts, to use your own reason, to come
to your own conclusions. If this is agreed between us, then I feel at
liberty to put forward a few ideas and suggestions because you will
not allow them to fetter that independence which is the most
important quality that a reader can possess. After all, what laws can
be laid down about books? The battle of Waterloo was certainly
fought on a certain day; but is Hamlet a better play than Lear?
Nobody can say. Each must decide that question for himself. To admit
authorities, however heavily furred and gowned, into our libraries
and let them tell us how to read, what to read, what value to place
upon what we read, is to destroy the spirit of freedom which is the
breath of those sanctuaries. Everywhere else we may be bound by
laws and conventions – there we have none.

But to enjoy freedom, if the platitude is pardonable, we have of
course to control ourselves. We must not squander our powers,
helplessly and ignorantly, squirting half the house in order to water a
single rose-bush; we must train them, exactly and powerfully, here on
the very spot. This, it may be, is one of the first difficulties that faces
us in a library. What is ‘the very spot’? There may well seem to be
nothing but a conglomeration and huddle of confusion. Poems and
novels, histories and memories, dictionaries and blue-books; books
written in all languages by men and women of all tempers, races, and
ages jostle each other on the shelf. And outside the donkey brays, the
women gossip at the pump, the colts gallop across the fields. Where
are we to begin? How are we to bring order into this multitudinous
chaos and so get the deepest and widest pleasure from what we read?



It is simple enough to say that since books have classes – fiction,
biography, poetry – we should separate them and take from each
what it is right that each should give us. Yet few people ask from
books what books can give us. Most commonly we come to books
with blurred and divided minds, asking of fiction that it shall be true,
of poetry that it shall be false, of biography that it shall be flattering,
of history that it shall enforce our own prejudices. If we could banish
all such preconceptions when we read, that would be an admirable
beginning. Do not dictate to your author; try to become him. Be his
fellow-worker and accomplice. If you hang back, and reserve and
criticize at first, you are preventing yourself from getting the fullest
possible value from what you read. But if you open your mind as
widely as possible, then signs and hints of almost imperceptible
fineness, from the twist and turn of the first sentences, will bring you
into the presence of a human being unlike any other. Steep yourself in
this, acquaint yourself with this, and soon you will find that your
author is giving you, or attempting to give you, something far more
definite. The thirty chapters of a novel – if we consider how to read a
novel first – are an attempt to make something as formed and
controlled as a building: but words are more impalpable than bricks;
reading is a longer and more complicated process than seeing.
Perhaps the quickest way to understand the elements of what a
novelist is doing is not to read, but to write; to make your own
experiment with the dangers and difficulties of words. Recall, then,
some event that has left a distinct impression on you – how at the
corner of the street, perhaps, you passed two people talking. A tree
shook; an electric light danced; the tone of the talk was comic, but
also tragic; a whole vision, an entire conception, seemed contained in
that moment.

But when you attempt to reconstruct it in words, you will find that
it breaks into a thousand conflicting impressions. Some must be
subdued; others emphasized; in the process you will lose, probably,
all grasp upon the emotion itself. Then turn from your blurred and
littered pages to the opening pages of some great novelist – Defoe,
Jane Austen, Hardy. Now you will be better able to appreciate their



mastery. It is not merely that we are in the presence of a different
person – Defoe, Jane Austen, or Thomas Hardy – but that we are
living in a different world. Here, in Robinson Crusoe, we are trudging
a plain high road; one thing happens after another; the fact and the
order of the fact is enough. But if the open air and adventure mean
everything to Defoe they mean nothing to Jane Austen. Hers is the
drawing-room, and people talking, and by the many mirrors of their
talk revealing their characters. And if, when we have accustomed
ourselves to the drawing-room and its reflections, we turn to Hardy,
we are once more spun round. The moors are round us and the stars
are above our heads. The other side of the mind is now exposed – the
dark side that comes uppermost in solitude, not the light side that
shows in company. Our relations are not towards people, but towards
Nature and destiny. Yet different as these worlds are, each is
consistent with itself. The maker of each is careful to observe the laws
of his own perspective, and however great a strain they may put upon
us they will never confuse us, as lesser writers so frequently do, by
introducing two different kinds of reality into the same book. Thus to
go from one great novelist to another – from Jane Austen to Hardy,
from Peacock to Trollope, from Scott to Meredith – is to be wrenched
and uprooted; to be thrown this way and then that. To read a novel is
a difficult and complex art. You must be capable not only of great
fineness of perception, but of great boldness of imagination if you are
going to make use of all that the novelist – the great artist – gives
you.

But a glance at the heterogeneous company on the shelf will show
you that writers are very seldom ‘great artists’; far more often a book
makes no claim to be a work of art at all. These biographies and
autobiographies, for example, lives of great men, of men long dead
and forgotten, that stand cheek by jowl with the novels and poems,
are we to refuse to read them because they are not ‘art’? Or shall we
read them, but read them in a different way, with a different aim?
Shall we read them in the first place to satisfy that curiosity which
possesses us sometimes when in the evening we linger in front of a
house where the lights are lit and the blinds not yet drawn, and each



floor of the house shows us a different section of human life in being?
Then we are consumed with curiosity about the lives of these people
– the servants gossiping, the gentlemen dining, the girl dressing for a
party, the old woman at the window with her knitting. Who are they,
what are they, what are their names, their occupations, their
thoughts, and adventures?

Biographies and memoirs answer such questions, light up
innumerable such houses; they show us people going about their daily
affairs, toiling, failing, succeeding, eating, hating, loving, until they
die. And sometimes as we watch, the house fades and the iron railings
vanish and we are out at sea; we are hunting, sailing, fighting; we are
among savages and soldiers; we are taking part in great campaigns.
Or if we like to stay here in England, in London, still the scene
changes; the street narrows; the house becomes small, cramped,
diamond-paned, and malodorous. We see a poet, Donne, driven from
such a house because the walls were so thin that when the children
cried their voices cut through them. We can follow him, through the
paths that lie in the pages of books, to Twickenham; to Lady Bedford’s
Park, a famous meeting-ground for nobles and poets; and then turn
our steps to Wilton, the great house under the downs, and hear
Sidney read the Arcadia to his sister; and ramble among the very
marshes and see the very herons that figure in that famous romance;
and then again travel north with that other Lady Pembroke, Anne
Clifford, to her wild moors, or plunge into the city and control our
merriment at the sight of Gabriel Harvey in his black velvet suit
arguing about poetry with Spenser. Nothing is more fascinating than
to grope and stumble in the alternate darkness and splendour of
Elizabethan London. But there is no staying there. The Temples and
the Swifts, the Harleys and the St Johns beckon us on; hour upon
hour can be spent disentangling their quarrels and deciphering their
characters; and when we tire of them we can stroll on, past a lady in
black wearing diamonds, to Samuel Johnson and Goldsmith and
Garrick; or cross the channel, if we like, and meet Voltaire and
Diderot, Madame du Deffand; and so back to England and
Twickenham – how certain places repeat themselves and certain



names! – where Lady Bedford had her Park once and Pope lived later,
to Walpole’s home at Strawberry Hill. But Walpole introduces us to
such a swarm of new acquaintances, there are so many houses to visit
and bells to ring that we may well hesitate for a moment, on the Miss
Berrys’ doorstep, for example, when behold, up comes Thackeray; he
is the friend of the woman whom Walpole loved; so that merely by
going from friend to friend, from garden to garden, from house to
house, we have passed from one end of English literature to another
and wake to find ourselves here again in the present, if we can so
differentiate this moment from all that have gone before. This, then,
is one of the ways in which we can read these lives and letters; we
can make them light up the many windows of the past; we can watch
the famous dead in their familiar habits and fancy sometimes that we
are very close and can surprise their secrets, and sometimes we may
pull out a play or a poem that they have written and see whether it
reads differently in the presence of the author. But this again rouses
other questions. How far, we must ask ourselves, is a book influenced
by its writer’s life – how far is it safe to let the man interpret the
writer? How far shall we resist or give way to the sympathies and
antipathies that the man himself rouses in us – so sensitive are words,
so receptive of the character of the author? These are questions that
press upon us when we read lives and letters, and we must answer
them for ourselves, for nothing can be more fatal than to be guided
by the preferences of others in a matter so personal.

But also we can read such books with another aim, not to throw
light on literature, not to become familiar with famous people, but to
refresh and exercise our own creative powers. Is there not an open
window on the right hand of the bookcase? How delightful to stop
reading and look out! How stimulating the scene is, in its
unconsciousness, its irrelevance, its perpetual movement – the colts
galloping round the field, the woman filling her pail at the well, the
donkey throwing back his head and emitting his long, acrid moan.
The greater part of any library is nothing but the record of such
fleeting moments in the lives of men, women, and donkeys. Every
literature, as it grows old, has its rubbish-heap, its record of vanished



moments and forgotten lives told in faltering and feeble accents that
have perished. But if you give yourself up to the delight of rubbish-
reading you will be surprised, indeed you will be overcome, by the
relics of human life that have been cast out to moulder. It may be one
letter – but what a vision it gives! It may be a few sentences – but
what vistas they suggest! Sometimes a whole story will come together
with such beautiful humour and pathos and completeness that it
seems as if a great novelist had been at work, yet it is only an old
actor, Tate Wilkinson, remembering the strange story of Captain
Jones; it is only a young subaltern serving under Arthur Wellesley and
falling in love with a pretty girl at Lisbon; it is only Maria Allen
letting fall her sewing in the empty drawing-room and sighing how
she wishes she had taken Dr Burney’s good advice and had never
eloped with her Rishy. None of this has any value; it is negligible in
the extreme; yet how absorbing it is now and again to go through the
rubbish-heaps and find rings and scissors and broken noses buried in
the huge past and try to piece them together while the colt gallops
round the field, the woman fills her pail at the well, and the donkey
brays.

But we tire of rubbish-reading in the long run. We tire of searching
for what is needed to complete the half-truth which is all that the
Wilkinsons, the Bunburys and the Maria Allens are able to offer us.
They had not the artist’s power of mastering and eliminating; they
could not tell the whole truth even about their own lives; they have
disfigured the story that might have been so shapely. Facts are all that
they can offer us, and facts are a very inferior form of fiction. Thus
the desire grows upon us to have done with half-statements and
approximations; to cease from searching out the minute shades of
human character, to enjoy the greater abstractness, the purer truth of
fiction. Thus we create the mood, intense and generalized, unaware of
detail, but stressed by some regular, recurrent beat, whose natural
expression is poetry; and that is the time to read poetry when we are
almost able to write it.

Western wind, when wilt thou blow?
The small rain down can rain.



Christ, if my love were in my arms,
And I in my bed again!

The impact of poetry is so hard and direct that for the moment
there is no other sensation except that of the poem itself. What
profound depths we visit then – how sudden and complete is our
immersion! There is nothing here to catch hold of; nothing to stay us
in our flight. The illusion of fiction is gradual; its effects are prepared;
but who when they read these four lines stops to ask who wrote them,
or conjures up the thought of Donne’s house or Sidney’s secretary; or
enmeshes them in the intricacy of the past and the succession of
generations? The poet is always our contemporary. Our being for the
moment is centred and constricted, as in any violent shock of
personal emotion. Afterwards, it is true, the sensation begins to
spread in wider rings through our minds; remoter senses are reached;
these begin to sound and to comment and we are aware of echoes and
reflections. The intensity of poetry covers an immense range of
emotion. We have only to compare the force and directness of

I shall fall like a tree, and find my grave,
Only remembering that I grieve,

with the wavering modulation of

Minutes are numbered by the fall of sands,
As by an hour glass; the span of time
Doth waste us to our graves, and we look on it;
An age of pleasure, revelled out, comes home
At last, and ends in sorrow; but the life,
Weary of riot, numbers every sand,
Wailing in sighs, until the last drop down,
So to conclude calamity in rest,

or place the meditative calm of

whether we be young or old,
Our destiny, our being’s heart and home,
Is with infinitude, and only there;
With hope it is, hope that can never die,



Effort, and expectation, and desire,
And effort evermore about to be,

beside the complete and inexhaustible loveliness of

The moving Moon went up the sky,
And nowhere did abide:
Softly she was going up,
And a star or two beside –

or the splendid fantasy of

And the woodland haunter
Shall not cease to saunter

When, far down some glade,
Of the great world’s burning,
One soft flame upturning
Seems, to his discerning,

Crocus in the shade,

to bethink us of the varied art of the poet; his power to make us at
once actors and spectators; his power to run his hand into characters
as if it were a glove, and be Falstaff or Lear; his power to condense, to
widen, to state, once and for ever.

‘We have only to compare’ – with those words the cat is out of the
bag, and the true complexity of reading is admitted. The first process,
to receive impressions with the utmost understanding, is only half the
process of reading; it must be completed, if we are to get the whole
pleasure from a book, by another. We must pass judgment upon these
multitudinous impressions; we must make of these fleeting shapes one
that is hard and lasting. But not directly. Wait for the dust of reading
to settle; for the conflict and the questioning to die down; walk, talk,
pull the dead petals from a rose, or fall asleep. Then suddenly without
our willing it, for it is thus that Nature undertakes these transitions,
the book will return, but differently. It will float to the top of the
mind as a whole. And the book as a whole is different from the book
received currently in separate phrases. Details now fit themselves into



their places. We see the shape from start to finish; it is a barn, a pig-
sty, or a cathedral. Now then we can compare book with book as we
compare building with building. But this act of comparison means
that our attitude has changed; we are no longer the friends of the
writer, but his judges; and just as we cannot be too sympathetic as
friends, so as judges we cannot be too severe. Are they not criminals,
books that have wasted our time and sympathy; are they not the most
insidious enemies of society, corrupters, defilers, the writers of false
books, faked books, books that fill the air with decay and disease? Let
us then be severe in our judgments; let us compare each book with
the greatest of its kind. There they hang in the mind the shapes of the
books we have read solidified by the judgments we have passed on
them – Robinson Crusoe, Emma, The Return of the Native. Compare the
novels with these – even the latest and least of novels has a right to
be judged with the best. And so with poetry – when the intoxication
of rhythm has died down and the splendour of words has faded, a
visionary shape will return to us and this must be compared with
Lear, with Phèdre, with The Prelude; or if not with these, with
whatever is the best or seems to us to be the best in its own kind. And
we may be sure that the newness of new poetry and fiction is its most
superficial quality and that we have only to alter slightly, not to
recast, the standards by which we have judged the old.

It would be foolish, then, to pretend that the second part of
reading, to judge, to compare, is as simple as the first – to open the
mind wide to the fast flocking of innumerable impressions. To
continue reading without the book before you, to hold one shadow-
shape against another, to have read widely enough and with enough
understanding to make such comparisons alive and illuminating –
that is difficult; it is still more difficult to press further and to say,
‘Not only is the book of this sort, but it is of this value; here it fails;
here it succeeds; this is bad; that is good’. To carry out this part of a
reader’s duty needs such imagination, insight, and learning that it is
hard to conceive any one mind sufficiently endowed; impossible for
the most self-confident to find more than the seeds of such powers in
himself. Would it not be wiser, then, to remit this part of reading and



to allow the critics, the gowned and furred authorities of the library,
to decide the question of the book’s absolute value for us? Yet how
impossible! We may stress the value of sympathy; we may try to sink
our own identity as we read. But we know that we cannot sympathize
wholly or immerse ourselves wholly; there is always a demon in us
who whispers, ‘I hate, I love’, and we cannot silence him. Indeed, it is
precisely because we hate and we love that our relation with the
poets and novelists is so intimate that we find the presence of another
person intolerable. And even if the results are abhorrent and our
judgments are wrong, still our taste, the nerve of sensation that sends
shocks through us, is our chief illuminant; we learn through feeling;
we cannot suppress our own idiosyncrasy without impoverishing it.
But as time goes on perhaps we can train our taste; perhaps we can
make it submit to some control. When it has fed greedily and lavishly
upon books of all sorts – poetry, fiction, history, biography – and has
stopped reading and looked for long spaces upon the variety, the
incongruity of the living world, we shall find that it is changing a
little; it is not so greedy, it is more reflective. It will begin to bring us
not merely judgments on particular books, but it will tell us that there
is a quality common to certain books. Listen, it will say, what shall
we call this? And it will read us perhaps Lear and then perhaps the
Agamemnon in order to bring out that common quality. Thus, with
our taste to guide us, we shall venture beyond the particular book in
search of qualities that group books together; we shall give them
names and thus frame a rule that brings order into our perceptions.
We shall gain a further and a rarer pleasure from that discrimination.
But as a rule only lives when it is perpetually broken by contact with
the books themselves – nothing is easier and more stultifying than to
make rules which exist out of touch with facts, in a vacuum – now at
last, in order to steady ourselves in this difficult attempt, it may be
well to turn to the very rare writers who are able to enlighten us upon
literature as an art. Coleridge and Dryden and Johnson, in their
considered criticism, the poets and novelists themselves in their
unconsidered sayings, are often surprisingly relevant; they light up
and solidify the vague ideas that have been tumbling in the misty



depths of our minds. But they are only able to help us if we come to
them laden with questions and suggestions won honestly in the
course of our own reading. They can do nothing for us if we herd
ourselves under their authority and lie down like sheep in the shade
of a hedge. We can only understand their ruling when it comes in
conflict with our own and vanquishes it.

If this is so, if to read a book as it should be read calls for the rarest
qualities of imagination, insight, and judgment, and you may perhaps
conclude that literature is a very complex art and that it is unlikely
that we shall be able, even after a lifetime of reading, to make any
valuable contribution to its criticism. We must remain readers; we
shall not put on the further glory that belongs to those rare beings
who are also critics. But still we have our responsibilities as readers
and even our importance. The standards we raise and the judgments
we pass steal into the air and become part of the atmosphere which
writers breathe as they work. An influence is created which tells upon
them even if it never finds its way into print. And that influence, if it
were well instructed, vigorous and individual and sincere, might be of
great value now when criticism is necessarily in abeyance; when
books pass in review like the procession of animals in a shooting
gallery, and the critic has only one second in which to load and aim
and shoot and may well be pardoned if he mistakes rabbits for tigers,
eagles for barndoor fowls, or misses altogether and wastes his shot
upon some peaceful cow grazing in a further field. If behind the
erratic gunfire of the press the author felt that there was another kind
of criticism, the opinion of people reading for the love of reading,
slowly and unprofessionally, and judging with great sympathy and
yet with great severity, might this not improve the quality of his
work? And if by our means books were to become stronger, richer,
and more varied, that would be an end worth reaching.

Yet who reads to bring about an end, however desirable? Are there
not some pursuits that we practise because they are good in
themselves, and some pleasures that are final? And is not this among
them? I have sometimes dreamt, at least, that when the Day of
Judgment dawns and the great conquerors and lawyers and statesmen



come to receive their rewards – their crowns, their laurels, their
names carved indelibly upon imperishable marble – the Almighty will
turn to Peter and will say, not without a certain envy when He sees us
coming with our books under our arms, ‘Look, these need no reward.
We have nothing to give them here. They have loved reading.’



1. Seneca On the Shortness of Life
2. Marcus Aurelius Meditations
3. St Augustine Confessions of a Sinner
4. Thomas à Kempis The Inner Life
5. Niccolò Machiavelli The Prince
6. Michel de Montaigne On Friendship
7. Jonathan Swift A Tale of a Tub
8. Jean-Jacques Rousseau The Social Contract
9. Edward Gibbon The Christians and the Fall of Rome

10. Thomas Paine Common Sense
11. Mary Wollstonecraft A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
12. William Hazlitt On the Pleasure of Hating
13. Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels The Communist Manifesto
14. Arthur Schopenhauer On the Suffering of the World
15. John Ruskin On Art and Life
16. Charles Darwin On Natural Selection
17. Friedrich Nietzsche Why I am So Wise
18. Virginia Woolf A Room of One’s Own
19. Sigmund Freud Civilization and Its Discontents
20. George Orwell Why I Write
21. Confucius The First Ten Books
22. Sun-tzu The Art of War
23. Plato The Symposium
24. Lucretius Sensation and Sex
25. Cicero An Attack on an Enemy of Freedom
26. The Revelation of St John the Divine and The Book of Job
27. Marco Polo Travels in the Land of Kubilai Khan
28. Christine de Pizan The City of Ladies
29. Baldesar Castiglione How to Achieve True Greatness
30. Francis Bacon Of Empire
31. Thomas Hobbes Of Man
32. Sir Thomas Browne Urne-Burial
33. Voltaire Miracles and Idolatry



34. David Hume On Suicide
35. Carl von Clausewitz On the Nature of War
36. Søren Kierkegaard Fear and Trembling
37. Henry David Thoreau Where I Lived, and What I Lived For
38. Thorstein Veblen Conspicuous Consumption
39. Albert Camus The Myth of Sisyphus
40. Hannah Arendt Eichmann and the Holocaust
41. Plutarch In Consolation to his Wife
42. Robert Burton Some Anatomies of Melancholy
43. Blaise Pascal Human Happiness
44. Adam Smith The Invisible Hand
45. Edmund Burke The Evils of Revolution
46. Ralph Waldo Emerson Nature
47. Søren Kierkegaard The Sickness unto Death
48. John Ruskin The Lamp of Memory
49. Friedrich Nietzsche Man Alone with Himself
50. Leo Tolstoy A Confession
51. William Morris Useful Work v. Useless Toil
52. Frederick Jackson Turner The Significance of the Frontier in

American History
53. Marcel Proust Days of Reading
54. Leon Trotsky An Appeal to the Toiling, Oppressed and Exhausted

Peoples of Europe
55. Sigmund Freud The Future of an Illusion
56. Walter Benjamin The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

Reproduction
57. George Orwell Books v. Cigarettes
58. Albert Camus The Fastidious Assassins
59. Frantz Fanon Concerning Violence
60. Michel Foucault The Spectacle of the Scaffold
61. Lao Tzu Tao Te Ching
62. Writings from the Zen Masters
63. Thomas More Utopia
64. Michel de Montaigne On Solitude
65. William Shakespeare On Power



66. John Locke Of the Abuse of Words
67. Samuel Johnson Consolation in the Face of Death
68. Immanuel Kant An Answer to the Question: ‘What is Enlightenment?’
69. Joseph de Maistre The Executioner
70. Thomas De Quincey Confessions of an English Opium Eater
71. Arthur Schopenhauer The Horrors and Absurdities of Religion
72. Abraham Lincoln The Gettysburg Address
73. Karl Marx Revolution and War
74. Fyodor Dostoyevsky The Grand Inquisitor
75. William James On a Certain Blindness in Human Beings
76. Robert Louis Stevenson An Apology for Idlers
77. W. E. B. Du Bois Of the Dawn of Freedom
78. Virginia Woolf Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid
79. George Orwell Decline of the English Murder
80. John Berger Why Look at Animals?
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