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THE STRANGE ELIZABETHANS

HERE ARE FEW GREATER DELIGHTS than to go back

three or four hundred years and become in fancy at
least an Elizabethan. That such fancies are only fancies,
that this “becoming an Elizabethan”, this reading
sixteenth-century writing as currently and certainly as we
read our own is an illusion, is no doubt true. Very likely
the Elizabethans would find our pronunciation of their
language unintelligible; our fancy picture of what it plcases
us to call Elizabethan life would rouse their ribald merri-
ment. Still, the instinct that drives us to them is so strong
and the freshness and vigour that blow through their pages
are so sweet that we willingly run the risk of being laughed
at, of being ridiculous.

And if we ask why we go further astray in this particular
region of English literature than in any other, the answer
is no doubt that Elizabethan prose, for all its beauty and
bounty, was a very imperfect medium. It was almost in-
capable of fulfilling one of the offices of prose which is to
make people talk, simply and naturally, about ordinary
things. In an age of utilitarian prose like our own, we
know exactly how people spend the hours between break-
fast and bed, how they behave when they are neither one
thing nor the other, neither angry nor loving, neither
happy nor miserable. Poetry ignores these slighter shades;
the social student can pick up hardly any facts about daily
life from Shakespeare’s plays; and if prose refuses to en-
lighten us, then one avenue of approach to the men and
women of another age is blocked. Elizabethan prose, still
scarcely separated off from the body of its poetry, could
speak magnificently, of course, about the great themes—
how life is short, and death certain; how spring is lovely,
and winter horrid—perhaps, indeed, the lavish and tower-
ing periods that it raises above these simple platitudes are

9



10 THE COMMON READER

due to the fact that it has not cheapened itself upon trifles.
But the price it pays for this soaring splendour is to be
found in its awkwardness when it comes to earth—when
Lady Sidney, for example, finding herself cold at nights,
has to solicit the Lord Chamberlain for a better bedroom
at Court. Then any housemaid of her own age could put
her case more simply and with greater force. Thus, if we
go to the Elizabethan prose-writers to solidify the splendid
world of Elizabethan poetry as we should go now to our
biographers, novelists, and journalists to solidify the world
of Pope, of Tennyson, of Conrad, we are perpetually
baffled and driyen from our quest. What, we ask, was the
life of an ordinary man or woman in the time of Shake-
speare? Even the familiar letters of the time give us little
help. Sir Henry Wotton is pompous and ornate and keeps
us stifflyat arm’s length. Their histories resound with drums
and trumpets. Their broadsheets reverberate with medita-
tions upon death and reflections upon the immortality of
the soul. Our best chance of finding them off their guard
and so becoming at ease with them is to seek one of those
unambitious men who haunt the outskirts of famous
gatherings, listening, observing, sometimes taking a note
in a book. But they are difficult to find. Gabriel Harvey
perhaps, the friend of Spenser and of Sidney, might have
fulfilled that function. Unfortunately the values of the time
persuaded him that to write about rhetoric, to write about
Thomas Smith, to write about Queen Elizabeth in Latin,
was better worth doing than to record the table talk of
Spenser and Sir Philip Sidney. But he possessed to some
extent the modern instinct for preserving trifles, for keep-
ing copies of letters, and for making notes of ideas that
struck him in the margins of books. If we rummage among
these fragments we shall, at any rate, leave the highroad
and perhaps hear some roar of laughter from a tavern door,
where poets are drinking; or meet humble people going
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about their milking and their love-making without a
thought that this is the great Elizabethan age, or that
Shakespeare is at this moment strolling down the Strand
and might tellone, if one plucked him by thesleeve, towhom
he wrote the sonnets, and what he meant by Hamlet.
The first person whom we meet is indeed a milkmaid—
Gabriel Harvey’s sister Mercy. In the winterof 1574 shewas
milking in the fields near Saffron Walden accompanied by
an old woman, when a man approached her and offered her
cakes and malmsey wine. When they had eaten and drunk
in a wood and the old woman had wandered off to pick
up sticks, the man proceeded to explain his business. He
came from Lord Surrey, a youth of about Mercy’s own
age—seventeen or cighteen that is—and a married man.
He had been bowling one day and had seen the milkmaid;
her hat had blown off and “she had somewhat changed
her colour”. In short, Lord Surrey had fallen passionately
in love with her; and sent her by the same man gloves, a
silk girdle, and an enamel posy ring which he had torn
from his own hat though his Aunt, Lady W——, had given
it him for a very different purpose. Mercy at first stood
her ground. She was a poor milkmaid, and he was a noble
gentleman. But at last she agreed to meet him at her house
in the village. Thus, one very misty, foggy night just before
Christmas, Lord Surrey and his servant came to Saffron
Walden. They peered in at the malthouse, but saw only
her mother and sisters; they peeped in at the parlour, but
only her brothers were there. Mercy herself was not to
be seen; and ‘“well mired and wearied for their labour”,
there was nothing for it but to ride back home again.
Finally, after further parleys, Mercy agreed to meet Lord
Surrey in a neighbour’s house alone at midnight. She found
him in the little parlour “in his doublet and hose, his points
untrust, and his shirt lying round about him”. He tried
to force her on to the bed; but she cried out, and the good
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wife, as had been agreed between them, rapped on the
door and said she was sent for. Thwarted, enraged, Lord
Surrey cursed and swore, “God confound me, God con-
found me”, and by way of lure emptied his pockets of all
the money in them—thirteen shillings in shillings and
testers it came to—and made her finger it. Still, however,
Mercy made off, untouched, on condition that she would
come again on Christmas eve. But when Christmas eve
dawned she was up betimes and had put seven miles
between her and Saffron Walden by six in the morning,
though it snowed and rained so that the floods were out,
and P., the servant, coming later to the place of assignation,
had to pick his way through the water in pattens. So
Christmas passed. And a week later, in the very nick of
time to save her honour, the whole story very strangely
was discovered and brought to an end. On New Year’s
Eve her brother Gabriel, the young fellow of Pembroke
Hall, was riding back to Cambridge when he came up with
a simple countryman whom he had met at his father’s
house. They rode on together, and after some country
gossip, the man said that he had a letter for Gabriel in
his pocket. Indeed, it was addressed ‘“To my loving brother
Mr. G. H.”, but when Gabriel opened it there on the road,
he found that the address was a lie. It was not from his
sister Mercy, but to his sister Mercy. “Mine Own Sweet
Mercy”, it began; and it was signed “Thine more than
ever his own Phil”. Gabriel could hardly control himself—
“could scarcely dissemble my sudden fancies and com-
primitt my inward passions’’—as he read. For it was not
merely a love-letter; it was more; it talked about possessing
Mercy according to promise. There was also a fair English
noble wrapped up in the paper. So Gabriel, doing his best
tocontrol himself before the countryman, gave him back the
letter and the coin and told him to deliver them both to
his sister at Saffron Walden with this message: “To look
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ere she leap. She may pick out the English of it herself.”
He rode on to Cambridge; he wrote a long letter to the
young lord, informing him with ambiguous courtesy that
the game was up. The sister of Gabriel Harvey was not
to be the mistress of a married nobleman. Rather she was
to be a maid, “diligent, and trusty and tractable”, in the
house of Lady Smith at Audley End. Thus Mercy’s
romance breaks off; the clouds descend again; and we no
longer see the milkmaid, the old woman, the treacherous
serving man who came with malmsey and cakes and rings
and ribbons to tempt a poor girl’s honour while she milked
her cows.

This is probably no uncommon story; there must have
been many milkmaids whose hats blew off as they milked
their cows, and many lords whose hearts leapt at the sight
so that they plucked the jewels from their hats and sent their
servants to make treaty for them. But it is rare for the girl’s
own letters to be preserved or to read her own account of
the story as she was made to deliver it at her brother’s in-
quisition. Yet when we try to use her words to light up the
Elizabethan field, the Elizabethan house and living-room,
we are met by the usual perplexities. It is easy enough, in
spite of the rain and the fog and the floods, to make a fancy
piece out of the milkmaid and the meadows and the old
woman wandering off to pick up sticks. Elizabethan song-
writers have taught us too well the habit of that particular
trick. But if we resist the impulse to make museum pieces
out of our reading, Mercy herself gives us little help. She
was a milkmaid, scribbling love-letters by the light of a
farthing dip in an attic. Nevertheless, the sway of the Eliza-
bethan convention was so strong, the accent of their speech
was so masterful, that she bears herself with a grace and
expresses herself with a resonance that would have done
credit to a woman of birth and literary training. When
Lord Surrey pressed her to yield she replied:
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The thing you wot of, Milord, were a great trespass towards
Ged, a great offence to the world, a great grief to my friends,
a great shame to myself, and, as I think, a great dishonour to
your lordship. I have heard my father say, Virginity is ye fair-
est flower in & maid’s garden, and chastity ye richest dowry a
poor wench ¢an have. . . . Chastity, they say, is like unto time,
which, being once lost, can no more be recovered.

Words chime and ring in her ears, as if she positively
enjoyed the act of writing. When she wishes him to know
that she is only a poor country girl and no fine lady
like his wife, she exclaims, “Good Lord, that you should
seek after so bare and country stuff abroad, that have so
costly and courtly wares at home!” She even breaks into
a jog-trot of jingling rhyme, far less sonorous than her
prose, but proof that to write was an art, not merely a means
of conveying facts. And if she wants to be direct and for-
cible, the proverbs she has heard in her father’s house come
to her pen, the biblical imagery runs in her ears: “And
then were I, poor wench, cast up for hawk’s meat, to mine
utter undoing, and my friends’ exceeding grief”’. In short,
Mercy the milkmaid writes a natural and noble style,
which is incapable of vulgarity, and equally incapable of
intimacy. Nothing, one feels, would have been easier for
Mercy than to read her lover a fine discourse upon the
vanity of grandeur, the loveliness of chastity, the vicissi-
tudes of fortune. But of emotion as between one particular
Mercy and one particular Philip, there is no trace. And
when it comes to dealing exactly in a few words with some
mean object—when, for example, the wife of Sir Henry
Sidney, the daughter of the Duke of Northumberland, has
to state her claim to a better room to sleep in, she writes
for all the world like an illiterate servant girl who can
neither form her letters nor spell her words nor make one
sentence follow smoothly after another. She haggles, she
niggles, she wears our patience down with her repetitions
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and her prolixities. Hence it comes about that we know
very little about Mercy Harvey, the milkmaid, who wrote
so well, or Mary Sidney, daughter to the Duke of Northum-
berland, who wrote so badly. The background of Eliza-
bethan life eludes us.

But let us follow Gabriel Harvey to Cambridge, in case
we can there pick up something humble and colloquial
that will make these strange Elizabethans more familiar
to us. Gabriel, having discharged his duty as a brother,
seems to have given himself up to the life of an intellectual
young man with his way to make in the world. He worked
so hard and he played so little that he made himself un-
popular with his fellows. For it was obviously difficult to
combine an intense interest in the future of English poetry
and the capacity of the English language with card-play-
ing, bear-baiting, and such diversions. Nor could he appar-
ently accept everything that Aristotle said as gospel truth.
But with congenial spirits he argued, it is clear, hour by
hour, night after night, about poetry, and metre, and the
raising of the despised English speech and the meagre
English literature to a station among the great tongues and
literatures of the world. We are sometimes made to think,
as we listen, of such arguments as might now be going
forward in the new Universities of America. The young
English poets speak with a bold yet uneasy arrogance—
““England, since it was England, never bred more honour-
able minds, more adventurous hearts, more valorous hands,
or more excellent wits, than of late”. Yet, to be English
is accounted a kind of crime—*‘nothing is reputed so con-
temptible and so basely and vilely accounted of as what-
soever is taken for English”. And if, in their hopes for
the future and their sensitiveness to the opinion of older
civilisations, the Elizabethans show much the same sus-
ceptibility that sometimes puzzle us among the younger
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countries to-day, the sense that broods over them of what
is about to happen, of an undiscovered land on which they
are about to set foot, is much like the excitement that science
stirs in the minds of imaginative English writers of our own
time. Yet however stimulating it is to think that we hear
the stir and strife of tongues in Cambridge rooms about
the year 1570, it has to be admitted that to read Harvey’s
pages methodically is almost beyond the limits of human
patience. The words scem to run red-hot, molten, hither
and thither, until we cry out in anguish for the boon of
some meaning to set its stamp on them. He takes the same
idea and repeats it over and over again:

In the sovereign workmanship of Nature herself, what garden
of flowers without weeds? what orchard of trees without worms?
what field of corn without cockle? what pond of fishes without
frogs? what sky of light without darkness? what mirror of know-
ledge without ignorance? what man of earth without frailty?
what commodity of the world without discommodity?

It is interminable. As we go round and round like a
horse in a mill, we perceive that we are thus clogged with
sound because we are reading what we should be hearing.
The amplifications and the repetitions, the emphasis like
that of a fist pounding the edge of a pulpit, are for the
benefit of the slow and sensual ear which loves to dally
over sense and luxuriate in sound—the ear which brings
in,-along with the spoken word, the look of the speaker and
his gestures, which gives a dramatic value to what he says
and adds to the crest of an extravagance some modulation
which makes the word wing its way to the precise spot
aimed at in the hearer’s heart. Hence, when we lay
Harvey’s diatribes against Nash or his letters to Spenser
upon poetry under the light of the eye alone, we can hardly
make headway and lose our sense of any definite direction.
We grasp any simple fact that floats to the surface as a
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drowning man grasps a plank—that the carrier was called
Mrs. Kerke, that Perne kept a cub for his pleasure in his
rooms at Peterhouse; that “Your last letter . . . was de-
livered me at mine hostesses by the fireside, being fast
hedged in round about on every side with a company of
honest, good fellows, and at that time reasonable, honest
quaffers”; that Greene died begging Mistress Isam “for a
penny pot of Malmsey”’, had borrowed her husband’s shirt
when his own was awashing, and was buried yesterday in
the new churchyard near Bedlam at a cost of six shillings
and fourpence. Light seems to dawn upon the darkness.
But no; just as we think to lay hands on Shakespeare’s
coat-tails, to hear the very words rapped out as Spenser
spoke them, up rise the fumes of Harvey’s eloquence and
we are floated off again into disputation and eloquence,
windy, wordy, voluminous, and obsolete. How, we ask, as
we slither over the pages, can we ever hope to come to grips
with these Elizabethans? And then, turning, skipping and
glancing, something fitfully and doubtfully emerges from
the violent pages, the voluminous arguments—the figure of
a man, the outlines of a face, somebody who is not “an
Elizabethan” but an interesting, complex, and individual
human being.

We know him, to begin with, from his dealings with his
sister. We see him riding to Cambridge, a fellow of his
college, when she was milking with poor old women in
the fields. We observe with amusement his sense of the
conduct that befits the sister of Gabriel Harvey, the Cam-
bridge scholar. Education had put a great gulf between
him and his family. He rode to Cambridge from a house
in a village street where his father made ropes and his
mother worked in the malthouse. Yet though his lowly
birth and the consciousness that he had his way to make
in the world made him severe with his sister, fawning to
the great, uneasy and self-centred and ostentatious, it never
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made him-ashamed of his family. The father who could
send three sons to Cambridge and was so little ashamed
of his craft that he had himself carved making ropes at his
work and the carving let in above his fireplace, was no
ordinary man. The brothers who followed Gabriel to Cam-
bridge and were his best allies there, were brothers to be
proud of. He could be proud of Mercy even, whose beauty
could make a great nobleman pluck the jewel from his hat.
He was undoubtedly proud of himself. It was the pride of
a self-made man who must read when other people are
playing cards, who owns no undue allegiance to authority
and will contradict Aristotle himself, that made him un-
popular at Cambridge and almost cost him his degree.
But it was an unfortunate chance that led him thus early
in life to defend his rights and insist upon his merits. More-
over, since it was true—since he was abler, quicker, and
more learned than other people, handsome in person too,
as even his enemies could not deny (“‘a smudge piece of a
handsome fellow it hath been in his days” Nash admitted)
he had reason to think that he desérved success and was
denied it only by the jealousies and conspiracies of his
colleagues. For a time, by dint of much caballing and much
dwelling upon his own deserts, he triumphed over his
enemies in the matter of the degree. He delivered lectures.
He was asked to dispute before the court when Queen
Elizabeth came to Audley End. He even drew her favour-
able attention. ‘““He lookt something like an Italian”, she
said when he was brought to her notice. But the seeds of
his downfall were visible even in his moment of triumph.
He had no self-respect, no self-control. He made himself
ridiculous and his friends uneasy. When we read how he
dressed himself up and “‘came ruffling it out huffty tuffty
in his suit of velvet” how uneasy he was, at one moment
cringing, at another “making no bones to take the wall
of Sir Phillip Sidney”, now flirting with the ladies, now
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“putting bawdy riddles to them”, how when the Queen
praised him he was beside himself with joy and talked the
English of Saffron Walden with an Italian accent, we can
imagine how his enemies jeered and his friends blushed.
And so, for all his merits, his decline began. He was not
taken into Lord Leicester’s service; he was not made
Public Orator; he was not given the Mastership of Trinity
Hall. But there was one society in which he succeeded. In
the small, smoky rooms where Spenser and other young
men discussed poetry and language and the future of
English literature, Harvey was not laughed at. Harvey, on
the contrary, was taken very seriously. To friends like these
he seemed as capable of greatness as any of them. He too
might be one of those destined to make English literature
illustrious. Hispassion for poetry wasdisinterested. His lean-
ing was profound. When he held forth upon quantity and
metre, upon what the Greeks had written and the Italians,
and what the English might write, no doubt he created for -
Spenser that atmosphere of hope and ardent curiosityspiced
with sound learning that serves to spur the imagination of a
young writer and to make each fresh poem as it is written
seem the common property of a little band of adventurers
set upon the same quest. It was thus that Spenser saw him:

Harvey, the happy above happiest men,

I read: that, sitting like a looker-on

Of this world’s stage, doest note, with critic pen,
The sharp dislikes of each condition.

Poets need such ““lookers-on”’; someone who discriminates
from a watch-tower above the battle; who warns; who
foresees. It must have been pleasant for Spenser to listen
as Harvey talked; and then to cease to listen, to let the
vehement, truculent voice run on, while he slipped from
theory to practice and made up a few lines of his own
poetry in his head. But the looker-on may sit too long and
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hold forth too curiously and domineeringly for his own
health. He may make his theories fit too tight to accommo-
date.the formlessness of life. Thus when Harvey ceased to
theorise and tried to practise there issued nothing but a
thin dribble of arid and unappetising verse or a copious
flow of unctuous and servile eulogy. He failed to be a poet
as he failed to be a statesman, as he failed to be a professor,
as he failed to be a Master, as he failed, it might seem, in
everything that he undertook, save that he had won the
friendship of Spenser and Sir Philip Sidney.

But, happily, Harvey left behind him a commonplace
book; he had the habit of making notes in the margins of
books as he read. Looking from one to the other, from his
public self to his private, we see his face lit from both sides,
and the expression changes as it changes so seldom upon
thefaceof the Elizabethans. Wedetect another Harvey lurk-
ing behind the superficial Harvey, shading him with doubt
and effort and despondency. For, luckily, the commonplace
book was small; the margins even of an Elizabethan folio
narrow; Harvey was forced to be brief, and because he
wrote only for his own eye at the command of some sharp
memory or experience he seems to write as if he were
talking to himself. That is true, he seems to say; or
that reminds me, or again: If only I had done this—We
thus become aware of a conflict between the Harvey who
blundered among men and the Harvey who sat wisely at
home among his books. The one who acts and suffers
brings his case to the one who reads and thinks for advice
and consolation.

Indeed, he had need of both. From the first his life was
full of conflict and difficulty. Harvey the rope-maker’s son
might put a brave face on it, but still in the society of
gentlemen the lowness of his birth galled him. Think, then,
the sedentary Harvey counselled him, of all those unknown
people who have nevertheless triumphed. Think of “Alex-
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ander, an Unexpert Youth”’; think of David, ‘“a forward
stripling, but vanquished a huge Giant”; think of Judith
and of Pope Joan and their exploits; think, above all, of
that “gallant virago . . . Joan of Arc, a most worthy,
valiant young wench . . . what may not an industrious and
politic man do . . . when a lusty adventurous wench might
thus prevail?” And then it seems as if the smart young
men at Cambridge twitted the rope-maker’s son for his
lack of skill in the gentlemanly arts. “Leave writing”,
Gabriel counselled him, “which consumeth unreasonable
much time. . . . You have already plagued yourself this
way”. Make yourself master of the arts of eloquence
and persuasion. Go into the world. Learn swordsman-
ship, riding, and shooting. All three may be learnt in a
week. And then the ambitious but uneasy youth began
to find the other sex attractive and asked advice of his wise
and sedentary brother in the conduct of his love affairs.
Manners, the other Harvey was of opinion, are of the
utmost importance in dealing with women; one must be
discreet, self-controlled. A gentleman, this counsellor con-
tinued, is known by his “Good entertainment of Ladies
and gentlewomen. No salutation, without much respect
and ceremony”—a reflection inspired no doubt by the
memory of some snub received at Audley End. Health and
the care of the body are of the utmost importance. “We
scholars make an Ass of our body and wit”. One must
“leap out of bed lustily, every morning in ye whole year”.
One must be sparing in one’s diet, and active, and take
regular exercise, like brother H., “who never failed to
breathe his hound once a day at least”. There must be
no “buzzing or musing”. A learned man must also be a
man of the world. Make it your “daily charge” “to
exercise, to laugh; to proceed boldly”. And if your tor-
mentors brawl and rail and scoff and mock at you, the
best answer is “a witty and pleasant Ironie”. In any case,
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do not complain, “It is gross folly, and a vile Sign of a
wayward and forward disposition, to be eftsoons complain-
ing of this, or that, to small purpose”. And if as time goes
on without preferment, one cannot pay one’s bills, one is
thrust into prison, one has to bear the taunts and insults of
landladies, still remember “Glad poverty is no poverty”’;
and if, as time passes and the struggle increases, it seems
as if “Life is warfare”, if sometimes the beaten man has
to own, “‘But for hope ye Hart would brust”, still his sage
counsellor in the study will not let him throw up the sponge.
“He beareth his misery best, that hideth it most” he told
himself.

So runs the dialogue that we invent between the two
Harveys—Harvey the active and Harvey the passive,
Harvey the foolish and Harvey the wise. And it seems on
the surface that the two halves, for all their counselling
together, made but a sorry business of the whole. For the
young man who had ridden off to Cambridge full of con-
ceit and hope and good advice to his sister returned
empty-handed to his native village in the end. He dwindled
out his last long years in complete obscurity at Saffron
Walden. He occupied himself superficially by practising
his skill as a doctor among the poor of the neighbourhood.
Helived in the utmost poverty off buttered roots and sheep’s
trotters. But even so he had his consolations, he cherished
his dreams. As he pottered about -his garden in the old
black velvet suit, purloined, Nash says, from a saddle for
which he had not paid, his thoughts were all of power and
glory; of Stukeley and Drake; of “the winners of gold and
the wearers of gold”. Memories he had in abundance—
“The remembrance of best things will soon pass out of
memory; if it be not often renewed and revived”, he wrote.
But there was some eager stir in him, some lust for action
and glory and life and adventure that forbade him to dwell
in the past. “The present tense only to be regarded” is
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one of his notes. Nor did he drug himself with the dust of
scholarship. Books he loved as a true reader loves them,
not as trophies to be hung up for display, but as living
beings that “‘must be meditated, practised and incorporated
into my body and soul”. A singularly humane view of
learning survived in the breast of the old and disappointed
scholar. “The only brave way to learn all things with no
study and much pleasure”, he remarked. Dreams of the
winners of gold and the wearers of gold, dreams of action
and power, fantastic though they were in an old beggar
who could not pay his reckomng, who pressed simples and
lived off buttered roots in a cottage, kept life in him when
his flesh had withered and his skin was “riddled and
crumpled like a piece of burnt parchment”. He had his
triumph in the end. He survived both his friends and his
enemies—Spenser and Sidney, Nash and Perne. He lived
to a very great age for an Elizabethan, to eighty-one or
eighty-two; and when we say that Harvey lived we mean -
that he quarrelled and was tiresome and ridiculous and
struggled and failed and had a face like ours—a changing,
a variable, a human face.
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WE THINK how many millions of words have
been written and printed in England in the past
three hundred years, and how the vast majority have died
out without leaving any trace, it is tempting to wonder
what quality the words of Donne possess that we should
still hear them distinctly to-day. Far be it from us to suggest
even in this year of celebration and pardonable adulation
(1931) that the poems of Donne are popular reading or
that the typist, if we look over her shoulder in the Tube,
is to be discovered reading Donne as she returns from-her
office. But he is read; he is audible—to that fact new
editions and frequent articles testify, and it is worth perhaps
trying to analyse the meaning that his voice has for us as
it strikes upon the ear after this long flight across the stormy
scas that separate us from the age of Elizabeth.

But the first quality that attracts us is not his meaning,
charged with meaning as his poetry is, but something much
more unmixed and immediate; it is the explosion with
which he bursts into speech. All preface, all parleying have
been consumed; he leaps into poetry the shortest way. One
phrase consumes all preparation:

I long to talke with some old lover’s ghost,
or
He is starke mad, whoever sayes,
That he hath beene in love an houre.

At once we are arrested. Stand still, he commands,

Stand still, and I will read to thee

A Lecture, Love, in love’s philosophy.
And stand still we must. With the first words a shock passes
through us; perceptions, previously numb and torpid,
quiver into being; the nerves of sight and hearing are
quickened; the “bracelet of bright hair”” burns in our eyes.

24
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But, more remarkably, we do not merely become aware of
beautiful remembered lines; we feel ourselves compelled
to a parncular attitude of mind. Elements that were dis-
persed in the usual stream of life become, under the stroke
of Donne’s passion, one and entire. The world, a moment
before, cheerful, humdrum, bursting with character and
variety, is consumed. We are in Donne’s world now. All
other views are sharply cut off.

In this power of suddenly surprising and subjugating
the reader, Donne excels most poets. It is his character-
istic quality; it is thus that he lays hold upon us, summing
up his essence in a word or two. But it is an essence that,
as it works in us, separates into strange contraries at odds
with one another. Soon we begin to ask ourselves of what
this essence is composed, what elements have met together
to cut so deep and complex an impression. Some obvious
clues lie strewn on the surface of the poems. When we read
the Satyres, for example, we need no external proof to tell
us that these are the work of a boy. He has all the ruthless-
ness and definiteness of youth, its hatred of the follies of
middle age and of convention. Bores, liars, courtiers—de-
testable humbugs and hypocrites as they are, why not sum
them up and sweep them off the face of the earth with a
few strokes of the pen? And so these foolish figures are
drubbed with an ardour that proves how much hope and
faith and delight in life inspire the savagery of youthful
scorn. But, as we read on, we begin to suspect that the boy
with the complex and curious face of the early portrait—
bold yet subtle, sensual yet nerve drawn—possessed quali-
ties that made him singular among the young. It is not
simply that the huddle and pressure of youth which out-
thinks its words had urged him on too fast for grace or
clarity. It maybethat there is in thisclipping and curtailing,
this abrupt heaping of thought on thought, some deeper
dissatisfaction than that of youth with age, of honesty with
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corrupuon He is in rebellion, not merely agamst his elders,
but against: :something antipathetic to him in the temper
of hig time. ‘His verse has the deliberate bareness of those
who refuse to avail themselves of the current usage. It has
the extravagance of those who do not feel the pressure of
opinion, so that sometimes judgment fails them, and they
heap up strangeness for strangeness’ sake. He is one of those
nonconformists, like Browning and Meredith, who cannot
resist glorifying their nonconformity by a dash of wilful
and gratuitous eccentricity. But to discover what Dqnne
disliked in his own age, let us imagine some of the more
obvious influences that must have told upon him when he
wrote his early poems—let us ask what books he read. And
by Donne’s own testimony we find that his chosen books
were the works of “grave Divines”; of philosophers; of
“jolly Statesmen, which teach how to tie The sinewes of a
cities mistique bodie”; and chroniclers. Clearly he liked
facts and arguments. If there are also poets among his
books, the epithets he applies to them, “Giddie fantas-
tique”, seem to disparage the art, or at least to show that
Donne knew perfectly well what qualities were antipathetic
to him in poetry. And yet he was living in the very spring
of English poetry. Some of Spenser might have been on his
shelves; and Sidney’s Arcadia; and the Paradise of Dainty
Devices, and Lyly’s Euphues. He had the chance, and appar-
ently took it—"I tell him of new playes”—of going to the
theatre; of seeing the plays of Marlowe and Shakespeare
acted. When he went abroad in London, he must have met
all the writers of that time—Spenser and Sidney and
Shakespeare and Jonson; he must have heard at this
tavern or at that talk of new plays, of new fashions in verse,
heated and learned discussion of the possibilities of the
English language and the future of English poetry. And
yet, if we turn to his biography, we find that he neither
consorted with his contemporaries nor read what they
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wrote. He was one of those original beings who cannot
draw profit, but are rather disturbed and distracted by
what is being done round them at the moment. If we turn
again to Satyres, it is easy to see why this should be so. Here
is a bold and active mind that loves to deal with actual
things, which struggles to express each shock exactly as it
impinges upon his tight-stretched senses. A bore stops him
in the street. He sees him exactly, vividly.

His cloths were strange, though coarse; and black, though
bare;

Sleevelesse his jerkin was, and it had beene

Velvet, but t'was now (so much ground was seene)

Become Tufftaffatie;

Then he likes to give the actual words that people say:

He, like to a high stretcht lute string squeakt, O Sir,

*Tis sweet to talke of Kings. At Westminster,

Said I, The man that keepes the Abbey tombes,

And for his price doth with who ever comes,

Of all our Harries, and our Edwards talke,

From King to King and all their kin can walke:

Your eares shall heare nought, but Kings; your eyes meet
Kings only; The way to it, is Kingstreet.

His strength and his weakness are both to be found here.
He selects one detail and stares at it until he has reduced
it to the few words that express its oddity:

And like a bunch of ragged carrets stand
The short swolne fingers of thy gouty hand,

but he cannot see in the round, as a whole. He cannot
stand apart and survey the large outline so that the de-
scription is always of some momentary intensity, seldom of
the broader aspect of things. Naturally, then, he found it
difficult to use the drama with its conflict of other char-
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acters; he must always speak from his own centre in soli-
loquy, in satire, in self-analysis. Spenser, Sidney, and Mar-
lowe-provided no helpful models for a man who looked
out from this angle of vision. The typical Elizabethan with
his love of eloquence, with his longing for brave new words,
tended to enlarge and generalise. He loved wide land-
scapes, heroic virtues, and figures seen sublimely in out-
line or in heroic conflict. Even the prose-writers have the
same habit of aggrandisement. When Dekker sets out to
tell us how Queen Elizabeth died in the spring, he cannot
describe her death in particular or thatspring in particular;
he must dilate upon all deaths and all springs:

. . . the Cuckoo (like a single, sole Fiddler, that reels from

Tavern to Tavern) plied it all the day long: Lambs frisked up
and down in the vallies, kids and Goats leapt to and fro on the
Mountains: Shepherds sat piping, country wenches singing:
Lovers made Sonnets for their Lasses, whilst they made Gar-
lands for their Lovers: And as the Country was frolic, so was
the City merry . . . no Scritch-Owl frighted the silly Country-
man at midnight, nor any Drum the Citizen at noon-day; but
all was more calm than a still water, all husht, as if the Spheres
had been playing in Consort: In conclusion, heaven lookt like
a Pallace, and the great hall of the earth, like a Paradise. But
O the short-liv’d Felicity of man! O world, of what slight and
thin stuff is thy happiness!
—in short, Queen Elizabeth died, and it is no use asking
Dekker what the old woman who swept his room for him
said, or what Cheapside looked like that night if one
happened to be caught in the thick of the throng. He must
enlarge; he must generalise; he must beautify.

Donne’s genius was precisely the opposite of this. He
diminished; he particularised. Not only did he see each
spot and wrinkle which defaced the fair outline; but he
noted with the utmost curiosity his own reaction to such
contrasts and was eager to lay side by side the two con-
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flicting views and to let them make their own dissonance.
It is this desire for nakedness in an age that was florid, this
determination to record not the likenesses which go to com-
pose a rounded and seemly whole, but the inconsistencies
that break up semblances, the power to make us feel the
different emotionsoflove and hate and laughter at the same
time, thatseparate Donne from his contemporaries. And if
the usual traffic of the day—to be buttonholed by a bore, to
be snared by a lawyer, to be snubbed by a courtier—made
so sharp an impression on Donne, the effect of falling in love
was bound to be incomparably greater. Falling in love
meant, to Donne, a thousand things; it meant being tor-
mented and disgusted, disillusioned and enraptured; but it
also meant speaking the truth. The love poems, the elegies,
and the letters thus reveal a figure of a very different calibre
from the typical figure of Elizabethan love poetry. That
great ideal, built up by a score of eloquent pens, still burns
bright in our eyes. Her body was of alabaster, her legs of
ivory; her hair was golden wire and her teeth pearls from
the Orient. Music was in her voice and stateliness in her
walk. She could love and sport and be faithless and yield-
ing and cruel and true; but her emotions were simple, as
befitted her person. Donne’s poems reveal a lady of a very
different cast. She was brown but she was also fair; she
was solitary but also sociable; she was rustic yet also fond
of city life; she was sceptical yet devout, emotional but
reserved—in short she was as various and complex asDonne
himself. As for choosing one type of human perfection and
restricting himself to love her and her only, how could
Donne, or any man who allowed his senses full play and
honestly recorded his own moods, so limit his nature and
tell such lies to placate the conventional and the decorous?
Was not “love’s sweetest part, Variety”? “Of music, joy,
life and eternity Change is the nursery”’, he sang. The
timid fashion of the age might limit a lover to one woman.
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For his part he envied and admired the ancients, “who
held plurality of loves no crime”:

But since this title honour hath been us’d,
Our weak credulity hath been abus’d.

We have fallen from our high estate; the golden laws of
nature are repealed.

So through the glass of Donne’s poetry now darkly
clouded, now brilliantly clear, we see pass in procession the
many women whom he loved and hated—the common
Julia whom he despised; the simpleton, to whom he taught
the art of love; she who was married to an invalid husband,
‘“cag’d in a basket chair”; she who could only be loved
dangerously by strategy; she who dreamt of him and saw
him murdered as he crossed the Alps; she whom he had
to dissuade from the risk of loving him; and lastly, the
autumnal, the aristocratic lady for whom he felt more
of reverence than of love—so they pass, common and
rare, simple and sophisticated, young and old, noble and
plebeian, and each casts a different spell and brings out a
different lover, although the man is the same man, and
the women, perhaps, are also phases of womanhood rather
than separate and distinct women. In later years the Dean
of St. Paul’s would willingly have edited some of these
poems and suppressed one of these lovers—the poet pre-
sumably of “Going to Bed” and “Love’s Warr”. But the
Dean would have been wrong. It is the union of so many
different desires that gives Donne’s love poetry not only
its vitality but also a quality that is seldom found with such
strength in the conventional and orthodox lover—its spirit-
uality. If we do not love with the body, can we love with
the mind? If we do not love variously, freely, admitting the
lure first of this quality and then of that, can we at length
choose out the one quality that is essential and adhere to
it and so make peace among the warring elements and
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pass into a state of being which transcends the “Hee and
Shee”? Even while he was at his most fickle and gave
fullest scope to his youthful lusts, Donne could predict the
season of maturity when he would love differently, with
pain and difficulty,one and oneonly. Evenwhile he scorned
and railed and abused, he divined another relationship
which transcended change and parting and might, even
in the bodies’ absence, lead to unity and communion:

Rend us in sunder, thou cans’t not divide,
Our bodies so, but that our souls are ty'd,
And we can love by letters still and gifts,

And thoughts and dreams;
Again,
They who one another keepe alive
N'er parted be.
And again,

So to one neutrall thing both sexes fit,
Wee dye and rise the same, and prove
Mysterious by this love.

Such hints and premonitions of a further and finer state
urge him on and condemn him to perpetual unrest and
dissatisfaction with the present. He is tantalised by the
sense that there is a miracle beyond any of these transient
delights and disgusts. Lovers can, if only for a short space,
reach a state of unity beyond time, beyond sex, beyond
the body. And at last, for one moment, they reach it. In
the “Extasie” they lie together on a bank,

All day, the same our postures were,
And wee said nothing, all the day. . ..

This Extasie doth unperplex
(We said) and tell us what we love,
Wee sce by this, it was not sexe,
Wee see, we saw not what did move: . ..
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Wee then, who are this new soule, know,

Of what we are compos'd, and made,
For, th’ Atomies of which we grow,

Are soules, whom no change can invade.
But O alas, so long, so farre

Our bodies, why doe wee forbeare? . . .

But O alas, he breaks off, and the words remind us that
however much we may wish to keep Donne in one posture
—for it is in these Extasies that lines of pure poetry sud-
denly flow as if liquefied by a great heat—so to remain in
one posture was against his nature. Perhaps it is against
the nature of things also. Donne snatches the intensity be-
cause he is aware of the change that must alter, of the
discord that must interrupt.

Circumstances, at any rate, put it beyond his power to
maintain that ecstasy for long. He had married secretly;
he was a father; he was, as we are soon reminded, a very
poor yet a very ambitious man, living in a damp little
house at Mitcham with a family of small children. The
children were frequently ill. They cried, and their cries,
cutting through the thin walls of the jerry-built house,
disturbed him at his work. He sought sanctuary naturally
enough elsewhere, and naturally had to pay rent for that
relief. Great ladies—LadyBedford, Lady Huntingdon, Mrs.
Herbert—with well-spread tables and fair gardens, must
be conciliated; rich men with the gift of rooms in their
possession must be placated. Thus, after Donne the harsh
satirist, and Donne the imperious lover, comes the servile
and obsequious figure of Donne the devout servant of the
great, the extravagant eulogist of little girls. And our
relationship with him suddenly changes. In the satires and
the love poems there was a quality—some psychological
intensity and complexity—that brings him closer than his
contemporaries, who often seem to be caught up in a
different world from ours and to exist immune from our
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perplexities and swept by passions which we admire but
cannot feel. Easy as it is to exaggerate affinities, still we
may claim to be akin to Donne in our readiness to admit
contrasts, in our desire for openness, in that psychological
intricacy which the novelists have taught us with their
slow, subtle, and analytic prose. But now, as we follow
Donne in his progress, he leaves us in the lurch. He becomes
more remote, inaccessible, and obsolete than any of the
Elizabethans. It is as if the spirit of the age, which he had
scorned and flouted, suddenly asserted itself and made this
rebel its slave. And as we lose sight of the outspoken young
man who hated society, and of the passionate lover, seeking
some mysterious unity with his love and finding it miracu-
lously, now here, now there, it is natural to abuse the system
of patrons and patronage that thus seduced the most in-
corruptible of men. Yet it may be that we are too hasty.
Every writer has an audience in view, and it may well be
doubted if the Bedfords and the Drurys and the Herberts
were worse influences than the libraries and the newspaper
proprietors who fill the office of patron nowadays.

The comparisor, it is true, presents great difficulties.
The noble ladies who brought so strange an element into
Donne’s poetry, live only in the reflection, or in the dis-
tortion, that we find in the poems themselves. The age of
memoirs and letter-writing was still to come. If they wrote
themselves, and it is said that both Lady Pembroke and
Lady Bedford were poets of merit, they did not dare to
put their names to what they wrote, and it has vanished.
But a diary here and there survives from which we may
see the patroness more closely and less romantically. Lady
Ann Clifford, for example, the daughter of a Clifford and
a Russell, though active and practical and little educated—
she was not allowed “to learn any language because her
father would not permit it”—felt, we can gather from the
bald statements of her diary, a duty towards literature and
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to the makers of it as her mother, the patroness of the poet
Daniel, had done before her. A great heiress, infected with
all the passion of her age for lands and houses, busied with
all the cares of wealth and property, she still read good
English books as naturally as she ate good beef and mutton.
She read The Faery Queen and Sidney’s Arcadia; she acted
in Ben Jonson’s Masques at Court; and it is proof of the
respect in which reading was held that a girl of fashion
should be able to read an old corrupt poet like Chaucer
without feeling that she was making herself a target for
ridicule as a blue-stocking. The habit was part of a normal
and well-bred life. It persisted even when she was mistress
of one estate and claimant to cven vaster possession of her
own. She had Montaigne read aloud to her as she sat
stitching at Knole; she sat absorbed in Chaucer while her
husband worked. Later, when years of strife and loneliness
had saddened her, she returned to her Chaucer with a
deep sigh of content: . . . if I had not excellent Chaucer’s
book here to comfort me”’, she wrote, ““I were in a pitiable
case having as many troubles as I have here, but, when I
read in that, I scorn and make light of them all, and a
little part of his beauteous spirit infuses itself in me”. The
woman who said that, though she never attempted to set
up a salon or to found a library, felt it incumbent on her
to respect the men of low birth and no fortune who could
write The Canterbury Tales or The Faery Queen. Donne
preached before her at Knole. It was she who paid for the
first monument to Spenser in Westminster Abbey, and if,
when she raised a tomb to her old tutor, she dwelt largely
upon her own virtues and titles, she still acknowledged
that even so great a lady as herself owed gratitude to the
makers of books. Words from great writers nailed to the
walls of the room in which she sat, eternally transacting
business, surrounded her as she worked, as they surrounded
Montaigne in his tower in Burgundy.
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Thus we may infer that Donne’s relation to the Countess
of Bedford was very different from any that could exist
between a poet and a countess at the present time. There
was something distant and ceremonious about it. To him
she was “‘as a vertuous Prince farre off”’. The greatness of
her office inspired reverence apart from her personality,
just as the rewards within her glft inspired huxmhty He
was her Laureate, and his songs in her praise were re-
warded by invitations to staj with her at Twickenham and
by those friendly meetings with men in power which were
so effective in furthering the career of an ambitious man—
and Donne was highly ambitious, not indeed for the fame of
a poet, but for the power of a statesman. Thus when we
read that Lady Bedford was “God’s Masterpiece”, that she
excelled all women in all ages, we realise that John Donne is
not writing to Lucy Bedford; Poetry is saluting Rank. And
this distance served to inspire reason rather than passion.
Lady Bedford must have been a very clever woman, well -
versed in the finer shades of theology, to derive an instant
or an intoxicating pleasure from the praises of her servant.
Indeed, the extreme subtlety and erudition of Donne’s
poems to his patrons seems to show that one effect of writ-
ing for such an audience is to exaggerate the poet’s in-
genuity. What is not poetry but something tortured and
difficult will prove to the patron that the poet is exerting
his skill on her behalf. Then again, a learned poem can
be handed round among statesmen and men of affairs to
prove that the poet is no mere versifier, but capable of
office and responsibility. But a change of inspiration that
has killed many poets—witness Tennyson and the Idylls of
the King—only stimulated another side of Donne’s many-
sided nature and many-faceted brain. As we read the long
poems written ostensibly in praise of Lady Bedford, or
in celebration of Elizabeth Drury (An Anatomie of the World
and the Progresse of the Soul), we are made to reflect how
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much remains for a poet to write about when the season
of love is over. When May and June are passed, most poets
cease to write or sing the songs of their youth out of tune.
But Donne survived the perils of middle age by virtue of
the acuteness and ardour of his intellect. When “the
satyrique fires which urg’d me to have writt in skorne of
all” were quenched, when ‘“My muse (for I had one), be-
cause I'm cold, Divorced herself”, there still remained the
power to turn upon the nature of things and dissect that.
Even in the passionate days of youth Donne had been a
thinking poet. He had dissected and analysed his own love.
To turn from that to the anatomy of the world, from the
personal to the impersonal, was the natural development of
acomplex nature. And the new angle to which hismind now
pointed under the influence of middle age and traffic with
the world, released powers that were held in check when
they were directed against some particular courtier or some
particularwoman. Now his imagination, as if freed fromim-
pediment, goes rocketing up in flights of extravagant exag-
geration. True, the rocket bursts; it scatters in a shower
of minute, separate particles—curious speculations, wire-
drawn comparisons, obsolete erudition; but, winged by the
doublepressureofmind and heart, ofreasonand imagination,
it soars far and fast into a finer air. Working himself up by
his own extravagant praise of the dead girl, he shoots on:

We spur, we reine the starres, and in their race
They’re diversly content t’obey our pace.

But keepes the earth her round proportion still?

Doth not a Tenarif, or higher Hill

Rise so high like a Rocke, that one might thinke

The floating Moone would shipwracke there, and sinke?
Seas are so deepe, that Whales being strooke to day,
Perchance tomorrow, scarce at middle way

Of their wish’d journies end, the bottome, die.

And men, to sound depths, so much line untie,
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As one might justly thinke, that there would rise
At end thereof, one of th’Antipodies:

Or again, Elizabeth Drury is dead and her soul has
escaped:

she stayes not in the ayre,
To looke what Meteors there themselves prepare;
She carries no desire to know, nor sense,
Whether th’ayres middle region be intense;
For th’Element of fire, she doth not know,
Whether she past by such a place or no;
She baits not at the Moone, nor cares to trie
Whether in that new world, men live, and die.
Venus retards her not, to’enquire, how shee
Can, (being one starre) Hesper, and Vesper bee;
Hee that charm’d Argus eyes, sweet Mercury,
Workes not on her, who now is growne all eye;

So we penetrate into distant regions, and reach rare and
remote speculations a million miles removed from the
simple girl whose death fired the explosion. But to break
off fragments from poems whose virtue lies in their close-
knit sinews and their long-breathed strength is to diminish
them. They need to be read currently rather to grasp the
energy and power of the whole than to admire those separ-
ate lines which Donne suddenly strikes to illumine the
stages of our long climb.

Thus, finally, we reach the last section of the book, the
Holy Sonnets and Divine Poems. Again the poetry changes
with the change of circumstances and of years. The patron
has gone with the need of patronage. Lady Bedford has
been replaced by a Prince still more virtuous and still more
remote. To Him the prosperous, the important, the famous
Dean of St. Paul’s now turns. But how different is the
divine poetry of this great dignitary from the divine poetry
of the Herberts and the Vaughans! The memory of his sins
returns to him as he writes. He has been burnt with “lust
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and envy”; he has followed profane loves; he has been
scornful and fickle and passionate and servile and am-
bitious. He has attained his end; but he is weaker and
worse than the horse or the bull. Now too he is lonely.
“Since she-whom I lov’d” is dead “My good is dead.” Now
at last his mind is “wholly sett on heavenly things”. And
yet how could Donne—that “little world made cunningly
of elements”—be wholly set on any one thing?

Oh, to vex me, contraryes meet in one:
Inconstancy unnaturally hath begott

A constant habit; that when I would not
I change in vowes, and in devotione.

It was impossible for the poet who had noted so curiously
the flow and change of human life, and its contrasts, who
was at once so inquisitive of knowledge and so sceptical—

Doubt wisely; in strange way,
To stand inquiring right, is not to stray;
To sleep, or run wrong, is .

—who had owned allegiance to so many great Princes, the
body, the King, the Church of England, to reach that state
of wholeness and certainty which poets of purer life were
able to maintain. His devotions themselves were feverish
and fitful. “My devout fitts come and goe away like a fan-
tastique Ague.” They are full of contraries and agonies.
Just as his love poetry at its most sensual will suddenly re-
veal the desire for a transcendent unity “beyond the Hee
and Shee”, and his most reverential letters to great ladies
will suddenly become love poems addressed by an amorous
man to a woman of flesh and blood, so these last divine
poems are poems of climbing and falling, of incongruous
clamours and solemnities, as if the church door opened on
the uproar of the street. That perhaps is why they still
excite interest and disgust, contempt and admiration. For
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the Dean still retained the incorrigible curiosity of his
youth. The temptation to speak the truth in defiance of the
world even when he had taken all that the world had to
give, still worked in him. An obstinate interest in the nature
of his own sensations still troubled his age and broke its
repose as it had troubled his youth and made him the most
vigorous of satirists and the most passionate of lovers.
There was no rest, no end, no solution even at the height
of fame and on the edge of the grave for a nature plaited
together of such diverse strands. The famous preparations
that he made, lying in his shroud, being carved for his
tomb, when he felt death approach are poles asunder from
the falling asleep of the tired and content. He must still cut
a figure and still stand erect—a warning perhaps, a portent
certainly, but always consciously and conspicuously him-
self. That, finally, is one of the reasons why we still seek
out Donne; why after three hundred years and more we
still hear the sound of his voice speaking across the ages so -
distinctly. It may be true that when from curiosity we
come to cut up and “survey each part”, we are like the
doctors and “know not why'’—we cannot see how so many
different qualities meet together in one man. But we have
only to read him, to submit to the sound of that passionate
and penetrating voice, and his figure rises again across the
waste of the years more erect, more imperious, more in-
scrutable than any of his time. Even the elements seem to
have respected that identity. When the fire of London
destroyed almost every other monument in St. Paul’s, it
left Donne’s figure untouched, as if the flames themselves
found that knot too hard to undo, that riddle too diffi-
cult to read, and that figure too entirely itself to turn to
common clay.
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F rr 13 TRUE that there are books written to escape from

the present moment, and its meanness and its sordidity,
it is certainly true that readers are familiar with a corre-
sponding mood. To draw the blinds and shut the door, to
muffle the noises of the street and shade the glare and
flicker of its lights—that is our desire. There is then a charm
even in the look of the great volumes that have sunk, like
the “Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia’, as if by their own
weight down to the very bottom of the shelf. We like to
feel that the present is not all; that other hands have been
before us, smoothing the leather until the corners are
rounded and blunt, turning the pages until they are yellow
and dog’s-eared. We like to summon before us the ghosts
of those old readers who have read their Arcadia from this
very copy—Richard Porter, reading with the splendours
of the Elizabethans in his eyes; Lucy Baxter, reading in the
licentious days of the Restoration; Thos. Hake, still read-
ing, though now the eighteenth century has dawned with
a distinction that shows itselfin the upright elegance of his
signature. Each has read differently, with the insight and
the blindness of his own generation. Our reading will be
equally partial. In 1930 we shall miss a great deal that
was obvious to 1655; we shall see some things that the
eighteenth century ignored. But let us keep up the long
succession of readers; let us in our turn bring the insight
and the blindness of our own generation to bear upon the
“Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia”, and so pass it on to
our successors.

If we choose the Arcadia because we wish to escape, cer-
tainly the first impression of the book is that Sidney wrote
it with very much the same intention: “. . . it is done only
for you, only to you™, he tells his “dear lady and sister,
the Countess of Pembroke”. He is not looking at what is

40
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before him here at Wilton; he is not thinking of his own
troubles or of the tempestuous mood of the great Queen
in London. He is absenting himself from the present and
its strife. He is writing merely to amuse his sister, not for
“severer eyes”. “Your dear self can best witness the man-
ner, being done in loose sheets of Paper, most of it in your
presence, the rest, by sheets sent unto you, as fast as they
were done.” So, sitting at Wilton under the downs with
Lady Pembroke, he gazes far away into a beautiful land
which he calls Arcadia. It is a land of fair valleys and
fertile pastures, where the houses are “lodges of yellow
stone built in the form of a star’’; where the inhabitants
are either great princes or humble shepherds; where the
only business is to love and to adventure; where bears and
lions surprise nymphs bathing in fields red with roses;
where princesses are immured in the huts of shepherds;
where disguise is perpetually necessary; where the shepherd
is really a prince and the woman a man; where, in short,"
anything may be and happen except what actually is and
happens here in England in the year 1580. It is easy to
see why, as Sidney handed these dream pages to his sister,
he smiled, entreating her indulgence. ‘“Read it then at
your idle times, and the follies your good judgment will
find in it, blame not, but laugh at.” Even for the Sidneys
and the Pembrokes life was not quite like that. And yet
the life that we invent, the stories we tell, as we sink
back with half-shut eyes and pour forth our irresponsible
dreams, have perhapssome wild beauty; some eager energy;
we often reveal in them the distorted and decorated
image of what we soberly and secretly desire. Thus the
Arcadia, by wilfully flouting all contact with the fact,
gains another reality. When Sidney hinted that his friends
would like the book for its writer’s sake, he meant per-
haps that they would find there something that he could
say in no other form, as the shepherds singing by the
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river’s side will “deliver out, sometimes joys, sometimes
lamentations, sometimes challengings one of the other,
sometimes; under hidden forms, uttering such matters as
otherwise they durst not deal with”. There may be under
the disguise of the Arcadia a real man trying to speak
privately about something that is close to his heart. But
in the first freshness of the early pages the disguise itself
is enough to enchant us. We find ourselves with shepherds
in spring on those sands which “lie against the Island of
Cithera”. Then, behold, something floats on the waters. It
is the body of a man, and he grasps to his breast a small
square coffer; and he is young and beautiful—"‘though he
were naked, his nakedness was to him an apparel”’; and
his name is Musidorus; and he has lost his friend. So,
warbling melodiously, the shepherds revive the youth, and
row out in a bark from the haven in search of Pyrocles; and
a stain appears on the sea, with sparks and smoke issuing
from it. For the ship upon which the two princes Musi-
dorus and Pyrocles were voyaging has caught fire; it floats
blazing on the water with a great store of rich things
round it, and many drowned bodies. “In sum, a defeat,
where the conquered kept both field and spoil: a ship-
wrack without storm or ill footing: and a waste of fire in
the midst of the water.”

There in a little space we have some of the elements that
are woven together to compose this vast tapestry. We have
beauty of scene; a pictorial stillness; and something float-
ing towards us, not violently but slowly and gently in time
to the sweet warbling of the shepherds’ voices. Now and
again this crystallises into a phrase that lingers and haunts
the ear—*‘and a waste of fire in the midst of the waters”;
“having in their faces a certain waiting sorrow”. Now the
murmur broadens and expands into some more elaborate
passage of description: “each pasture stored with sheep,
feeding with sober security, while the pretty lambs with
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bleating oratory crav’d the dam’s comfort: here a shep-
herd’s boy piping, as though he should never be old: there
a young shepherdess knitting, and withal singing, and it
seemed that her voice comforted her hands to work, and
her hands kept time to her voice-music”—a passage that
reminds us of a famous description in Dorothy Osborne’s
Letters.

Beauty of scene; stateliness of movement; sweetness of
sound—these are the graces that seem to reward the mind
that seeks enjoyment purely for its own sake. We are drawn
on down the winding paths of this impossible landscape
because Sidney leads us without any end in view but sheer
delight in wandering. The syllabling of the words even
causes him the liveliest delight. Mere rhythm we feel as
we sweep over the smooth backs of the undulating sen-
tences intoxicates him. Words in themselves delight him.
Look, he seems to cry, as he picks up the glittering handfuls,
can it be true that there are such numbers of beautiful '
words lying about for the asking? Why not use them,
lavishly and abundantly? And so he luxuriates. Lambs do
not suck—*“with bleating oratory [they] craved the dam’s
comfort”; girls do not undress—they “take away the
eclipsing of their apparel”’; a tree is not reflected in a river
—*“it seemed she looked into it and dressed her green locks
by that running river’’. It is absurd; and yet there is a
world of difference between writing like this with zest and
wonder at the images that form upon one’s pen and the
writing of later ages when the dew was off the language
—witness the little tremor that stirs and agitates a sentence
that a more formal age would have made coldly sym-
metrical:

And the boy fierce though beautiful; and beautiful, though
dying, not able to keep his falling feet, fell down to the earth,
which he bit for anger, repining at his fortune, and as long
as he could, resisting death, which might seem unwilling
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too; so long he was in taking away his young struggling
soul.

It is this inequality and elasticity that lend their freshness
to Sidney’s vast pages. Often as we rush through them,
half laughing, half in protest, the desire comes upon us to
shut the ear of reason completely and lie back and listen
to this unformed babble of sound; this chorus of intoxicated
voices singing madly like birds round the house before
anyone is up.

But it is easy to lay too much stress upon qualities that
delight us because they are lost. Sidney doubtless wrote
the Arcadia partly to while away the time, partly to exercise
his pen and experiment with the new instrument of the
English language. But even so he remained young and a
man; even in Arcadia the roads had ruts, and coaches
were upset and ladies dislocated their shoulders; even the
Princes Musidorus and Pyrocles have passions; Pamela and
Philoclea, for all their sea-coloured satins and nets strung
with pearls, are women and can love. Thus we stumble
upon scenes that cannot be reeled off with a flowing pen;
there are moments where Sidney stopped and thought,
like any other novelist, what a real man or woman in this
particular situation would say; where his own emotions
come suddenly to the surface and light up the vague pas-
toral landscape with an incongruous glare. For a moment
we get a surprising combination; crude daylight over-
powers the silver lights of the tapers; shepherds and
princesses suddenly stop their warbling and speak a few
rapid words in their eager human voices.

. . . many times have I, leaning to yonder Palm, admired
the blessedness of it, that it could bear love without sense of
pain; many times, when my Master’s cattle came hither to chew
their cud in this fresh place, I might see the young Bull testify
his love; but how? with proud looks and joyfulness. O wretched
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mankind (said I then to myself) in whom wit (which should be
the governor of his welfare) become’s the traitor to his blessed-
ness: these beasts like children to nature, inherit her blessings
quietly; we like bastards are laid abroad, even as foundlings,
to be trained up by grief and sorrow. Their minds grudge not
at their bodies comfort, nor their senses are letted from enjoying
their objects; we have the impediments of honour, and the
torments of conscience.

The words ring strangely on the finicking, dandified lips
of Musidorus. There is Sidney’s own anger in them and
his pain. And then the novelist Sidney suddenly opens his
eyes. He watches Pamela as she takes the jewel in the
figure of a crab-fish to signify “because it looks one way
and goes another” that though he pretended to love
Mopsa his heart was Pamela’s. And she takes it, he notes,

with a calm carelessness letting each thing slide (just as we do
by their speeches who neither in matter nor person do any
way belong unto us) which kind of cold temper, mixt with that '
lightning of her natural majesty, is of all others most terrible
unto me. . ..

Had she despised him, had she hated him, it would have
been better.

But this cruel quietness, neither retiring to mislike, nor pro-
ceeding to favour; gracious, but gracious still after one manner;
all her courtesies having this engraven in them, that what is
done, is for virtue’s sake, not for the parties. . . . This (I say)
heavenliness of hers . . . is so impossible to reach unto that I
almost begin to submit myself unto the tyranny of despair, not
knowing any way of persuasion. . . .

—surely an acute and subtle observation made by a man
who had felt what he describes. For a moment the pale
and legendary figures, Gynecia, Philoclea, and Zelmane,
become alive; their featureless faces work with passion;
Gynecia, realising that she loves her daughter’s lover,
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foams into grandeur, ‘“crying vehemently Zelmane help
me, O Zelmane have pity on me”’; and the old King, in
whom the beautiful strange Amazon has awakened a senile
amorosity, shows himself old and foolish, looking “very
curiously upon himself, sometimes fetching a little skip, as
if he had said his strength had not yet forsaken him”.
But that moment of illumination, as it dies down and the
princes once more resume their postures and the shepherds
apply themselves to their lutes, throws a curious light upon
the book as a whole. We realise more clearly the boundaries
within which Sidney was working. For a moment he could
note and observe and record as keenly and exactly as any
modern novelist. And then, after this one glimpse in our
direction, he turns aside, as if he heard other voices calling
him and must obey their commands. In prose, he bethinks
himself, one must not use the common words of daily
specch. In a romance one must not make princes and prin-
cesses feel like ordinary men and women. Humour is the
attribute of peasants. They can behave ridiculously; they
can talk naturally; like Dametas they can come “whistling,
and counting upon his fingers, how many load of hay
seventeen fat oxen eat up on a year”; but the language of
great people must always be long-winded and abstract and
full of metaphors. Further, they must either be heroes of
stainless virtue, or villains untouched by humanity. Of
human odditics and littleness they must show no trace.
Prosc also must be careful to turn away from what is actu-
ally beforc it. Sometimes for a moment in looking at
Nature one may fit the word to the sight; note the heron
“wagling” as it rises from the marsh, or observe the water-
spaniel hunting the duck “with a snuffling grace”. But this
realism is only to be applied to Nature and animals and
peasants. Prose, it seems, is made for slow, noble, and gener-
alised emotions; for the description of wide landscapes; for
the conveyance of long, equable discourses uninterrupted
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for pages together by any other speaker. Verse, on the other
hand, had quite a different office. It is curious to observe
how, when Sidney wished to sum up, to strike hard, to
register a single and definite impression, he turns to verse.
Verse in the Arcadia performs something of the function of
dialogue in the modern novel. It breaks up the monotony
and strikes a high light. In those snatches of song that are
scattered about the interminable adventures of Pyrocles
and Musidorus our interest is once more fanned into flame.
Often the realism and vigour of the verse comes with a
shock after the drowsy langour of the prose:

What needed so high spirits such mansions blind?
Or wrapt in flesh what do they here obtain,
But glorious name of wretched human kind?
Balls to the stars, and thralls to fortune’s reign;
Turn’d from themselves, infected with their cage,
Where death is fear’d, and life is held with pain.
Like players plac’t to fill a filthy stage. . . .

—one wonders what the indolent princes and princesses
will make of that vehement speaking? Or of this:

A shop of shame, a Book where blots be rife,
This body is . . .
This man, this talking beast, this walking tree.

—thus the poet turns upon his languid company as if he
loathed their self-complacent foppery; and yet must indulge
them. For though itis clear that the poet Sidney had shrewd
eyes—he talks of “hives of wisely painful bees”, and knew
like any other country-bred Englishman ‘“how shepherds
spend their days. At blow-point, hot-cockles or else at
keels’’,—still he must drone on about Plangus and Erona,
and Queen Andromana and the intrigues of Amphialus
and his mother Cecropia in deference to his audience.
Incongruously enough, violent as they were in their lives,
with their plots and their poisonings, nothing can be too
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sweet, toa vague, too long-winded for those Elizabethan
listeners. Only the fact that Zelmane had received a blow
from a lion’s paw that morning can shorten the story and
suggest to Basilius that it might be better to reserve the
complaint of Klaius till another day.

Which she, perceiving the song had already worn out much
time, and not knowing when Lamon would end, being even
now stepping over to a new matter, though much delighted
with what was spoken, willingly agreed unto. And so of all
sides they went to recommend themselves to the elder brother
of death.

And as the story winds on its way, or rather as the suc-
cession of stories fall on each other like soft snowflakes, one
obliterating the other, we are much tempted to follow their
example. Sleep weighs down our eyes. Half dreaming, half
yawning, we prepare to seek the elder brother of death.
What, then, has become of that first intoxicating sense of
freedom? We who wished to escape have been caught and
enmeshed. Yet how easy it seemed in the beginning to tell
a story to amuse a sister—how inspiriting to escape from
here and now and wander wildly in a world of lutes and
roses! But alas, softness has weighed down our steps;
brambles have caught at our clothing. We have come to
long for some plain statement, and the decoration of the
style, at first so enchanting, has dulled and decayed. It is
not difficult to find the reason. High spirited, flown with
words, Sidney seized his pen too carelessly. He had no
notion when he set out where he was going. Telling stories,
he thought, was enough—one could follow another inter-
minably. But where there is no end in view there is no sense
of direction to draw us on. Nor, since it is part of his scheme
to keep his characters simply bad and simply good without
distinction, can he gain variety from the complexity of
character. To supply change and movement he must have
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recourse to mystification. These changes of dress, these
disguises of princes as peasants, of men as women, serve
instead of psychological subtlety to relieve the stagnancy
of people collected together with nothing to talk about.
But when the charm of that childish device falls flat, there
is no breath left to fill his sails. Who is talking, and to
whom, and about what we no longer feel sure. So slack
indeed becomes Sidney’s grasp upon these ambling
phantoms that in the middle he has forgotien what his
relation to them is—is it “I”” the author who is speaking
orisit “I”” the character? No reader can be kept in bondage,
whatever the grace and the charm, when the ties between
him and the writer are so irresponsibly doffed and assumed.
So by degrees the book floats away into the thin air of
limbo. It becomes one of those half-forgotten and deserted
places where the grasses grow over fallen statues and the
rain drips and the marble steps are green with moss and
vast weeds flourish in the flower-beds. And yet it is a
beautiful garden to wander in now and then; one stumbles
over lovely broken faces,and here and there a flower blooms
and the nightingale sings in the lilac-tree.

Thus when we come to the last page that Sidney wrote
before he gave up the hopeless attempt to finish the
Arcadia, we pause for a moment before we return the folio
to its place on the bottom shelf. In the Arcadia, as in some
luminous globe, all the seeds of English fiction lie latent.
We can trace infinite possibilities: it may take any one of
many different directions. Will it fix its gaze upon Greece
and prince and princesses, and seek as it might so nobly,
the statuesque, the impersonal? Will it keep to simple lines
and great masses and the vast landscapes of the epic? Or
will it look closely and carefully at what is actually before
it? Will it take for its heroes Dametas and Mopsa, ordinary
people of low birth and rough natural speech, and deal
with the normal course of daily human life? Or will it

D
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brush through those barriers and penetrate within to the
anguish and complexity of some unhappy woman loving
where she may not love; to the senile absurdity of some old
man tortured by an incongruous passion? Will it make its
dwelling in their psychology and the adventures of the
soul? All these possibilities are present in the Arcadio—
romance and realism, poetry and psychology. But as if
Sidney knew that he had broached a task too large for his
youth to execute, had bequeathed a legacy for other ages
to inherit, he put down his pen, midway, and left unfin-
ished in all its beauty and absurdity this attempt to while
away the long days at Wilton, telling a story to his sister.



“ROBINSON CRUSOE”

HERE ARE MANY waYs of approaching this classical

volume; but which shall we choose? Shall we begin by
saying that, since Sidney died at Zutphen leaving the
Arcadia unfinished, great changes had come over English
life, and the novel had chosen, or had been forced to
choose, its direction? A middle class had come into exist-
ence, able to read and anxious to read not only about the
loves of princes and princesses, but about themselves and
the details of their humdrum lives. Stretched upon a thou-
sand pens, prose had accommodated itself to the demand;
it had fitted itself to express the facts of life rather than the
poetry. That is certainly one way of approaching Robinson
Crusoe—through the development of the novel; but another
immediately suggests itself—through the life of the author.
Here too, in the heavenly pastures of biography, we may
spend many more hours than are needed to read the book
itself from cover to cover. The date of Defoe’s birth, to
begin with, is doubtful—was it 1660 or 1661? Then again,
did he spell his name in one word or in two? And who were
his ancestors? He is said to have been a hosier; but what,
after all, was a hosier in the seventeenth century? He
became a pamphleteer, and enjoyed the confidence of
William the Third; one of his pamphlets caused him to
be stood in the pillory and imprisoned at Newgate; he was
employed by Harley and later by Godolphin; he was the
first of the hireling journalists; he wrote innumerable
pamphlets and articles; also Moll Flanders and Robinson
Crusoe; he had a wife and six children; was spare in figure,
with a hooked nose, a sharp chin, grey eyes, and a large
mole near his mouth. Nobody who has any slight acquaint-
ance with English literature needs to be told how many
hours can be spent and how many lives have been spent
in tracing the development of the novel and in examining
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the chins of the novelists. Only now and then, as we turn
from theory to biography and from biography to theory,
a doubt insinuates itself—if we knew the very moment of
Defoe’s birth and whom he loved and why, if we had by
heart the history of the origin, rise, growth, decline, and
fall of the English novel from its conception (say) in Egypt
to its decease in the wilds (perhaps) of Paraquay, should
we suck an ounce of additional pleasure from Robinson
Crusoe or read it one whit more intelligently?

For the book itself remains. However we may wind and
wriggle, loiter and dally in our approach to books, a lonely
battle waits us at the end. There is a piece of business to
be transacted between writer and reader before any further
dealings are possible, and to be reminded in the middle of
this private interview that Defoe sold stockings, had brown
hair, and was stood in the pillory is a distraction and a
worry. Our first task, and it is often formidable enough,
is to master his perspective. Until we know how the novel-
ist orders his world, the ornaments of that world, which
the critics press upon us, the adventures of the writer, to
which biographers draw attention, are superfluous posses-
sions of which we can make no use. All alone we must
climb upon the novelist’s shoulders and gaze through his
eyes until we, too, understand in what order he ranges the
large common objects upon which novelists are fated to
gaze: man and men; behind them Nature; and above them
that power which for convenience and brevity we may call
God. And at once confusion, misjudgment, and difficulty
begin. Simple as they appear to us, these objects can be
made monstrous and indeed unrecognisable by the manner
in which the novelist relates them to each other. It would
seem to be true that people who live cheek by jowl and
breathe the same air vary enormously in their sense of
proportion; to one the human being is vast, the tree
minute; to the other, trees are huge and human beings
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insignificant little objects in the background. So, in spite
of the text-books, writers may live at the same time and yet
see nothing the same size. Here is Scott, for example, with
his mountains looming huge and his men therefore drawn
to scale; Jane Austen picking out the roses on her tea-cups
to match the wit of her dialogues; while Peacock bends
over heaven and earth one fantastic distorting mirror in
which a tea-cup may be Vesuvius or Vesuvius a tea-cup.
Nevertheless Scott, Jane Austen,and Peacock lived through
the same years; they saw the same world; they are covered
in the text-books by the same stretch of literary history. It
is in their perspective that they are different. If, then, it
were granted us to grasp this firmly, for ourselves, the
battle would end in victory; and we could turn, secure in
our intimacy, to enjoy the various delights with which the
critics and biographers so generously supply us.

But here many difficulties arise. For we have our own
vision of the world; we have made it from our own experi-
ence and prejudices, and it is therefore bound up with our
own vanities and loves. It is impossible not to feel injured
and insulted if tricks are played and our private harmony
is upset. Thus when Jude the Obscure appears or a new
volume of Proust, the newspapers are flooded with protests.
Major Gibbs of Cheltenham would put a bullet through
his head to-morrow if life were as Hardy paints it; Miss
Wiggs of Hampstead must protest that though Proust’s art
is wonderful, the real world, she thanks God, has nothing
in common with the distortions of a perverted Frenchman.
Both the gentleman and the lady are trying to control the
novelist’s perspective so that it shall resemble and reinforce
their own. But the great writer—the Hardy or the Proust—
goes on his way regardless of the rights of private property;
by the sweat of his brow he brings order from chaos; he
plants his tree there, and his man here; he makes the figure
of his deity remote or present as he wills. In masterpieces—
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books, that'is, where the vision is clear and order has been
achieved—he inflicts his own perspective upon us so
severely that as often as not we suffer agonies—our vanity
is injured because our own order is upset; we are afraid
because the old supports are being wrenched from us; and
we are bored—for what pleasure or amusement can be
plucked from a brand new idea? Yet from anger, fear, and
boredom a rare and lasting delight is sometimes born.
Robinson Crusoe, it may be, is a case in point. It is a
masterpiece, and it is a masterpiece largely because Defoe
has throughout kept consistently to his own sense of per-
spective. For this reason he thwarts us and flouts us at
every turn, Let us look at the theme largely and loosely,
comparing it with our preconceptions. It is, we know, the
story of a man who is thrown, after many perils and adven-
tures, alone upon a desert island. The mere suggestion—
peril and solitude and a desert island—is enough to rouse
in us the expectation of some far land on the limits of the
world; of the sun rising and the sun setting; of man,
isolated from his kind, brooding alone upon the nature of
society and the strange ways of men. Before we open the
book we have perhaps vaguely sketched out the kind of
pleasure we expect it to give us. We read; and we are
rudely contradicted on every page. There are no sunsets
and no sunrises; there is no solitude and no soul. There is,
on the contrary, staring us full in the face nothing but a
large earthenware pot. We are told, that is to say, that it
was the 1st of September 1651; that the hero’s name is
Robinson Crusoe; and that his father has the gout. Obvi-
ously, then, we must alter our attitude. Reality, fact,
substance is going to dominate all that follows. We must
hastily alter our proportions throughout; Nature must furl
her splendid purples; she is only the giver of drought and
water; man must be reduced to a struggling, life-preserving
animal; and God shrivel into a magistrate whose seat,
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substantial and somewhat hard, is only a little way above
the horizon. Each sortie of ours in pursuit of information
upon these cardinal points of perspective—God, man,
Nature—is snubbed back with ruthless common sense.
Robinson Crusoe thinks of God: “sometimes I would
expostulate with myself, why providence should thus com-
pletely ruin its creatures. . . .. But something always
return’d swift upon me to check these thoughts.”” God does
not exist. He thinks of Nature, the fields ‘“‘adorn’d with
flowers and grass, and full of very fine woods”, but the
important thing about a wood is that it harbours an abun-
dance of parrots who may be tamed and taught to speak.
Nature does not exist. He considers the dead, whom he
has killed himself. It is of the utmost importance that they
should be buried at once, for “they lay open to the sun
and would presently be offensive”. Death does not exist.
Nothing exists except an earthenware pot. Finally, that is
to say, we are forced to drop our own preconceptions and’
to accept what Defoe himself wishes to give us.

Let us then go back to the beginning and repeat again,
I was born in the year 1632 in the city of York of a good
family”. Nothing could be plainer, more matter of fact,
than that beginning. We are drawn on soberly to consider
all the blessings of orderly, industrious middle-class life.
There is no greater good fortune we are assured than to
be born of the British middle class. The great are to be
pitied and so are the poor; both are exposed to distempers
and uneasiness; the middle station between the mean and
the great is the best; and its virtues—temperance, modera-
tion, quictness, and health—are the most desirable. It
was a sorry thing, then, when by some evil fate a middle
class youth was bitten with the foolish love of adventure.
So he proses on, drawing, little by little, his own portrait,
so that we never forget it—imprinting upon us indelibly,
for he never forgets it either, his shrewdness, his caution,
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his love of order and comfort and respectability; until by
whatever means, we find ourselves at sea, in a storm; and,
peering out, everything is seen precisely as it appears
to Robinson Crusoe. The waves, the seamen, the sky, the
ship—all are seen through those shrewd, middle-class,
unimaginative eyes. There is no escaping him. Everything
appears as it would appear to that naturally cautious,
apprehensive, conventional, and solidly matter-of-fact
intelligence. He is incapable of enthusiasm. He has a
natural slight distaste for the sublimities of Nature. He
suspects even Providence of exaggeration. He is so busy
and has such an eye to the main chance that he notices
only a tenth part of what is going on round him. Every-
thing is capable of a rational explanation, he is sure, if
only he had time to attend to it. We are much more
alarmed by the “‘vast great creatures” that swim out in the
night and surround his boat than he is. He at once takes
his gun and fires at them, and off they swim—whether
they are lions or not he really cannot say. Thus before we
know it we are opening our mouths wider and wider. We
are swallowing monsters that we should have jibbed at if
they had been offered us by an imaginative and flamboyant
traveller. But anything that this sturdy middle-class man
notices can be taken for a fact. He is for ever counting his
barrels, and making sensible provisions for his water
supply; nor do we ever find him tripping even in a matter
of detail. Has he forgotten, we wonder, that he has a great
lump of beeswax on board? Not at all. But as he had
already made candles out of it, it is not nearly as great on
page thirty-eight as it was on page twenty-three. When for
a wonder he leaves some inconsistency hanging loose—
why if the wild cats are so very tame are the goats so very
shy?—we are not seriously perturbed, for we are sure that
there was a reason, and a very good one, had he time to
give it us. But the pressure of life when one is fending
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entirely for oneself alone on a desert island is really no
laughing matter. It is no crying one either. A man must
have an eye to everything; it is no time for raptures about
Nature when the lightning mayexplode one’sgunpowder—
it is imperative to seek a safer lodging for it. And so by
means of telling the truth undeviatingly as it appears to
him—by being a great artist and forgoing this and daring
that in order to give effect to his prime quality, a sense of
reality—he comes in the end to make common actions
dignified and common objects beautiful. To dig, to bake, to
plant, to build—how serious these simple occupations are;
hatchets, scissors, logs, axes—how beautiful these simple
objects become. Unimpeded by comment, the story marches
on with magnificent downright simplicity. Yet how could
comment have made it more impressive? It is true that
he takes the opposite way from the psychologist’s—he de-
scribes the effect of emotion on the body, not on the mind.
But when he says how, in a moment of anguish, he clinched
his hands so that any soft thing would have been crushed;
how ‘““my teeth in my head would strike together, and set
against one another so strong, that for the time I could
not part them again”, the effect is as deep as pages of
analysis could have made it. His own instinct in the matter
is right. “ Let the naturalists”, he says, “explain these
things, and the reason and manner of them; all I can say
to them is, to describe the fact. . . .”” If you are Defoe,
certainly to describe the fact is enough; for the fact is
the right fact. By means of this genius for fact Defoe
achieves effects that are beyond any but the great masters
of descriptive prose. He has only to gay a word or two
about “the grey of the morning” to paint vividly a windy
dawn. A sense of desolation and of the deaths of many men
is conveyed by remarking in the most prosaic way in the
world, “I never saw them afterwards, or any sign of them
except three of their hats, one cap, and two shoes that were
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a confidante, could she have explained for what reasons
Donne seemed to her strange.

And the conditions that made it impossible for Boswell
or Horace Walpole to be born in the sixteenth century
were obviously likely to fall with far heavier force upon the
other sex. Besides the material difficulty—Donne’s small
house at Mitcham with its thin walls and crying children
typifies the discomfort in which the Elizabethans lived—the
woman was impeded also by her belief that writing was an
act unbefitting her sex. A great lady here and there whose
rank secured her the toleration and it may be the adulation
of a servile circle, might write and print her writings. But
the act was offensive to a woman of lower rank. “Sure the
poore woman is a little distracted, she could never bee soe
ridiculous else as to venture writeing book’s and in verse
too”, Dorothy Osborne exclaimed when the Duchess of
Newcastle published one of her books. For her own part,
she added, “If I could not sleep this fortnight I should not
come to that”’. And the comment is.the more illuminating
in that it was made by a woman of great literary gift. Had
she been born in 1827, Dorothy Osborne would have
written novels; had she been born in 1527, she would never
have written at all. But she was born in 1627, and at that
date though writing books was ridiculous for a woman there
was nothing unseemly in writing a letter. And so by degrees
the silence is broken; we begin to hear rustlings in the
undergrowth; for the first time in English literature we hear
men and women talking together over the fire.

But the art of letter-writing in its infancy was not the art
that has since filled so many delightful volumes. Men and
women were ceremoniously Sir and Madam; the language
was still too rich and stiff to turn and twist quickly and
freely upon half a sheet of notepaper. The art of letter-
writing is often the art of essay-writing in disguise. But such
as it was, it was an art that a woman could practise without
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unsexing herself. It was an art that could be carried on at
odd moments, by a father’s sick-bed, among a thousand in-
terruptions, without exciting comment, anonymously as it
were, and often with the pretence that it served some useful
purpose. Yet into these innumerable letters, lost now for
the most part, went powers of observation and of wit that
were later to take rather a different shape in Evelina and in
Pride and Prejudice. They were only letters, yet some pride
went to their making. Dorothy, without admitting it, took
pains with her own writing and had views as to the nature
of it: *“. . . great Schollers are not the best writer’s (of
Letters I mean, of books perhaps they are) . . . all letters
mee thinks should be free and easy as one’s discourse”.
She was in agreement with an old uncle of hers who threw
his standish at his secretary’s head for saying “put pen to
paper’’ instead of simply “wrote”. Yet there were limits,
she reflected, to free-and-easiness: *“. . . many pritty things
shuffled together’ do better spoken than in a letter. And so -
we come by a form of literature, if Dorothy Osborne will
let us call it so, which is distinct from any other, and much
to be regretted now that it has gone from us, as it seems,
for ever.

For Dorothy Osborne, as she filled her great sheets by
her father’s bed or by the chimney-corner, gave a record
of life, gravely yet playfully, formally yet with intimacy, to
a public of one, but to a fastidious public, as the novelist
can never give it, or the historian either. Since it is her
business to keep her lover informed of what passes in her
home, she must sketch the solemn Sir Justinian Isham—Sir
Solomon Justinian, she calls him—the pompous widower
with four daughters and a great gloomy house in North-
amptonshire who wished to marry her. “Lord what would
I give that I had a Lattin letter of his for you”, she ex-
claimed, in which he describes her to an Oxford friend and
specially commended her that she was “capable of being
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company and conversation for him”; she must sketch her
valetudiparian Cousin Molle waking one morning in fear
of -the dropsy and hurrying to the doctor at Cambridge;
she must draw her own picture wandering in the garden at
night and smelling the “Jessomin”, “and yet I was not
pleased’ because Temple was not with her. Any gossip that
comes her way is sent on to amuse her lover. Lady Sunder-
land, for instance, has condescended to marry plain Mr.
Smith, who treats her like a princess, which Sir Justinian
thinks a bad precedent for wives. But Lady Sunderland
tells everyone she married him out of pity, and that,
Dorothy comments, “was the pittyfull’st sayeing that ever
I heard”. Soon we have picked up enough about all her
friends to snatch eagerly at any further addition to the
picture which is forming in our mind’s eye.

Indeed, our glimpse of the society of Bedfordshire in the
seventeenth century is the more intriguing for its inter-
mittency. In they come and out they go—Sir Justinian and
Lady Diana, Mr. Smith and his countess—and we never
know when or whether we shall hear of them again. But
with all this haphazardry, the Letters, like the letters of all
born letter-writers, provide their own continuity. They
make us feel that we have our seat in the depths of
Dorothy’s mind, at the heart of the pageant which unfolds
itself page by page as we read. For she possesses indisput-
ably the gift which counts for more in letter-writing than
wit or brilliance or traffic with great people. By being her-
self without effort or emphasis, she envelops all these odds
and ends in the flow of her own personality. It was a char-
acter that was both attractive and a little obscure. Phrase
by phrase we come closer into touch with it. Of the womanly
virtues that befitted her age she shows little trace. She
says nothing of sewing or baking. She was a little indolent
by temperament. She browsed casually on vast French
romances. She roams the commons, loitering to hear the
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milkmaids sing; she walks in the garden by the side of a
small river, “where I sitt downe and wish you were with
mee”. She was apt to fall silent in company and dream
over the fire till some talk of flying, perhaps, roused her,
and she made her brother laugh by asking what they were
saying about flying, for the thought had struck her, if she
could fly she could be with Temple. Gravity, melancholy
were in her blood. She looked, her mother used to say, as
if all her friends were dead. She is oppressed by a sense of
fortune and its tyranny and the vanity of things and the
uselessness of effort. Her mother and sister were grave
women too, the sister famed for her letters, but fonder of
books than of company, the mother “counted as wise a
woman as most in England”, but sardonic. “I have lived
to see that ’tis almost impossible to think People worse than
they are and soe will you—Dorothy could remember her
mother saying that. To assuage her spleen, Dorothy her-
self had to visit the wells at Epsom and to drink water that
steel had stood in.

With such a temperament her humour naturally took the
form of irony rather than of wit. She loved to mock her
lover and to pour a fine raillery over the pomps and cere-
monies of existence. Pride of birth she laughed at. Pompous
old men were fine subjects for her satire. A dull sermon
moved her to laughter. She saw through parties; she saw
through ceremonies; she saw through worldliness and dis-
play. But with all this clearsightedness there was some-
thing thatshedid not seethrough. Shedreaded with ashrink-
ing that was scarcely sane the ridicule of the world. The
meddling of aunts and the tyranny of brothers exasperated
her. “I would live in a hollow Tree”, she said, “to avoyde
them.” A husband kissing his wife in public seemed to her
as ““ill a sight as one would wish to see”’. Though she cared
no more whether people praised her beauty or her wit than
whether “they think my name Eliz: or Dor:”, a word of
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gossip about her own behaviour would set her in a quiver.
Thus when it came to proving before the eyes of the world
that she laved a poor man and was prepared to marry him,
she could not do it. “I confess that I have an humor that
will not suffer mee to Expose myself to People’s Scorne”,
she wrote. She could be “sattisfyed within as narrow a
compasse as that of any person liveing of my rank”, but
ridicule was intolerable to her. She shrank from any ex-
travagance that could draw the censure of the world upon
her. It was a weakness for which Temple had sometimes to
reprove her,

For Temple’s character emerges more and more clearly
as the letters go on—it is a proof of Dorothy’s gift as a corre-
spondent. A good letter-writer so takes the colour of the
reader at the other end, that from reading the one we can
imagine the other. As she argues, as she reasons, we hear
Temple almost as clearly as we hear Dorothy herself. He
was in many ways the opposite of her. He drew out her
melancholy by rebutting it; he made her defend her dis-
like of marriage by opposing it. Of the two Temple was by
far the more robust and positive. Yet there was perhaps
something—a little hardness, a little conceit—that justified
her brother’s dislike of him. He called Temple the *“proud-
est imperious insulting ill-natured man that ever was”.
But, in the eyes of Dorothy, Temple had qualities that
none of her other suitors possessed. He was not a mere
country gentleman, nor a pompous Justice of the Peace,
nor a town gallant, making love to every woman he met,
nor a travelled Monsieur; for had he been any one of these
things, Dorothy, with her quick sense of the ridiculous,
would have had none of him. To her he had some charm,
some sympathy, that the others lacked; she could write to
him whatever came into her head; she was at her best with
him; she loved him; she respected him. Yet suddenly she
declared that marry him she would not. She turned vio-
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lently againstmarriage indeed, and cited failure afterfailure.
If people knew each other before marriage, she thought,
there would be an end of it. Passion was the most brutish
and tyrannical of all our senses. Passion had made Lady
Anne Blount the “talk of all the footmen and Boy’s in the
street”. Passion had been the undoing of the lovely Lady
Izabella—what use was her beauty now married to “that
beast with all his estate’? Torn asunder by her brother’s
anger, by Temple’s jealousy, and by her own dread of ridi-
cule, she wished for nothing but to be left to find ‘““an early
and a quiet grave’. That Temple overcame her scruples
and overrode her brother’s opposition is much to the credit
of his character. Yet it is an act that we can hardly help
deploring. Married to Temple, she wrote to him no longer.
The letters almost immediately cease. The whole world
that Dorothy had brought into existence is extinguished.
It is then that we realise how round and populous and
stirring that world has become. Under the warmth of her
affection for Temple the stiffness had gone out of her pen.
Writing half asleep by her father’s side, snatching the back
of an old letter to write upon, she had come to write easily
though always with the dignity proper to that age, of the
Lady Dianas, and the Ishams, of the aunts and the uncles—
how they come, how they go; what they say; whether she
finds them dull, laughable, charming, or much as usual.
More than that, she has suggested, writing her mind out to
Temple, the deeper relationships, the more private moods,
that gave her life its conflict and its consolation—her
brother’s tyranny; her own moodiness and melancholy; the
sweetness of walking in the garden at night; of sitting lost
in thought by the river; of longing for a letter and finding
one. All this is around us; we are decp in this world, seizing
its hints and suggestions when, in the moment, the scene
is blotted out. She married, and her husband was a rising
diplomat. She had to follow his fortunes in Brussels, at The
E
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Hague, wherever they called him. Seven children were
born and seven children died “almost all in their cradle”.
Innumerable duties and responsibilities fell to the lot of the
girl who had made fun of pomp and ceremony, who loved
privacy and had wished to live secluded out of the world
and “grow old together in our little cottage”. Now she was
mistress of her husband’s house at The Hague with its
splendid buffet of plate. She was his confidante in the many
troubles of his difficult career. She stayed behind in London
to negotiate if possible the payment of his arrears of salary.
When her yacht was fired on, she behaved, the King said,
with greater courage than the captain himself. She was
everything that the wife of an ambassador should be: she
was everything, too, that the wife of a man retired from
the public service should be. And troubles came upon them
—a daughter dicd; a son, inheriting perhaps his mother’s
melancholy, filled his boots with stones and lcapt info the
Thames. So the years passed; very full, very active, very
troubled. But Dorothy maintained her silence.

At las: however, a strange young man came to Moor
Park as secretary to her husband. He was difficult, ill-
mannered, and quick to take offence. But it is through
Swift’s eyes that we see Dorothy once more in the last
years of her life. “Mild Dorothea, peaceful, wise, and
great”, Swift called her; but the light falls upon a ghost.
We do not know that silent lady. We cannot connect her
after all these years with the girl who poured her heart
out 10 her lover. “Peaceful, wise, and great’’—she was none
of those things when we last met her, and much though we
honour the admirable ambassadress who made her hus-
band’s career her own, there are moments when we would
exchange all the benefits of the Triple Alliance and all
the glories of the Treaty of Nimuegen for the letters that
Dorothy did not write.
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N ANY HIGHLY CIVILISED SOCIETY disguise plays so large

a part, politeness is so essential, that to throw off the
ceremonies and conventions and talk a “little language”
for one or two to understand, is as much a necessity as a
breath of air in a hot room. The reserved, the powerful,
the admired, have the most need of such a refuge. Swift
himself found it so. The proudest of men coming home
from the company of great men who praised him, of lovely
women who flattered him, from intrigue and politics, put
all that aside, settled himself comfortably in bed, pursed .
his severe lips into baby language and prattled to his “two
monkies”, his “dear Sirrahs”, his “naughty rogues” on the
other side of the Irish Channel.

Well, let me see you now again. My wax candle’s almost out,
but however I'll begin. Well then don’t be so tedious, Mr.
Presto; what can you say to MD’s letter? Make haste, have done
with your preambles—why, I say, I am glad you are so often
abroad.

So long as Swift wrote to Stella in that strain, carelessly,
illegibly, for “methinks when I write plain, I do not know
how, but we are not alone, all the world can see us. A bad
scrawl is so snug . . .”, Stella had no need to be jealous.
It was true that she was wearjng away the flower of her
youth in Ireland with Rebecca Dingley, who wore hinged
spectacles, consumed large quantities of Brazil tobacco,
and stumbled over her petticoats as she walked. Further,
the conditions in which the two ladies lived, for ever in
Swift’s company when he was at home, occupying his house
when he was absent, gave rise to gossip; so that though
Stella never saw him except in Mrs. Dingley’s presence,
she was one of those ambiguous women who live chiefly

in the society of the other sex. But surely it was well wor
67 .
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while. The packets kept coming from England, each sheet
written to the rim in Swift’s crabbed little hand, which
she’ imitated to perfection, full of nonsense words, and
capital letters, and hints which no one but Stella could
understand, and secrets which Stella was to keep, and
little commissions which Stella was to execute. Tobacco
came for Dingley, and chocolate and silk aprons for Stella.
Whatever people might say, surely it was well worth
while.

Of this Presto, who was so different from that formidable
character “t’other I”’, the world knew nothing. The world
knew only that Swift was over in England again, soliciting
the new Tory government on behalf of the Irish Church
for those First Fruits which he had begged the Whigs in
vain to restore. The business was soon accomplished;
nothing indeed could exceed the cordiality and affection
with which Harley and St. John greeted him; and now
the world saw what even in those days of small societies
and individual pre-eminence must have been a sight to
startle and amaze—the ‘“‘mad parson’’, who had marched
up and down the coffee-houses in silence and unknown a
few years ago, admitted to the inmost councils of State; the
penniless boy who was not allowed to sit down at table with
Sir William Temple dining with the highest Ministers of
the Crown, making dukes do his bidding, and so run after
for his good offices that his servant’s chief duty was to know
how to keep people out. Addison himself forced his way
up only by pretending that he was a gentleman come to
pay a bill. For the time being Swift was omnipotent,
Nobody could buy his services; everybody feared his pen.
He went to Court, and “am so proud I make all the lords
come up to me’”’. The Queen wished to hear him preach;
Harley and St. John added their entreaties; but he refused.
When Mr. Secretary one night dared show his temper,
Swift called upon him and warned him
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never to appear cold to me, for I would not be treated like a
schoolboy. . . . He took all right; said I had reason . . . would
have had me dine with him at Mrs. Masham’s brother, to
make up matters; but I would not. I don’t know, but I would
not.

He scribbled all this down to Stella without exultation or
vanity. That he should command and dictate, prove him-
self the peer of great men and make rank abase itself before
him, called for no comment on his part or on hers. Had
she not known him years ago at Moor Park and seen him
lose his temper with Sir William Temple, and guessed his
greatness and heard from his own lips what he planned
and hoped? Did she not know better than anyone how
strangely good and bad were blent in him and all his
foibles and eccentricities of temper? He scandalised the
lords with whom he dined by his stinginess, picked the coals
off his fire, saved halfpence on coaches; and yet by the
help of these very economies he practised, she knew, the
most considerate and secret of charities—he gave poor
Patty Rolt “a pistole to help her a little forward against
she goes to board in the country”; he took twenty guineas
to young Harrison, the sick poet, in his garret. She alone
knew how he could be coarse in his speech and yet delicate
in his behaviour; how he could be cynical superficially and
yet cherish a depth of feeling which she had never met
with in any other human being. They knew each other in
and out; the good and the bad, the deep and the trivial;
so that without effort or concealment he could use those
precious moments late at night or the first thing on waking
to pour out upon her the whole story of his day, with its
charities and meannesses, its affections and ambitions and
despairs, as though he were thinking aloud.

With such proof of his affection, admitted to intimacy
with this Presto whom no one else in the world knew,
Stella had no cause to be jealous. It was perhaps the oppo-
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site that happened. As she read the crowded pages, she
could see him and hear him and imagine so exactly the
impression that he must be making on all these fine people
that she fell more deeply in love with him than ever. Not
only was he courted and flattered by the great; everybody
seemed to call upon him when they were in trouble. There
was “young Harrison”; he worried to find him ill and
penniless; carried him off to Knightsbridge; took him a
hundred pounds only to find that he was dead an hour be-
fore. “Think what grief this is to me! . . . I could not dine
with Lord Treasurer, nor anywhere else; but got a bit of
meat toward evening.” She could imagine the strange
scene, that November morning, when the Duke of Hamil-
ton was killed in Hyde Park, and Swift went at once to
the Duchess and sat with her for two hours and heard her
rage and storm and rail; and took her affairs, too, on his
shoulders as if it were his natural office, and none could
dispute his place in the house of mourning. ‘“She has moved
my very soul”, he said. When young Lady Ashburnham
died he burst out, “I hate life when I think it exposed to
such accidents; and to see so many thousand wretches
burdening the earth, while such as her die, makes me think
God did never intend life for a blessing”. And then, with
that instinct to rend and tear his own emotions which made
him angry in the midst of his pity, he would round upon
the mourners, even the mother and sister of the dead
woman, and part them as they cried together and com-
plain how “‘people will pretend to grieve more than they
really do, and that takes off from their true grief”’.

All this was poured forth freely to Stella; the gloom and
the anger, the kindness and the coarseness and the genial
love of little ordinary human things. To her he showed
himself fatherly and brotherly; he laughed at her spelling;
he scolded her about her health; he directed her business
affairs. He gossiped and chatted with her. They had a fund
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of memories in common. They had spent many happy hours
together. “Do not you remember I used to come into your
chamber and turn Stella out of her chair, and rake up the
fire in a cold morning and cry uth, uth, uth!”> She was often
in his mind; he wondered if she was out walking when he
was; when Prior abused one of his puns he remembered
Stella’s puns and how vile they were; he compared his life
in London with hers in Ireland and wondered when they
would be together again. And if this was the influence of
Stella upon Swift in town among all the wits, the influence
of Swift upon Stella marooned in an Irish village alone
with Dingleywas far greater. He had taught herall the little
learning she had when she was a child and he a young man
years ago at Moor Park. His influence was everywhere—
upon her mind, upon her affections, upon the books she
read and the hand she wrote, upon the friends she made
and the suitors she rejected. Indeed, he was half responsible
for her being.

But the woman he had chosen was no insipid slave. She
had a character of her own. She was capable of thinking
for herself. She was aloof, a severe critic for all her grace
and sympathy, aJittle formidable perhaps with her love of
plain speaking and her fiery temper and her fearlessness
in saying what she thought. But with all her gifts she was
little known. Her slender means and feeble health and
dubious social standing made her way of life very modest.
The society which gathered round her came for the simple
pleasure of talking to a woman who listened and under-
stood and said very little herself, but in the most agreeable
of voices and generally “the best thing that was said in the
company”. For the rest she was not learned. Her health
had prevented her from serious study, and though she had
run over a great variety of subjects and had a fine severe
taste in letters, what she did read did not stick in her mind.
She had been extravagant as a girl, and flung her money
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about until her good sense took control of her, and now she
lived with the utmost frugality. “Five nothings on five plates
of delf”’ made her supper. Attractive, if not beautiful, with
her fine dark eyes and her raven black hair, she dressed
very plainly, and thus contrived to lay by enough to help
the poor and to bestow upon her friends (it was an extrava-
gance that she could not resist) “the most agreeable pre-
sents in the world”. Swift never knew her equal in that art,
‘““although it be an affair of as delicate a nature as most in
the course of life”’. She had in addition that sincerity which
Swift called ““honour”, and in spite of the weakness of her
body “the personal courage of a hero”. Once when a robber
came to her window, she had shot him through the body
with her own hand. Such, then, was the influence which
worked on Swift as he wrote; such the presence that
mingled with the thought of his fruit trees and the willows
and the trout stream at Laracor when he saw the trees
budding in St. James’s Park and heard the politicians
wrangle at Westminster. Unknown to all of them, he had
his retreat; and if the Ministers again played him false, and
once more, after making his friend’s fortunes, he went
empty-handed away, then after all he could retire to Ire-
land and to Stella and have “no shuddering at all” at the
thought.

But Stella was the last woman in the world to press her
claims. None knew better than she that Swift loved power
and the company of men: that though he had his moods of
tenderness and his fierce spasms of disgust at society, still
for the most part he infinitely preferred the dust and bustle
of London to all the trout streams and cherry trees in the
world. Above all, he hated interference. If anyone laid a
finger upon his liberty or hinted the least threat to his inde-
pendence, were they men or women, queens or kitchen-
maids, he turned upon them with a ferocity which made a
savage of him on the spot. Harley once dared to offer him
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a bank-note; Miss Waring dared hint that the obstacles to
their marriage were now removed. Both were chastised, the
woman brutally. But Stella knew better than to invite such
treatment. Stella had learnt patience; Stella had learnt
discretion. Even in a matter like this of staying in London
or coming back to Ireland she allowed him every latitude.
She asked nothing for herself and therefore got more than
she asked. Swift was half annoyed:

. . . your generosity makes me mad; I know you repine in-
wardly at Presto’s absence; you think he has broken his word,
of coming in three months, and that this is always his trick:
and now Stella says, she does not see possibly how I can come
away in haste, and that MD is satisfied, etc. An’t you a rogue
to overpower me thus?

But it was thus that she kept him. Again and again he
burst into language of intense affection:

Farewell dear Sirrahs, dearest lives: there is peace and quiet
with MD, and nowhere else. . . . Farewell again, dearest
rogues: I am never happy, but when I write or think of MD.
. .. You are as welcome as my blood to every farthing I have
in the world: and all that grieves me is, I am not richer, for
MD’s sake.

One thing alone dashed the pleasure that such words gave
her. It was always in the plural that he spoke of her; it was
always “dearest Sirrahs, dearest lives”; MD stood for
Stella and Mrs. Dingley together. Swift and Stella were
never alone. Grant that this was for form’s sake merely,
grant that the presence of Mrs. Dingley, busy with her keys
and her lap-dog and never listening to a word that was
said to her, was a form too. But why should such forms be
necessary? Why impose a strain that wasted her health and
half spoilt her pleasure and kept ““perfect friends’ who were
happy only in each other’s company apart? Why indeed?
There was a reason; a secret that Stella knew; a secret that
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Stella did mot impart. Divided they had to be. Since, then,
no bond bound them, since she was afraid to lay the least
claim upon her friend, all the more jealously must she have
searched into his words and analysed his conduct to ascer-
tain the temper of his mood and acquaint herself instantly
with the least change in it. So long as he told her frankly
of his “favourites” and showed himself the bluff tyrant who
required every woman to make advances to him, who
lectured fine ladies and let them tease him, all was well.
There was nothing in that to rouse her suspicions. Lady
Berkeley might steal his hat; the Duchess of Hamilton
might lay bare her agony; and Stella, who was kind to
her sex, laughed with the one and grieved with the other.

But were there traces in the Journal of a different sort of
influence—something far more dangerous because more
equal and more intimate? Suppose that there were some
woman of Swift’s own station, a girl, like the girl that Stella
herself had been when Swift first knew her, dissatisfied with
the ordinary way of life, eager, as Stella put it, to know
right from wrong, gifted, witty, and untaught—she in-
deed, if she existed, might be a rival to be feared. But was
there such a rival? If so, it was plain that there would be
no mention of her in the Journal. Instead, there would
be hesitations, excuses, an occasional uneasiness and em-
barrassment when, in the midst of writing freely and fully,
Swift was brought to a stop by something that he could
not say. Indeed, he had only been a month or two in
England when some such silence roused Stella’s suspicions.
Who was it, she asked, that boarded near him, that he
dined with now and then? I know no such person,” Swift
replied; “I do not dine with boarders. What the pox! You
know whom I have dined with every day since I left you,
better than I do. What do you mean, Sirrah?”’ But he
knew what she meant: she meant Mrs. Vanhomrigh, the
widow who lived near him; she meant her daughter Esther.
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“The Vans” kept coming again and again after that in
the Fournal. Swift was too proud to conceal the fact that
he saw them, but he sought nine times out of ten to excuse
it. When he was in Suffolk Street the Vanhomrighs were
in St. James’s Street and thus saved him a walk. When he
was in Chelsea they were in London, and it was convenient
to keep his best gown and periwig there. Sometimes the
heat kept him there and sometimes the rain; now they were
playing cards, and young Lady Ashburnham reminded him
so much of Stella that he stayed on to help her. Sometimes
he stayed out of listlessness; again he stayed because he
was very busy and they were simple people who did not
stand on ceremony. At the same time Stella had only to
hint that these Vanhomrighs were people of no consequence
for him to retort, “Why, they keep as good female company
as I do male. . . . I saw two lady Bettys there this after-
noon.” In short, to tell the whole truth, to write whatever
came into his head in the old free way, was no longer
easy.

Indeed, the whole situation was full of difficulty. No
man detested falsehood more than Swift or loved truth
more whole-heartedly. Yet here he was compelled to hedge,
to hide, and to prevaricate. Again, it had become essential
to him to have some “‘sluttery” or private chamber where
he could relax and unbend and be Presto and not “t’other
I, Stella satisfied this need as no one else could. But then
Stella was in Ireland; Vanessa was on the spot. She was
younger and fresher; she too had her charms. She too
could be taught and improved and scolded into maturity
as Stella had been. Obviously Swift’s influence upon her
was all to the good. And so with Stella in Ireland and
Vanessa in London, why should it not be possible to enjoy
what each could give him, confer benefits on both and do
no serious harm to either? It seemed possible; at any rate
he allowed himself to make the experiment. Stella, after
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all, had contrived for many years to make shift with her
portion; Stella had never complained of her lot.

But Vanessa was not Stella. She was younger, more vehe-
ment, less disciplined, less wise. She had no Mrs. Dingley
to restrain her. She had no memories of the past to solace
her. She had no journals coming day by day to comfort
her. She loved Swift and she knew no reason why she
should not say so. Had he not himself taught her *““to act
what was right, and not to mind what the world said”?
Thus when some obstacle impeded her, when some mys-
terious secret came between them, she had the unwisdom
to question him. ‘““Pray what can be wrong in seeing and
advising an unhappy young woman? I can’t imagine.”
“You have taught me to distinguish,” she burst out, ‘“‘and
then you leave me miserable.” Finally in her anguish and -
her bewilderment she had the temerity to force herself upon
Stella. She wrote and demanded to be told the truth—
what was Stella’s connexion with Swift? But it was Swift
himself who enlightened her. And when the full force of
those bright blue eyes blazed upon her, when he flung her
letter on the table and glared at her and said nothing and
rode off, her life was ended. It was no figure of speech when
she said that “his killing, killing words” were worse than
the rack to her; when she cried out that there was ‘“‘some-
thing in your look so awful that it strikes me dumb”. Within
a few weeks of that interview she was dead; she had van-
ished, to become one of those uneasy ghosts who haunted
the troubled background of Stella’s life, peopling its soli-
tude with fears.

Stella was left to enjoy her intimacy alone. She lived on
to practise those sad arts by which she kept her friend at
her side until, worn out with the strain and the conceal-
ment, with Mrs. Dingley and her lap-dogs, with the per-
petual fears and frustrations, she too died. As they buried
her, Swift sat in a back room away from the lights in the
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churchyard and wrote an account of the character of “the
truest, most virtuous, and valuable friend, that I, or per-
haps any other person, was ever blessed with”. Years passed;
insanity overcame him; he exploded in violent outbursts of
mad rage. Then by degrees he fell silent. Once they caught
him murmuring. “I am what I am”, they heard him say.



: THE “SENTIMENTAL JOURNEY”

STRAM SHANDY, though it is Sterne’s first novel,
was written at a time when many have written their
twentieth, that is, when he was forty-five years old. But it
bears every sign of maturity. No young writer could have
dared to take such liberties with grammar and syntax and
sense and propriety and the long-standing tradition of how
a novel should be written. It needed a strong dose of the
assurance of middle age and its indifference to censure to
run such risks of shocking the lettered by the unconvention-
ality of one’s style, and the respectable by the irregularity
of one’s morals. But the risk was run and the success was
prodigious. All the great, all thefastidious, were enchanted.
Sterne became the idol of the town. Only in the roar of
laughter and applause which greeted the book, the voice
of the simple-minded public at large was to be heard pro-
testing that it was a scandal coming from a clergyman and
that the Archbishop of York ought to administer, to say
the least of it, a scolding. The Archbishop, it seems, did
nothing. But Sterne, however little he let it show on the
surface, laid the criticism to heart. That heart too had been
afflicted since the publication of Tristram Shandy. Eliza
Draper, the object of his passion, had sailed to join her
husband in Bombay. In his next book Sterne was deter-
mined to give effect to the change that had come over him,
and to prove, not only the brilliance of his wit, but the
depths of his sensibility. In his own words, ““my design in it
was to teach us to love the world and our fellow creatures
better than we do”. It was with such motives animating
him that he sat down to write that narrative of a little tour
in France which he called 4 Sentimental Journey.

But if it were possible for Sterne to correct his manners,
it was impossible for him to correct his style. That had
become as much a part of himself as his large nose or his

78
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brilliant eyes. With the first words—They order, said I,
this matter better in France—we are in the world of Tris-
tram Shandy. It is a world in which anything may happen.
We hardly know what jest, what jibe, what flash of poetry
is not going to glance suddenly through the gap which this
astonishingly agile pen has cut in the thick-set hedge of
English prose. Is Sterne himself responsible? Does he know
what he is going to say next for all his resolve to be on his
best behaviour this time? The jerky, disconnected sentences
are as rapid and it would seem as little under control as the
phrases that fall from the lips of a brilliant talker. The very
punctuation is that of speech, not writing, and brings the
sound and associations of the speaking voice in with it.
The order of the ideas, their suddenness and irrelevancy,
is more true to life than to literature. There is a privacy in
this intercourse which allows things to slip out unreproved
that would have been in doubtful taste had they been
spoken in public. Under the influence of this extraordinary
style the book becomes semi-transparent. The usual cere-
monies and conventions which keep reader and writer at
arm’s length disappear. We are as close to life as we can be.

That Sterne achieved this illusion only by the use of ex-
treme art and extraordinary pains is obvious without going
to his manuscript to prove it. For though the writer is al-
ways haunted by the belief that somehow it must be possible
to brush aside the ceremonies and conventions of writing
and to speak to the reader as directly as by word of mouth,
anyone who has tried the experiment has either been struck
dumb by the difficulty, or waylaid into disorder and diffus-
ity unuiterable. Sterne somehow brought off the astonish-
ing combination. No writing seems to flow more exactly
into the very folds and creases of the individual mind, to
express its changing moods, to answer its lightest whim and
impulse, and yet the result is perfectly precise and com-
posed. The utmost fluidity exists with the utmost perman-
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ence. It is as if the tide raced over the beach hither and
thither and left every ripple and eddy cut on the sand in
marble.

Nobody, of course, stood more in need of the liberty to
be himself than Sterne. For while there are writers whose
gift is impersonal, so that a Tolstoy, for example, can create
a character and leave us alone with it, Sterne must always
be there in person to help us in our intercourse. Little or
nothing of 4 Sentimental Journey would be left if all that we
call Sterne himself were extracted from it. He has no valu-
able information to give, no reasoned philosophy to impart.
He left London, he tells us, “with so much precipitation that
it never enter’d my mind that we were at war with France™.
He has nothing to say of pictures or churches or the nisery
or well-being of the country-side. He was travelling in
France indeed, but the road was often through his own
mind, and his chief adventures were not with brigands and
precipices but with the emotions of his own heart.

This change in the angle of vision was in itself a daring
innovation. Hitherto, the traveller had observed certain
laws of proportion and perspective. The Cathedral had
always been a vast building in any book of travels and the
man a little figure, properly diminutive, by its side. But
Sterne was quite capable of omitting the Cathedral alto-
gether. A girl with a green satin purse might be much more
important than Notre-Dame. For there is, he seems to hint,
no universal scale of values. A girl may be more interesting
than a cathedral; a dead donkey more instructive than a
living philosopher. Itis all a question of one’s point of view.
Sterne’s eyes were so adjusted that small things often bulked
larger in them than big. The talk of a barber about the
buckle of his wig told him more about the character of
the French than the grandiloquence of her statesmen.

I think I can see the precise and distinguishing marks of
national characters more in these nonsensical minutiae, than in
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the most important matters of state; where great men of all
nations talk and stalk so much alike, that I would not give
nine-pence to chuse amongst them.

So too if one wishes to seize the essence of things as a senti-
mental traveller should, one should seek for it, not at broad
noonday in large and open streets, but in an unobserved
corner up a dark entry. One should cultivate a kind of
shorthand which renders the several turns of looks and
limbs into plain words. It was an art that Sterne had long
trained himself to practise.

For my own part, by long habitude, I do it so mechanically
that when I walk the streets of London, I go translating all
the way; and have more than once stood behind in the circle,
where not three words had been said, and have brought off
twenty different dialogues with me, which I could have fairly
wrote down and swore to.

It is thus that Sterne transfers our interest from the outer
to the inner. It is no use going to the guide-book; we must
consult our own minds; only they can tell us what is the
comparative importance of a cathedral, of a donkey, and
of a girl with a green satin purse. In this preference for
the windings of his own mind to the guide-book and its
hammered high road, Sterne is singularly of our own age.
In this interest in silence rather than in speech Sterne is
the forerunner of the moderns. And for these reasons he
is on far more intimate terms with us to-day than his great
contemporaries the Richardsons and the Fieldings.

Yet there is a difference. For all his interest in psychology
Sterne was far more nimble and less profound than the
masters of this somewhat sedentary school have since be-
come. He is after all telling a story, pursuing a journey,
however arbitrary and zigzag his methods. For all our
divagations, we do make the distance between Calais and
Modane within the space of a very few pages. Interested
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as he was in the way in which he saw things, the things
themselves also interested him acutely. His choice is capri-
cious and individual, but no realistcould be more brilliantly
successful in rendering the impression of the moment. 4
Sentimental Journey is a succession of portraits—the Monk,
the lady, the Chevalier selling pdtés, the girl in the book-
shop, La Fleur in his new breeches;—it is a succession of
scenes. And though the flight of this erratic mind is as zig-
zag as a dragon-fly’s, one cannot deny that this dragon-fly
has some method in its flight, and chooses the flowers not
at random but for some exquisite harmony or for some
brilliant discord. We laugh, cry, sneer, sympathise by turns.
We change from one emotion to its opposite in the twink-
ling of an eye. This light attachment to the accepted reality,
this neglect of the orderly sequence of narrative, allows
Sterne almost the licence of a poet. He can express ideas
which ordinary novelists would have to ignore in language
which, even if the ordinary novelist could command it,
would look intolerably outlandish upon his page.

I walked up gravely to the window in my dusty black coat,
and looking through the glass saw all the world in yellow, blue,
and green, running at the ring of pleasure.—The old with
broken lances, and in helmets which had lost their vizards—
the young in armour bright which shone like gold, beplumed
with each gay feather of the east—all—all tilting at it like
fascinated knights in tournaments of yore for fame and love.

There are many passages of such pure poetry in Sterne.
One can cut them out and read them apart from the text,
and yet—for Stern¢ was a master of the art of contrast—
they lie harmoniously side by side on the printed page. His
freshness, his buoyancy, his perpetual power to surprise
and startle are the result of these contrasts. He leads us to
the very brink of some deep precipice of the soul; we snatch
one short glance into its depths; next moment, we are
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whisked round to look at the green pastures glowing on
the other side.

If Sterne distresses us, it is for another reason. And here
the blame rests partly at least upon the public—the public
which had been shocked, which had cried out after the
publication of Tristram Shandy that the writer was a cynic
who deserved to be unfrocked. Sterne, unfortunately,
thought it necessary to reply.

The world has imagined [he told Lord Shelburne] because
I wrote Tristram Shand], that I was myself more Shandean than
I really ever was. . . . If it (4 Sentimental Fourney) is not thought
a chaste book, mercy on them that read it, for they must have
warm imaginations, indeed!

Thus in A Sentimental Journey we are never allowed to for-
get that Sterne is above all things sensitive, sympathetic,
humane; that above all things he prizes the decencies, the
simplicities of the human heart. And dn'ecﬂy a writer sets
out to prove himself this or that our suspicions are aroused.
For the little extra stress he lays on the quality he desires us
to see in him, coarsens it and over-paints it, so that instead
of humour, we get farce, and instead of sentiment, senti-
mentality. Here, instead of being convinced of the tender-
ness of Sterne’s heart—which in Tristram Shandy was never
in question—we begin to doubt it. For we feel that Sterne
is thinking not of the thing itself but of its effect upon our
opinion of him. The beggars gather round him and he
gives the pauvre honteux more than he had meant to. But his
mind is not solely and simply on the beggars; his mind is
partly on us, to see that we appreciate his goodness. Thus
his conclusion, “and I thought he thank’d me more than
them all”, placed, for more emphasis, at the end of the
chapter, sickens us with its sweetness like the drop of pure
sugar at the bottom of a cup. Indeed, the chief fault of
A Sentimental Journey comes from Sterne’s concern for our
good opinion of his heart. It has a monotony about it, for
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all its brilliance, as if the author had reined in the natural
variety and vivacity of his tastes, lest they should give
offence. The mood is subdued to one that is too uniformly
kind, tender, and compassionate to be quite natural. One
misses the variety, the vigour, the ribaldry of Tristram
Shandy. His concern for his sensibility has blunted his
natural sharpness, and we are called upon to gaze rather
too long at modesty, simplicity, and virtue standing rather
too still to be looked at.

But it is significant of the change of taste that has come
over us that it is Sterne’s sentimentality that offends us and
not his immorality. In the eyes of the nineteenth century
all that Sterne wrote was clouded by his conduct as hus-
band and lover. Thackeray lashed him with his righteous
indignation, and exclaimed that ‘““There is not a page of
Sterne’s writing but has something that were better away,
a latent corruption—a hint as of an impure presence”. To
us at the present time, the arrogance of the Victorian
novelist seems at least as culpable as the infidelities of the
eighteenth-century parson. Where the Victorians deplored
his lies and his levities, the courage which turned all the
rubs of life to laughter and the brilliance of the expression
are far more apparent now.

Indeed 4 Sentimental Fourney, for all its levity and wit, is
based upon something fundamentally philosophic. It is
true that it is a philosophy that was much out of fashion in
the Victorian age—the philosophy of pleasure; the philo-
sophy which holds that it is as necessary to behave well in
small things as in big, which makes the enjoyment, even
of other people, seem more desirable than their suffering.
The shameless man had the hardihood to confess to “hav-
ing been in love with one princess or another almost all
my life”’, and to add, “and I hope I shall go on so till I die,
being firmly persuaded that if ever I do a mean action, it
must be in some interval betwixt one passion and another”.
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The wretch had the audacity to cry through the mouth of
one of his characters, “Mais vive la joie . . . Vive ’'amour!
et vive la bagatelle!” Clergyman though he was, he had
the irreverence to reflect, when he watched the French
peasants dancing, that he could distinguish an elevation of
spirit, different from that which is the cause or the effect of
simple jollity.—“In a word, I thought I beheld Religion
mixing in the dance.”

It was a daring thing for a clergyman to perceive a re-
lationship between religion and pleasure. Yet it may, per-
haps, excuse him that in his own case the religion of happi-
ness had a great deal of difficulty to overcome. If you are
no longer young, if you are deeply in debt, if your wife is
disagreeable, if, as you racket about France in a post-
chaise, you are dying of consumption all the time, then the
pursuit of happiness is not so easy after all. Still, pursue it
one must. One must pirouette about the world, peeping and
peering, enjoying a flirtation here, bestowing a few coppers
there, and sitting in whatever little patch of sunshine one
can find. One must crack a joke, even if the joke is not alto-
gether a decent one. Even in daily life one must not forget
to cry “Hail ye, small, sweet courtesies of life, for smooth
do ye make the road of it!” One must—but enough of
must; it is not a word that Sterne was fond of using. It is
only when one lays the book aside and recalls its symmetry,
its fun, its whole-hearted joy in all the different aspects of
life, and the brilliant ease and beauty with which they are
conveyed to us, that one credits the writer with a backbone
of conviction to support him. Was not Thackeray’s coward
—the man who trifled so immorally with so many women
and wrote love-letters on gilt-edged paper when he should
have been lying on a sick-bed or writing sermons—was he
not a stoic in his own way and a moralist, and a teacher?
Most great writers are, after all. And that Sterne was a
very great writer we cannot doubt.



LORD CHESTERFIELD’S LETTERS TO HIS SON

EN Lorp MaHON EDITED the letters of Lord
Chesterfield he thought it necessary to warn the
intending reader that they are “by no means fitted for
early or indiscriminate perusal”. Only “those people
whose understandings are fixed and whose principles are
matured” can, so his Lordship said, read them with im-
punity. But that was in 1845. And 1845 looks a little dis-
tant now. It seems to us now the age of enormous houses
without any bathrooms. Men smoke in the kitchen after
the cook has gone to bed. Albums lie upon drawing-room
tables. The curtains are very thick and the women are very
pure. But the eighteenth century also has undergone a
change. To us in 1930 it looks less strange, less remote than
those early Victorian years. Its civilisation seems more
rational and more complete than the civilisation of Lord
Mahon and his contemporaries. Then at any rate a small
group of highly educated people lived up to their ideals.
If the world was smaller it was also more compact; it knew
its own mind; it had its own standards. Its poetry is affected
by the same security, When we read the Rape of the Lock
we seem to find ourselves in an age so settled and so circum-
scribed that masterpieces were possible. Then, we say to
ourselves, a poet could address himself whole-heartedly to
his task and keep his mind upon it, so that the little boxes
on a lady’s dressing-table are fixed among the solid posses-
sions of our imaginations. A game at cards or a summer’s
boating party upon the Thames has power to suggest the
same beauty and the same sense of things vanishing that
we receive from poems aimed directly at our deepest
emotions. And just as the poet could spend all his powers
upon a pair of scissors and a lock of hair, so too, secure in
his world and its values, the aristocrat could lay down

precise laws for the education of his son. In that world also
86
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there was a certainty, a security that we are now without.
What with one thing and another times have changed. We
can now read Lord Chesterfield’s letters without blushing,
or, if we do blush, we blush in the twentieth century at
passages that caused Lord Mahon no discomfort whatever.
When the letters begin, Philip Stanhope, Lord Chester-
field’s natural son by a Dutch governess, was a little boy of
seven. And if we are to make any complaint against the
father’s moral teaching, it is that the standard is too high
for such tender years. “Let us return to oratory, or the
art of speaking well; which should never be entirely out of
our thoughts”, he writes to the boy of seven. “A man can
make no figure without it in Parliament, or the Church,
orin the law”, he continues, as if the little boy were already
considering his career. It seems, indeed, that the father’s
fault, if fault it be, is one common to distinguished men
who have not themselves succeeded as they should have
done and are determined to give their children—and Philip
was an only child—the chances that they have lacked.
Indeed, as the letters go on one may suppose that Lord
Chesterfield wrote as much to amuse himself by turning
over the stores of his experience, his reading, his knowledge
of the world, as to instruct his son. The letters show an
eagerness, an animation, which prove that to write to Philip
was not a task, but a delight. Tired, perhaps, with the
duties of office and disillusioned with its disappointments,
he-takes up his pen and, in the relief of free communication
at last, forgets that his correspondent is, after all, only a
schoolboy who cannot understand half the things that his
father says to him. But, even so, there is nothing to repel us
in Lord Chesterfield’s preliminary sketch of the unknown
world. He is all on the side of moderation, toleration,
ratiocination. Never abuse whole bodies of people, he
counsels; frequent all churches, laugh at none; inform your-
self about all things. Devote your mornings to study, your
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evenings to good society. Dress as the best people dress,
behave as they behave, never be eccentric, egotistical, or
absent-minded. Observe the laws of proportion, and live
every moment to the full.

So, step by step, he builds up the figure of the perfect
man—the man that Philip may become, he is persuaded, if
he will only—and here Lord Chesterfield lets fall the words
which are to colour his teaching through and through—
cultivate the Graces. These ladies are, at first, kept dis-
creetly in the background. It is well that the boy should
be indulged in fine sentiments about women and poets to
begin with. Lord Chesterfield adjures him to respect them
both. “For my own part, I used to think myself in com-
pany as much above me when I was with Mr. Addison and
Mr. Pope, as if I had been with all the Princes in Europe”,
he writes. But as time goes on the Virtues are more and
more taken for granted. They can be left to take care of
themselves. But the Graces assume tremendous propor-
tions. The Graces dominate the life of man in this world.
Their service cannot for an instant be neglected. And the
service is certainly exacting. For consider what it implies,
this art of pleasing. To begin with, one must know how to
come into a room and then how to go out again. As human
arms and legs are notoriously perverse, this by itself is a
matter needing considerable dexterity. Then one must be
dressed so that one’s clothes seem perfectly fashionable
without being new or striking; one’s teeth must be perfect;
one’s wig beyond reproach; one’s finger-nails cut in the seg-
ment of a circle; one must be able to carve, able to dance,
and, what is almost as great an art, able to sit gracefully
in a chair. These things are the alphabet of the art of pleas-
ing. We now come to speech. It is necessary to speak at
least three languages to perfection. But before we open our
lips we must take a further precaution—we must be on
our guard never to laugh. Lord Chesterfield himself never






