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I,

THIS 15 NOT an autobiography not is it 2 book of recol-
lectfons. In one way and another I have used in my
writings whatever has happened to me in the course of
my life. Sometimes an experience I have had has served
as-a themc and I have invented a serics of incidents to
illustrate it; more often I have taken persons with whom
I have been slightly or intimatcly acquainted and used
themn as the foundation for gharacters of my invention.
Fact and Tiction are so intermingled in my work that now,
looking back on it, I can hardly distinguish one from the
other. It would not interest me to record the facts, even
if I could remember them, of which I have already made
a better use. They would scem, moreover, very tame. I
have had a varied, and often an ipteresting, life, but not
an adventurous onc. I have a poor memory. [ can never
remember a good story till 1 hear it again and then I
forget it before 1 have had a chance to tell it to somebody
clse. I have never been able to remember even my own
jokes, so that 1 have been fpreed to go’on making new
ones. This disability, I am aware, has made my company
léss agreeable than it might otherwise have been.

1 have never kept adiary. I'wish now that during the
year that followed my first success as a dramatist I had
done so, for I met then niany persons of cdnsequence and
it might have proved an interesting document. At that
period the confidence of the people in‘the aristocracy and
the landed gentry had been shattered by the muddle they
had made of things } South Africa, but the aristocracy
and the landed gentry had not tealized this and they
prescrved their old sclf-confidence. At certain political
houses 1 frequented they still taljed as though to run the
Britisi Empite were their private business. 1t gave me a
peculiar sensation to hear it discusscd, when a general
election was in the air, whether Tom should have the
Home Office and whether Dick would be satisfied with
Ireland. 1 do not suppose that anyc:ie to-day reads.the
novcels of Mrs. Humphry Ward, but dull though they
may be, my recollection is that some of them give a very
good picture of what the lifc of the ruling class was then.
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Novelists were still much concerned with it and even
writers who had never known a lord thought it necess
to write largely about persons of rank. It would astonis
anyone who now looked at the playbills of the day to see
how many of the characters were titled. * Managers
thought that they attracted the public, and actors liked
to portray them. But as the political importance of the
aristocracy dwindled the public took less interest iy it.
Playgoers began to be ready to observe the actions of
people of their own class, the well-to-do merckants and
professional men who were then conducting the affairs of
the country: and the rule, thoygh never formulated, pre-
vailed that the writer should not introduce *persons of
title unless they were essential to his theme. It was still
impossible to interest the public in the lower classes.
Novels and plays that dtalt with them were very generally
considered sordid. It will be curious to see if now that
these classes have acquired political power the public at
large will take the same interest in their lives that for so
long it took in the lives of the titled, and for a while in
thgsc of the opulent bourgebisie. :
During this period T met persons who by their rank,
fame or position might very well have thought themselves
destined fo become histprical figures. I did not find them
as brilliant aseny fancy had painted them. The Iinglish
arc a political® nation and I was often asked to houses
where politics wese the ruling interest. I could not dis-
cover in the eminent statesmen I met there any marked
capacity. Iconcluded, perhaps rashly, that no great degree
of intelligence was needed to rule a nation. Since then I
have known in various countries a good many politicians
who have attained high office. 1 have continued to be
puzzled by what seeméd to me the mediocrity of theit
minds. I have found them ill-informed upon the ordinary
affairs of life and I have not often discovered in them
either subtlety of intellect or liveliness of imagination.
At one time I was inclined to think that they owed theit
illustrious position only to their gift of speech, for it must
be next door to impossible to rise to power in a demo-
cratic community unless you can catch the ears of the
2



public; and the gift of speech, as we know, is not often
accompanied by the power of thought. But since I have
seen, statesmen who did not seem to me very clever con-
duct public affairs with reasonable success I cannot but
think I was wrong: it must be thit to govern a nation you
need a specific talent and that this may very well exist
without general ability. In the same way I have known
mer of affairs who have made great fortunes and brought
vast enterprises to prosperity, but in everything uncon-
cerned with their business apear to be devoid even of
common sense.

« Nor was the conversgtion that I heard then as clever
as T had ewpected. It scldom gave you much to think
about. It was easy, though not always gay; amiable and

superficia’. Scrious topics were not dealt with, for there -

was a fecling that to discuss them & general company was
embarrassing, and the fear of ‘shop’ seemed to prevent
people from speaking of the subjects in which they were
most interested. So far as 1 could judge conversation
consisted in little more than a decorous badinage; but it
was not oftcn that you heardta witticism wotth repeating.
Qne might have thought ¢hat the only use of culture was
to enable one to talk nonsense with distinction. On the
whole I think the most intercsting and consistently
amusing talker I ever knew was Fdmund Gosse. He had
read a great deal, though not very carcfuily, it appears,
and his conversation was cxtremely intelligent. He had a
prodigious memory, a keen sense of humour, and malice.
He had known Swinburne intimately and could talk about
him in an entrancing’ fashion, but he could also talk of
Shelley, whom after all he could not possibly have known,
as if he had been a bosom-fricnd. For many years he had
been aequainted with tminent pdrsons. 1 think he was a
vain man and he had observed their absurdities with
satisfaction. 1am surc he made them much more amusing
than they really were.

2
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people have to meet the celebfated. The prestige you
acquire by being able to tell your friends that you know
famous men proves only that you are yourself of small
account. The celebrated develop a technique to deal with
the person they come across. They show the world a
mask, often an impressive one, but take care tq conceal
their real selves. They play the part that is expected from
them and with practice learn to play it very well, but you
are stupid if you think that this public performance of
theirs corresponds with the man within. . '

I have beenattached, deeply attached, to a few people;
but I have been interested in men in general not for their
own sakes, but for the sake of my work. I have not, as
Kant enjoined, regarded each man as an end in himself,
but as material that might be uscful to me as a writer.
I have been more congerned with the obscure than with
the famous. They are more often themselves. They have
had no need to create a figure to protect themselves from
the world or to impress it. Their idiosyncrasies have had
mote chance to develop in the limited circle of theit
activity, and since they have never been in the public eye
it Ras never occurred to them that they have anything to
conceal. They display their odditics becauSe it has never
struck them that they are odd. And after all it is with the
common fun of men titat we writers have to deal; kings,
dictators, corgmercial magnates are from our point of
view very unsatisfactory. To write about them is a
venture that has Often tempted writers, but the failure
that has attended their efforts shows that such beings are
too exceptional to form a proper ground for a work of
art. They cannot be made real. The ordinaty is the
writet’s richer ficld. Its uncxpectedness, its singularity,
its infinitc varicty affoxd unending material. The great
man is too often all of a picce; it is the little man thatis a
bundle of contradictory clements. He is inexhaustible.
You never come to the end of the surprises Be has in
store for you. For my part I would much sooner spend
a month on a desert island with a veterinary surgeon than
with a prime minister. :
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IN THIS BOOK Iam going to try to sott out my thoughts
on the subjzcts that have chiefly intcrested me during the
course of my life. But such conclusions as I have come
to have drifted about my mind like the wreckage of a
foundered ship on a restless sea. It has seemed to me that
if I set them down in some sort of order I should sce for
myself mpre distinctly what they really were and so might
get some kind of coherence into them. I have long
thqught I should like to make such an attempt and more
than once, when starting on a joutney that was to last for
several months, have determined to set about it. The
opportunity seemed ideal. But I have always found that
I was assaiicd by so many impressions, I saw so many
strange things and met so many pcople who excited my
fancy, that I had no time to reflect. The experience of the
tmoment was so vivid that I could not attune my mind
to introspection.

I have been held back also by the irksomeness of set-
ting down my thoughts in my own nerson. For though I
have writtena good deal from this standpoint I have written
as a novclist and so in a manner have been able to regard
mysclf as a character in the story. Tong habit has made
it more comfortable for me to speak through the creatures
of my invention. I can decide what th.y would think
more readily than I can decide what I think myself. The
onc has always been a pleasure to me; the other has been
a labour that I have®willingly put off. But now I can
afford to put it off no longer. In youth the years stretch
before one so long that it is hard to realize that they will
ever pass, and even in middle ®ge, with the ordinary
expectation of lifc in these days, it is easy to ind excuses
for dclaying what one would like to do but does not want
to; but at last a time comes when death must be con-
sidered. Here and there one’s contemporaries drop off.
We know that all men are mortal (Socrates was a man;
therefore—and so forth), but it remains for us little more
than a logical premiss till we are forced to recoenize that
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in the ordinary course of things our end can no longer be
remote. An occasional glance at the obituary column of
The Times has suggested to me that the sixties are yery
anhealthy; I have long thought that it would exasperate
me to die before I had witten this book and sp it scemed
to me that I had better set about it at once. When I have
finished it I can face the future with screnity, for I shall
have rounded off my life’s work. Ican no longer persuade
myself that I am not ready to write it, since if I have not
by now made up my mind sbout the thmgs that seem of
importance to me there is small likelihood that I'shall ever
do so. Iam glad at last to collect all these thoughts that
for so long have floated at hapHhzard on the various levels
of my consciousness. When they are written down I shall
have finished with them and my mind will be free to
occupy itself with othgr things. For I hope that this will
not be the last book I shall write. One does not die imme-
diately one has made one’s will; one makes one’s will as a
precaution. To have settled one’s affairs is a very good
preparation to leading the rest of one’s life without
concern for the future. When I have finished this book
I shall know where I stand. I can afford then to do what
I choose with the years that remain to mé&:

4

IT IS INEVITABLE that in it I should say many
things that I have said before; that is why I have called it
The Summing Up. When a judge sums up a case he
recapitulates the facts that have been put before the jury
and comments on the speeches of counsel. He does not
offer new evidence. And since I hawve put the wholg of my
life into my books much of what I have to say will
naturally have found a place in them. There are few sub-
{ccts within the compass of my interests that I have not
ightly or seriously touched upon. All I can attempt to
do now is to give a coherent picture of my feelings and
e_E nions; and here and there, maybe, to state with greater

boration some idea which the limitations I have thought
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fit to accept in fiction and in the drama have only allowed
me to hint at.

This book must be egotistic. It is about certain sub-
jects ¢hat are important to me and it is about myself
because I can only treat of thesg subjects as they have
affected me.® But it is not about my doings. I have no
desire to lay bare my heart, and I put limits to the intimacy
that I wish the reader to enter upon with me. There are
matters on which I am content to maintain my privacy.
No one can tell the whole truth about himself. It is
not only vanity that has prevented those who have tried
to reveal themselves to the world from telling the whole
truth; it is direction of imterest; their disappointment

«with themselves, their surprise that they can do things
that seem to them so abnormal, make them place too
great an emphasis on occurrences that are more common
than they suppuse. Rousseau in the course of his Con-
fessions narrates incidents that have profoundly shocked
the sensibility of mankind. By describing them so frankly
he falsified his values and so gave them in his book a
greater importance than they had in his life. They were
events among a multitude of dthers, virtuous or at least
neutral, that he omitted beause they were too ordinary
to seem worth recording. There is a sort of man who
pays no attention to his good actigns, but is tormented
by his bad ones. This is the type that most bften writes
about himself. He leaves out his redeeming ualities and
so appears only weak, unprincipled and *vicious.

5

I WRITE this book to disembarrass my soul of certain
notions that have hovergd about ig it too long for my
comfort.eI do not seek to persuade anybody. Iam devoid
of the pedagogic instinct and when I know a thing never
feel in myself the desire to impart it to others. I do not
much care if people agree with me. Of course I think Iam
right, otherwise 1 should not think as I do, and they are
wrong, but it does not offend me that they should be
wrong. Nor does it greatly disturb me to discover that
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my judgment is at variance with that of the majority. 1
have a certain confidence in my instinct. .

I must write as though I werea person of importance;
and indeed, I am—to myself. To myself I am the 'most
important person in the world; though I do not forget
that, not even taking into consideration so grand a
conception as the Absolute, but from the standpoint of
common scnse, I am of no consequence whatever. It
would have made small diffecence to the universe if I had
never existed. Though I may seem to write as though
significance must necessarily be attached to cetrain of my
works, I mean only that they are of moment to me for
the purpose of any discussio.. during which I may have
occasion to mention them. I think few serious writers,'
by which I do not only mean writers of serious things,
can be entirely indiffcrent to the fate that will befall their
works after their death. It is pleasant to think, not that
one may achieve immortality (immortality for literary
productions lasts in any case but a few hundred years and
then is seldom more than the immortality of the school-
room) but that one may he read with interest by a few
generations and find a place, however small, in the history
of one’s country’s literature. But so far as I am con-
cerned, I look upon this modest possibility with scep-
ticism. Even in my lfe I have seen writcrs who made
much more stir in the world of letters than ever I have,
sink into oblivion. When I was young George Meredith
and Thomas Hardy seemed certain of survival. They have
ceased to mean very much to the youth of to-day. From
time to time they will doubtlesc find a critic in search
of a subject to write an article about them, which may
cause readers here and there to get out one or other
of their books from a library;, but I think it is clear
that neither of them wrote anything that will be read
as Gulliver’s Travels, Tristram Shandy or Tom Jones
is read.

If in the following pages I seem to express myself
dogmatically, it is only because I find it very boring to
qualify every phrase with an ‘I think’ or ‘to my mind’.
Everything I say is merely an opinion of my own. The
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reader can take it or leave it. If he has the patience to
‘read what follows he will sec that thete is only one thing
about, which I am certain, and this is that there is very
little about which one can be certain.

WIEN I BEGAN to write I did so as though it were
the most natural thing in the world. “I took to it as a duck
takes to water. I have never quite got over my astonish-
ment at being a writer; there seems no reason for my
having become one except an irresistible inclination, and
.I do not sce ,why such an ihclination should have arisen
in me. For well over a hundred years my family has
practised i~w  According to the Dictionary of National
Biography my grandfather was ong¢. of the two founders
of the Incorporated Law Society, and in the catalogue of
the Library at the British Museum there is a long list of
+his legal works. He wrote only one book that was not
of this character. It was a collection of cssays that he had
contributed to the solid magazines of the day and he
issued it, as became his serse of decorum, anonymously.
I once had the book in my hands, a handsome volume
bound in calf, but I never read it and T have not been able
to get hold of a copy since. I wish { had, for I might have
learnt from it something of the kind of man,he was. For
many ycars he lived in Chancery Lane, for he became
secretary of the Society he had founded, and when he
retired to a house in Kensington Gore ovetlooking the
Park, he was presented with a salver, a tea and coffee
service and an épergne, in silver, so massive and ornate
that they have been ever since an embarrassment to his
descendants. An old sdlicitor, whem I knew when I was
a boy, told me that as an articled clerk he was once invited
to dine with my grandfather. My grandfather carved the
beef and then a servant handed him a dish of potatoes
baked in their skins. There are few things better to eat
than a potato in its skin, with plenty of butter, pepper and
salt, but apparently my grandfather did not think so. He
rose in his chair at the head of the table and took the

4
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potatoes out of the dish one by one and threw one at each
picture on the walls. Then without a word he sat down
- again and went on with his dinner. I asked my friend
what effect this behaviour had on the test of the company.
He told me that no onectook any notice. Healso told me
that my grandfather was the ugliest little man he ever saw.
I went once to the building of the Incorporated Society in
Chancery Lane to see for myself if he was really so ugly as
all that, for there is a portrait of him there. If what my
old gentleman said was true the painter must have grossly*
flattered my grandfather; he has given him very fine dark
eyes under black eyebrows, and there is a faintly ironic
twinkle in them; a firm jaw, 4 straight nose and pouting
red lips. His dark hair is windswept as becomingly as that
of Miss Anita Loos. He is holding a quill and there is a
pile of books, doubtless his own, by his side. Notwith-
standing his black coat, he does not look so respectable
as I should have expected, but slightly mischievous.
Many years ago when I was destroying the papers of one |
of his sons, my uncle, who had died, I came across the
diary that.my grandfather kept when as a young man at
the beginning of the nineteenth century he did what I
believe was called the Little Tour, France, Germany #nd
Switzerland; and I remember that when he described the
not very impressive fall of the Rhine at Schaffhausen he
offered thanks to God Almlghty because in creating
‘this stupendous cataract’ he had given ‘His miserable
creatures occasion to realize their insignificance in com-
parison with the prodigious greatness of His works.’

7

MY PARENTS died when I was so young, my mother
when I was eight, my father when I was ten, that I know
little of them but from hearsay. My father, I do not know
why unless he was drawn by some such restléssness for
the unknown as has consumed his son, went to Paris and
became solicitor to the British Embassy He had offices
just opposite, in the Faubourg St. Honoré, but he lived
in what was then called the Avenue d’Antin. a broad
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street with chestnut trees on each side of it that leads from

“the Rond Point. He was a great traveller for those days.
He had been to Tutkey, Greece and Asia Minor and in
Morocco as far as Fez, which was a place few people then
visited. Heshad a considerable liBrary of travel books and
the apartment in the Avenue d’Antin was filled with the
things he had brought back, Tanagra statuettes, Rhodes
ware and Turkish daggers in hilts of richly decorated

.silver. He was forty when he married my mother, who
was more, than twenty years younger. She was a very
beautiful woman and he was a very ugly man. I have been
told that they were known in the Paris of that day as
Beauty and the Beast. Her father was in the army; he died
in India and his widow, my grandmother, after squander-
ing a conyilerable fortune, settled down in France to live
on her pension. She was a woman ef character, I suspect,
and perhaps of some talent, for she wrote novels in French
pour jeanes filles and composed the music for drawing-room
hallads. I like to think that the novels were read and the
ballads sung by Octave Feuillet’s high-born heroines. I
have a little photograph of her, 2 middle-aged woman in
a crinoline with fine eyes 9nd a look of good-humoured
dctermination. My mother was very small, with large
brown eyes and hair of a rich reddish gold exquisite
features and a lovely skin. She wis very mach admired.
One of her great friends was Lady Angleseygan American
woman who died at an advanced age not very long ago,
and she told me that she had once said to my mother:
“You’re so beautiful and there are so many people in love
with you, why are yoh faithful to that ugly little man
you’ve married?”” And my mother answered: ‘He never
hurts my feelings.’

The only letter of Iters I ever saw was one that I came
across when I was going through my uncle’s papers after
his death. He was a clergyman and she asked him to be
godfather to one of her sons. She expressed, very simply
and piously, the hope that by reason of his holy calling
the relationship into which she invited him to enter would
have such an influence on the new-born child that he
would grow up to be a good, God-fearing man. She was
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a great novel-reader and in the billiard-room of the
apartment in the Avenue d’Antin were two great Book-

cases filled with Tauchnitz. She suffered from tuber-

culosis of the lungs and I remember the string of donkeys

that stopped at the doot to provide her with*asses’ milk,

which at that time was thought to be good- for that

malady. In the summer we used to take a house at

Deauville, not then a fashionable spot, but a little fishing

village overshadowed by the smarter Trouville, and.
towards the end of her life We spent winters at Pau. Once

when she was lying in bed, I suppose after a hamorrhage,

and knew she could not live,much longer, the thought

came to her that her sons when they grew up would not

know what she was like when she died, so she called her

maid, had herself dressed in an evening gown of white

satin and went to the’ photographer’s. She had six sons

and died in childbirth. The doctors of the period had a

theory that to have a child was beneficial to women

suffering from consumption. She was thirty-eight. .

After my mother’s death, her maid became my nurse.
I bad till then had French fiurses and I Qad been sent to
a French school for children. eMy knowledge of Lnglish
must haye been slight. I have been told that on one
occasion, seeing a horge out of the window of a railway
carriage, I cried: ‘Regardeg, Maman, voila un ’orse.’

I think fhy father had a romantic mind. He took it
into his head to build a house to live in during the summer.
He bought a piece of land on the top of a hill at Sursenes.
The view was splendid over the plain, and in the distance
was Paris. There was a road down to the river and by the
river lay a little village. It was to be like a villa on the
Bosphorus and on the top floor it was surrounded by
loggias. I used to go‘down with him every $unday by
the Seine on a batean-mouche to sec how it was getting on.
When the roof was on, my father began to fugnish it by
buying a pair of antique fire-irons. He ordered a great
quantity of glass on which he had engraved a sign against
the Evil Eye which he had found in Morocco and which
the reader may see on the cover of this book. It was a
white house and the shutters were painted red. The
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garden was laid out. The rooms were furnished and then
my father died.

8

I HAD BEEN taken away from the French school and
went for my lessons every day to the apartment of the
English clergyman at the Church attached to the Embassy.
His method of teaching me English was to make me read
aloud the police-court news in The Standard and I can
still remember the horror with which I read the ghastly
det3ils of 2 murder in the tgain betwecn Paris and Calais.
I must ther» have been nine. I was for long uncertain
about the pronunciation of English wotds and I have
never forgotten the roar of laughter that abashed me
when in my preparatory school ¥ read out the phrase
‘unstable as water’ as though unstable rhymed with
Dunstable.

I have never had more than two English lessons in
my life, for though I wrote essays at school, I do not
remember that I ever receivetl any instruction on how to
put scntences together. The two lessons I have had were
given me so late in life that I am afraid I cannot hope
greatly to profit by them. The first was only a few years
ago. I was spending somec weeRs in London and had
engaged as temporary secretary a young *woman. She
was shy, rather pretty, and absorbed in a love affair with
a married man. I had written a book called Cakes and Ale
and, the typescript atriving one Saturday morning, I
asked her if she would be good enough to take it home
and correct it over the week-end. I meant her only to
make a note of mistakes in spelling that the typist might
have made and point eut errors occasioned by a hand-
writing that is not always easy to decipher. But she was
a conscientious young person and she took me more
literally than I intended. When she brought back the
typescript on Monday morning it was accompanied by
four foolscap shects of corrections. I must confess that
at the first glance I was a trifle vexed; but then I thought
that it would be silly of me not to profit, if I could, by the
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trouble she had taken and so sat me down to examine

them. I suppose the young woman had taken a coutse at
a secretarial college and she had gone through my nowel in

the same methodical way as her masters had gone through

her essays. The remarks that filled the four meat pages of
foolscap were incisive and severe. I could not but sur-

mise that the professor of English at the secretarial college

did not mince matters. He took a marked line, there

could be no doubt about that; and he did not allow that

there might be two opinlons about anything. His apt
pupil would have nothing to do with a preposition at the

end of a sentence. A mark of exclamation betokened, her

disapproval of a colloquial phrase. She had & fecling that

you must not use the same word twice on a page and she

was ready every time with a synonym to put in its place.

If I had indulged myself in the luxury of a sentence of
ten lines, she wrote: ‘Clarify this. Better break it up

into two or more periods.” When I had availed myself
of the pleasant pause that is indicated by a semi-colop,

she noted: ‘A full stop’; and if I had ventured upon

a colon she remarked stifigingly: ‘Obsplete.” But the

harshest stroke of all was her comment on what I thought

was rather a good joke: ‘Are you sure of your facts?’

Taking it all in all I am bound to conclude that the

professor at her college would not have given me very

high marks. ¢«

The second lesson I had was given me bya don, both
intelligent and charming, who happened to be staying
with me when I was myself correcting the typescript of
another book. He was good encugh to offer to read it.
I hesitated, because I knew that he judged from a stand-
point of excellence that is hard to attain; and though I was
aware that he had a profound knowledge of Elizabethan
literature, his inordinate admiration for Esther Waters
made me doubtful of his disceznment in the productions
of cur own day: no one could attach so great a value to
that work who had an intimate knowledge of the French
novel during the nincteenth century. But I was anxious
to make my book as good as I could and I hoped to
benefit by his criticisms. They were in point of fact

14



lenient. They interested me peculiatly because I inferred
that this was the way in which he dealt with the composi-
tions of undergtaduates. My don had, I think, a natural
gift for language, which it has been his business to culti-
vate; his taste appeared to me faultless. I was much struck
by his insistence on the force of individual words. He
liked the stronger word rather than the euphonious. To
give an example, I had written that a statue would be
placed in a certain squareand he suggested that I should
write: thestatue will stand. I had not done that because
my ear was offcnded by the alliteration. I noticed also
that he had a feeling that words should be used not only
to balance 4 sentence but to balance an idea. This is
sound, for an idea may lose its effect if it is delivered
abruptly; out it is a matter of delicacy, since it may well
lead to verbiage. Here a knowleige of stage dialogue
should help. An actor will sometimes say to an author:
‘Couldn’t you give me a word or two more in this
speech? It seems to take away all the point of my line
if I have nothing else to say.” As I listened to my don’s
remarks I could not but think how much better I shoyld
wyite now if in my youth I had had the advantage of such
sensible, broad-minded and kindly advice.

9

AS IT IS, I have had to teach myself. I have looked at
the storics I wrote when I was very young in ordet to dis-
cover what natural aptitude I had, my original stock-in-
trade, before I devcloped it by taking thought. The
manner had a superciliousness that perhaps my years
excused and an irascibility that was a defect of nature;
but I am speaking ndw only of the way in which I
expressed myself. It scems to me that I had a natural
lucidity and a knack for writing easy dialogue.

When Henry Arthur Jones, then a well-known play-
wright, read my first novel, he told a friend that in due
course I should be one of the most successful dramatists
of the day. I suppose he saw in it directness and an
cffective way of presenting a scene that suggested a sense
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of the theatre. My language was commonplace, my
vocabulary limited, my grammar shaky and my phrascs °
hackneyed. But to write was an instine. that seemgd as
natural to me as to breathe, and I did not stop to consider
if I wrote well or badly. It was not till some years later
that it dawned upon me that it was a delicate art that must
be painfully acquired. The discovery was forced upon me
by the difficulty I found in getting my meaning down on
paper. I wrote dialogue fluently, but when it came to a
page of description I found myself entangled in all sorts
of quandaries. I would struggle for a couple of hours
over two ot three sentences that I could in no way manage
to straighten out. I made up my mind to tecach myself
how to write. Unfortunately I had no one to help me.
I made many mistakes. If I had had someone to guide
me like the charming-don of whom I spoke just now I
might have been saved much time. Such a one might
have told me that such gifts as I had lay in one direction
and that they must be cultivated in that direction; it was
useless to try to do something for which I had no aptitude.
But at that time a florid prose was admiged. Richness of
texture was sought by means of a jewelled phrase and
sentences stiff with exotic epithets: the ideal was a brocade
so hcavy with gold that it stood up by itsclf. The
intelligent yonng read Walter Pater with enthusiasm. My
common sense suggested to me that it was anemic stuff;
behind those elaborate, gracious periods I was conscious
of a tired, wan personality. I was young, lusty and
energetic; I wanted fresh air, action, violence, and I found
it hard to breathe that dead, heavily-scented atmosphere
and sit in those hushed rooms in which it was indecorous
to speak above a whisper. But I would not ligten to my
common sense. I persuaded mysclf that this was the
height of culture and turned a scornful shoulder to the
outside world where men shouted and swore, played the
fool, wenched and got drunk. I read Intentiors and The
Picture of Dorian Gray. 1 was intoxicated by the colour
and rareness of the fantastic words that thickly stud the
pages of Salome. Shocked by the poverty of my own
vocabulary, I went to the British Museum with pencil and
16



paper and noted down the names of curious jewels, the
Biyzantine hues of old enamels, the sensual feel of tex-
tiles,,,and madd elaborate sentences to bring them in.
Fortunately I could never find an opportunity to use them
and they lie ¢here yet in an old note-book ready for anyone
who has.a mind to write nonsense. It was generally
thought then that the Authorized Version of the Bible
was the greatest piece of prose that the English language
has produced. I read it duligently, especially the Song of
Solomon, jotting down for future use turns of phrase
that struck me and making lists of unusual or beautiful
wotds. I studied Jeremy Taylor’s Holy Dying. In order
to assimilatehis style I copied out passages and then tried
to write them down from memory.

The .rst fiuit of this labour was a little book about
Andalusia called The Land of the Blessed Virgin. I had
occasion to read parts of it the other day. I know
Andalusia a great deal better than I knew it then, and
I have changed my mind about a good many things of
which I wrote. Since it has continued in America to have
a small sale it occurred to me that it might be worth while
to revise it. I soon saw that this was impossible. The
bdok was writtcn by someone I have completely for-
gotten. It bored me to distraction. But what 1 am con-
cerned with is the prose, for it wis as an exgrcise in style
that T wrote it. It is wistful, allusive and elaboiate. It has
neither case not spontancity. It smells of hot-house plants
and Sunday dinner like theair in the greenhouse that leads
out of the dining-room of a big house in Bayswater. There
arc a great many melodious adjectives. The vocabulary is
sentimental. It does not remind one of an Italian brocade,
with its rich pattern Qf gold, but of a curtain material
designed by Burne-Jones and reproduced by Motris.

I0

I DO NOT know whether it was a subconscious feeling
that this sott of writing was contrary to my bent or a
naturally methodical cast of mind that led me then to turn
my attention to the writers of the Augustan Period. The
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prose of Swift enchanted me. I made up my mind that
this was the perfect way to write and I sta‘rted to work on
him in the same way as I had done with'Jeremy Taylor.
I chose The Tale of a Tub. It is said that when the Dean
re-read it in his old age he cried: “What genius I had
then!’ To my mind his genius was better shows in other
works. It is a tiresome allegory and the irony is facile.
But the style is admirable. I cannot imagine that English
can be better written. Iere are no flowery periods,
fantastic turns of phrase or high-flown imaggs. It is a
civilized prose, natural, discreet and pointed. There is
no attempt to surprise by an gxtravagant vocabulary, It
looks as though Swift made do with the first word that
came to hand, but since he had an acute and logical brain
it was always the right one, and he put it in the right
place. The strength afid balance of his sentences are due
to an exquisite taste. As I had done before I copied
passages and then tried to write them out again from
memory. I tried altering words or the order in which
they were set. I found that the only possible words were
those Swift had used and that the order i which he had
placed them was the only possible order. It is an
impeccable prose.

But perfection has one grave defect: it is apt to be
dull. Swift’s -Prose is like a French canal, bordcred with
poplars, that’runs through a gracious and undulating
country. Its tranquil charm fills you with satisfaction,
but it neither excites the emotions nor stimulates the
imagination. You go on and on and presently you are a
trifle bored. So, much as you may admire Swift’s
wonderful lucidity, his terscness, his naturalness, his lack
of affectation, you find your attention wandering after a
while unless his matter peculiarly interests you. oI think
if I had my time over again I would give to the prose of
Dryden the close study I gave to that of Swift. I did not
come across it till I had lost the inclination to take so
much pains. The prose of Dryden is delicious. It has
not the perfection of Swift nor the casy elegance of
Addison, but it has a springtime gaiety, a conversational
ease, a blithe spontaneousness that are enchanting.
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Dryden was a very good poet, but it is not the general
opinion that heyhad a lyrical quality; it is strange that it
is just this that 8ings in his softly sparkling prose. Prose
had never been written in England like that before; it has
seldom beeh written like that since. Dryden flourished
at a2 happy moment. He had in his bones the sonorous
periods and the baroque massiveness of Jacobean lan-
guage and under the influence of the nimble and well-bred
felicity that he learnt from the French he turned it into an
instrument that was fit not ofily for solemn themes but
also to express the light thought of the passing moment.
Ile.was the first of the rogpco artists., 1f Swift reminds
you of a French canal, Dryden recalls an English river
winding its cheerful way round hills, through quietly
busy towns and by nestling villages, pausing now in a
noble rcach and then running powerfully through a
woodland country. It is alive, varied, windswept; and
it has the pleasant open-air smell of LEngland.

The work I did was certainly very good for me. I
began to write better; I did not write well. I wrote stiffly
and sclf-consciously. I tricd to get a pattern into my
sentences, but did not see that the pattern was evident.
I took care how I placed my words, but did not reflect
that an order that was natural at the beginning of the
eighteenth ccntury was most unnatural at the beginning
of ours. My attempt to write in the manner &f Swift made
it impossible for me to achicve the cffect of inevitable
rightness that was just what I so much admired in him.
I then wrote a number of plays and ceased to occupy
mysclf with anything but dialogue. 1t was not till five
years had passed that I sct out again to write a novel. By
then I no longer had apy ambition to be a stylist; I put
aside all thought of fine writing. I wanted to write with-
out any frills of languhge, in as bare and unaffected a
manner as I could. I had so much to say that I could
afford to waste no words. I wanted merely to set down
the facts. I began with the impossible aim of using no
adjectives at all. I thought that if you could find the
exact term a qualifying epithet could be dispensed with.
As I saw it in my mind’s eye my book would have the
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appearance of an immensely long telegram in which for
economy’s sake you had left out every word that was not’
necessary to make the sense clear. Ihavd not read it,since
I corrected the proofs and do not know how near I came
to doing what I tried. My impression is thatit is written
at least more naturally than anything I had written before;
but I am sure that it is often slipshod and I daresay there
are in it a good many mistakes in grammar.

Since then I have written many other books; and
though ceasing my methodical study of the @ld masters
(for though the spurit is willing, the flesh is weak), 1 have
continued with increasing assiduity to try to write bester.
I discovered my limitations and it secmed to me that
the only sensible thing was to aim at what excellence I
could within them. I knew that 1 had no lyrical quality.
1 bad a small vocabulary and no efforts that I could make
to enlarge it much availed mec. 1 had little gift of meta-
phor; the original and striking simile seldom occurred to
me. Poetic flights and the great imaginative sweep were
beyond my powers. I could admire them in others as I
could admire their far-fetcitd tropes anduthe unusual but
suggestive language in which they clothed their thoughts
but my -own 1nvention never presented me with such
embellishments; and I was tired of trying to do what did
not come easily to me.* On the other hand, I had an acute
power of obskrvation and 1t seemed to me that I could sce
a great many things that other people missed. I could
put down in clear terms what I saw. I had a logical sense,
gnd if no great feeling for the richness and strangeness of
wotds, at all events a lively apprtciation of their sound.
I knew that I should never write as well as I could wish,
but I thought with pains I could arrive at writing as well
as my natutal defects allowed. + On taking theught it
secmed to me that I must aim at lucidity, simplicity and
euphony. I have put these thrce qualities in the order
of the importance I assigned to them.

II
I HAVE NEVER had much patience mtﬁﬁ?
A
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Who claim from the reader an effort to understand their
meaning. You Have only to go to the great philosophers
to seo that it is possible to express with lucidity the most
subtle reflections. You may find it difficult to understand
the thought*of Hume, and if you have no philosophical
training its implications will doubtless escape you;
but no one with any education at all can fail to under-
stand exactly what the meaning of each sentence is.
Few people have written English with more grace than
Berkeley. There ate two sotts of obscurity that you find
in writers. One is due to negligence and the other to wil-
fulness. People often writegobscurely because they have
never taken the trouble to learn to write clearly. This sort
of obscuritv you find too often in modern philosophers, in
men of science, and even in literary critics. Here it is
indced strange. You would have tBought that men who
passed their lives in the study of the great masters of
litcrature would be sufficiently sensitive to the beauty of
language to write if not beautifully at least with perspi-
cuity. Yct you will find in their works sentence after
sentence that you must read twice to discover the sensg.
Often you can only guess at it, for the writers have
evidently not said what they intended.

Another cause of obscurity is L{:at the writer is himself
not quite sure of his meaning. He has a vague impression
of what he wants to say, but has not, citherfrom lack of
mental power or from laziness, exactly formulated it in
his mind and it is natural enough that he should not find
a precise expression for a confused idea. This is due
largcly to the fact that many writers think, not before,
but as they write. The pen originates the thought. The
disadvantage of this, agd indced it is a danger against
which the author mustibe always on his guard, is that
there is a sort of magic in the written word, The idea
acquires substance by taking on a visible nature, and then
stands in the way of its own clarification. But this sort of
obscurity merges very easily into the wilful. Some
writers who do not think clearly are inclined to suppose
that their thoughts have a significance greater than at
first sight appears. It is flattering to believe that they
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are too profound to be expressed so clearly that all
who run may read, and very naturally § does not ‘occur’
to such writers that the fault is with their own minds
which have not the faculty of precise reflection. Here
again the magic of the written word obtains. It is
very casy to persuade oneself that a phrase that one
does not quite understand may mean a great deal more
than one realizes. From this there is only a little way to
go to fall into the habit of setting down one’s impressions
in all their original vagueness. Fools can always be found
to discover a hidden sense in them. There is another
form of wilful obscurity thag masquerades as aristocratic
exclusiveness. The author wraps his meaning in mystery
so that the vulgar shall not participate in it. His soul
is a secret garden into which the elect may penctrate only
after overcoming a fwumber of perilous obstacles. But
this kind of obscurity is not only pretentious; it is short-
sighted. For time plays it an odd trick. If the sense is
meagre time reduces it to a meaningless verbiage that no
one thinks of reading. This is the fate that has befallen the
lucubrations of those Frenth writers who were seduced
by the example of Guillaume Apollinaire. But occasion-
ally it throws a sharp cold light on what had seemcd pro-
found and thus discloses the fact that these contortions of
language disguised very commonplace notions. There are
few of Mallkrmé’s poems now that are not clear; one
cannot fail to notice that his thought singularly lacked
originality. Some of his phrases were beautiful; the
t@il'xaat:e::ials of his verse were the poetic platitudes of his
y.

12

SIMPLICITY IS not such an obvious meritas Jucidity. I
have aimed at it because I have no gift for richness.
Within limits I admirc richness in others, though I find it
difficult to digest in quantity. I can read onc page of
Ruskin with dclight, but twenty only with weariness.
The rolling pcriod, the stately epithet, the noun rich in
poetic associations, the subordinate clauses that give the
22



sentence weight and magnificence, the grandeur like that
of wave following wave in the open sea; there is no doubt
that ig all this thkre is something inspiting. Words thus
strung togethet fall on the ear like music. The appeal is
sensuous rather than intellectual, and the beauty of the
sound leads you easily to conclude that you need not
bother about the meaning. But words are tyrannical
things, they exist for their meanings, and if you will not
pay attention to these, you cannot pay attention at all.
Your mind wanders. This kiud of writing demands a
subject that will suit it. It is surely out of place to write in
the grand style of inconsiderable things. No one wrote in
this manner.with greater success than Sir Thomas
Browne, but even he did not always escape this pitfall. In
the last chapter of Hydriotaphia the matter, which is the
destiny of man, wondectfully fits the baroque splendour of
the language, and here the Norwich doctor produced a
picce of prose that has never been surpassed in our
litgrature; but when he describes the finding of his urns in
the same splendid manner the effect (at least to my taste) is
less happy. When a modern weiter is grandiloquent to tell
you whether or no a little trollop shall hop into bed
with a commonplace young man you are right to be
disgusted.

Butif richness needs gifts witl which everyone is not
endowed, simplicity by no means comes by#nature. To
achieve it needs rigid discipline. So far as I know ours
is the only language in which it has been found necessary
to give a name to the picce of prose which is described
as the purple patch; it Would not have been necessary
to do so unless it were characteristic. English prose is
elaborate rather than simple. It was not always so.
Nothing,could be moredracy, straightforward and alive
than the prosc of Shakespeare; but it must be remembered
that this was dialogue written to be spoken. We do not
know how he would have written if like Cotneille he had
composed prefaces to his plays. It may be that they would
have been as cuphuistic as the letters of Queen Elizabeth.
But carlier prose, the prose of Sir Thomas More, for
instance, is neither ponderous, flowery nor oratorical. It
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smacks of the English soil. To my mind King James’s
Bible has been a very harmful influence ¢:n English'prose.
I am not so stupid as to deny its gréat beauty.s It is
majestical. But the Bible is an oriental book. Its alien
imagery has nothing to do with us. Those hyperboles,
those luscious metaphors, are foreign to our genius. 1
cannot but think that not the least of the misfortunes that
the Secession from Rome brought upon the spiritual life
of our country is that this work for so long a period
became the daily, and witn many the only, reading of our
people. Those rhythms, that powerful vocabulary, that
grandiloquence, became part and parcel of the natjonal
sensibility. The plain, honest English spcech was over-
whelmed with ornament. Blunt Englishmen twisted
their tongues to speak like Hebrew prophets. There was
evidently something-in the English temper to which this
was congenial, perhaps a native lack of precision in
thought, perhaps a naive dclight in fine words for their
own sake, an innate eccentricity and love of embroidexry,
I do not know; but the fact remains that ever since,
English prose has had to“struggle agawst the tendency
to luxuriance. When from time to tune the spirit of the
language has reasserted itsclf, as it did with Dryden and
the writers of Qucen Anne, it was only to be submerged
once moresby the pompositics of Gibbon and Dr.
Johnson. Vrhen English prose recovered simplicity with
Hazlitt, the Shelley of the letters and Charles Lamb at his
best, it lost it again with de Quincey, Carlyle, Meredith
and Walter Pater. It is obvious that the grand style is
more striking than the plain. Indeed many pcople think
that a style that does not attract notice is not style. They
will admire Walter Pater’s, but will read an essay by
Matthew Arnold without giving 2 moment’s attention to
the elegance, distinction and sobriety with which he set
down what he had to say.

The dictum that the style is the man is well known.
It is one of those aphorisms that say too much to meana
great deal. Where is the man in Goethe, in his bird-like
lyrics or in his clumsy prose? And Hazlitt? But I supposc
that if a man has a confused mind he will write in a con-
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fused way, if his temper is capricious his prose will be
fantastical, and i he has a quick, darting intelligence that
is reminded by the matter in hand of a hundred things he
will, unless he has great self-control, load his pages with
metaphor ant] simile. There is a great difference between
the magniloquence of the Jacobean writets, who were
intoxicated with the new wealth that had lately been
brought into the language, and the turgidity of Gibbon
and Dr. Johnson, who were the victims of bad theories.
I can read, every word that Dr. Johnson wrote with
delight, for he had good sense, charm and wit. No one
could have written better if he had not wilfully set himself
to write in the grand style. He knew good English when
he saw it. No critic has praised Dryden’s prose more
aptly. He said of him that he appeared to have no art
other than that of expressing with clearness what he
thought with vigour. And one of his Lives he finished
with the words: “Whoever wishes to attain an English
style, familiar but not coarse, and clegant but not osten-
tatious, must give his days and nights to the volumes of
Addison.” But when he himself sat down to write it wag
with a very different aim. He mistook the orotund for
the“dignified. He had not the good breeding to see that
stmplicity and naturalness are the truest mark of dis-
tinction.

For to write good prose is an affair of good manners.
1t is, unlike verse, a civil art. Poetry is baroque. Baroque
is tragic, massive and mystical. It is elemental. Tt de-
mands depth and insight. I cannot but feel that the prose
writers of the baroque petiod, the authors of King James’s
Bible, Sitr Thomas Browne, Glanville, were poets who
had lost their way. Prose is a rococo art. It needs taste
rather than power, decorum rather than inspiration and
vigour rather than grandeur. Form for the poet is the bit
and the bridle without which (unless you are an acrobat)
you cannot ride your horse; but for the writer of prose it is
the chassis without which your car docs not exist. Itis not
an accident that the best prose was written when rococo,
with its elegance and moderation, at its birth attained its
greatest excellence. For rococo was evolved when
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baroque had become declamatory and the world, tired
of the stupendous, asked for restraint. fit was the hatural
expression of persons who valued *a civilized life.
Humour, tolerance and hotse-sense made the great
tragic issues that had preoccupied the first half of the
seventeenth century seem excessive. The world was a
more comfortable place to live in and perhaps for the
first time in centuries the cultivated classes could sit back
and enjoy their leisure. It has been said that good prose
should resemble the cofiversation of a well-bred man.
Conversation is only possible when men’s minds are
free from pressing anxiegies. Their lives must be
reasonably secure and they must have no grave concern
about their souls. They must attach importance to the
refinements of civilisation. They must value courtesy,
they must pay attentton to their persons (and have we not
also been told that good prose should be like the clothes
of a well-dressed man, appropriate but unobtrusiver),
they must fear to bore, they must be neither flippant ror
solemn, but always apt; and they must look upon
‘enthusiasm’ with a critical glance. This is a soil very
suitable for prose. It is not to be wondered at that it gave
a fitting Oﬁgortunity for the appearance of the best writer
of prose that our modern world has scen, Voltaire. The
wtiters of Bnglish, perhaps owing to the poetic nature of
the language, have seldom rcached the excellence that
seems to have come so naturally to him. It is in so far as
they have approached the ease, sobricty and precision of
the great French masters that they are admirable.

I3
WHETHER YOU ascribe impoYtance to euphpny, the last
of the three characteristics that I mentioned, must depend
on the sensitiveness of your ear. A great many readers,
and many admirable writers, are devoid of this quality.
Poets as we know have always made a great use of
alliteration. They are persuaded that the repetition of
a sound gives an effect of beauty. I do not think it
does so in prose. It seems to me that in prose allitera-
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tion should be used only for a special reason; when
used by accided¥ it falls on the ear very disagreeably. But
its adcidental ust is so common that one can only suppose
that the sound of it is not universally offensive. Many
writers without distress will put two rhyming words
together, join a monstrous long adjective to a monstrous
long noun, or between the end of one word and the
beginning of another have a conjunction of consonants
that almost breaks your jaw. These are trivial and
obvious imstances. I mention them only to prove that if
careful writers can do such things it is only because they
have no ear. Words have weight, sound and appearance;
it is only by considering these that you can write a
senten ¢ that is good to look at and good to listen
to.

I have read many books on Ehglish prose, but have
found it hard to profit by them; for the most part they
are vague, unduly theorctical, and often scolding. But
you cannot say this of Fowler’s Dictionary of English
Usage. It is a valuable work. I do not think anyone
writes so well that he canndt learn much from it. It is
liyely reading. Fowler liked simplicity, straightforward-
ness and common sense. Ie had no patience with pre-
tentiousness. He had a sound fegling that idiom was the
backbone of a language and he was all for the racy phrase.
He was no slavish admirer of logic and was Willing enough
to give usage right of way through the exact demesnes of
grammar. English grammar is very difficult and few
writers have avoided making mistakes in it. So heedful a
writer as Henry James, for instance, on occasion wrote so
ungrammatically that a schoolmaster, finding such errors
in a schoolboy’s essay, would be justly indignant. It is
necessary to know grimmar, and it is befter to write
grammatically than not, but it is well to remember that

is common specch formulated. Usage is the

only test. I would prefer a phrase that was easy and un-

affected to a phrase that was grammatical. One of the

differences between French and English is that in French

you can be grammatical with complcte naturalness, but in

English not invariably. It is a difficulty in writing English
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that the sound of the living voice dominates the look
of the printed word. I have given the niatter of style a
great deal of thought and have taken great pains. I have
written few pages that I feel I could not improve and far
too many that I have left with dissatisfaction Because, try
as I would, I could do no better. I cannot say of myself
what Johnson said of Pope: ‘He never passed a fault
unamended by indifference, nor quitted it by despair.’
I do not write as I want to; I write as I can.

But Fowler had no ear. He did not see that simplicity
may sometimes make concessions to euphony. I do not
think a far-fetched, an archaic, 0t even an affected word is
out of place when it sounds better than the blunt, obvious
one or when it gives a sentence a better balance. But, I
hasten to add, though I think you may without misgiving
make this concession* to pleasant sound, I think you
should make none to what may obscure your meaning.
Anything is better than not to write cleatly. There is
nothing to be said against lucidity, and against sim.
plicity only the possibility of dryness. This is a risk
that is well worth taking when you reflect how much
better it is to be bald than to wear a curly wig. But
there is in euphony a danger that must be considered. Tt
is very likely to be monotonous. When George Moore
began to write, his style was poor; it gave you the im-
pression that the wrote on wrapping paper with a blunt
pencil. But he developed gradually a very musical
English. He learnt to write sentences that fall away on
the ear with a misty languor and it delighted him so much
that he could never have enough of it. He did not escape
monotony. It is like the sound of water lapping a shingly
beach, so soothing that you presently cease to be sensible
of it. It is so mellifluous that you hanker for some harsh-
ness, for an abrupt dissonance, that will interrupt the
silky concord. I do not know how one can guadd against
this. I suppose the best chance is to have a more lively
faculty of botedom than one’s readers so that one is
wearicd before they are. One must always be on the
watch for mannerisms and when certain cadences come
too easily to the pen ask oneself whether they have not
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become mechanical. It is very hard to discover the exact
point where thq idiom one has formed to express oneself
has dost its taag. As Dr. Johnson said: ‘He that has
once studiously formed a style, rately writes afterwards
with complete ease’. Admirably as I think Matthew
Arnold’s style was suited to his particular purposes, I
must admit that his mannerisms are often irritating. His
style was an instrument that he had forged once for all;
it was not like the human hand capable of performing a
variety of actions.

If you could write lucidly, simply, euphoniously and
yetwith liveliness you would write perfectly: you would
write like Voltaire. And yet we know how fatal the
pursuit of livcliness may be: it may result in the tiresome
acrobatics of Meredith. Macaulay and Carlyle were in
their dihcrent ways arresting; but at the heavy cost of
naturalness. Their flashy effects distract the mind.
They destroy their persuasiveness; you would not believe
a,man was very intent on ploughing a furrow if he carried
a hoop with him and jumped through it at every other
step. A good style should shew no sign of effort. What is
written should seem a happy accident. I think no one in
Ffance now writes more admirably than Colette, and
such is the ease of her expression that you cannot bring
yoursclf to believe that she taked any trouble over it. I
am told that there are pianists who have a natural tech-
nique so that they can play in a manner that most
executants can achieve only as the result of unremitting
toil, and I am williug to bclieve that there are writers
who are equally fortuhate. Among them I was much
inclined to place Colette. I asked her. I was exceedingly
surpriscd to hear that she wrote everything over and over
again. She told me that she would often spend a whole
morning working upon a single page. But it does not
matter how one gets the effect of ease. For my part, if I
get it at all, it is only by strenuous effort. Nature seldom
provides me with the word, the turn of phrase, that is
appropriate without being far-fetched or commonplace.
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14

I HAVE read that Anatole France tried to use only the
constructions and the vocabulary of the writers of the
seventeenth century whom hc so greatly admired. I do
not know if it is true. If so, it may explain why there is
some lack of vitality in his beautiful and simple French,
-But simplicity is false when you do not say a thing
that you should say because you cannot say it in a
certain way. One should write in the manner of one’s
period. The language is alive and constantly changing; to
try to write like the authors of a distant past can only give
rise to artificiality, I should not hesitatc to use the
common phrases of the day, knowing that their vogue
was ephemeral, or slaag, though aware that in ten years
it might be incomprchensible, if they gave vividness and
actuality. If the style has a classical form it can support
the discreet use of a phrascology that has only a local and
temporary aptness. I would sooner a writer werc vulgar
than mincing; for life is vulgar, and it is life he seeks.

I think that we English authors hayg much to learn
from our fellow authors in Amecrica. For American
writing has escaped the tyranny of King James’s Bible
and Americaa writers have been less affected by the old
masters whose mode of writing is part of our culture.
They have formed their style, unconsciously perhaps,
more directly from the living specch that surrounds them;
and at its best it has a ditectness, a vitality and a drive that
give our more urbane manner an air of languor. It has
been an advantage to American writets, many of whom at
one time or another have been rcporters, that their
journalism has been written in a more trenchant, gervous,
graphic English than ours. For we read the newspaper
now as our ancestors rcad the Bible. Not without profit
cither; for the newspaper, especially when it is of the
popular sort, offers us a part of expericnce that we writers
cannot afford to miss. It is raw material straight from the
knacker’s yard, and we are stupid if we turn up our noscs
because it smells of blood and sweat. We cannot, how-
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ever willingly we would, escape the influence of this work-
aday prose. Butghe journalism of a period has very much
the sgme style; it might all have been written by the
same hand; it f§ impersonal. It is well to counteract
its effect by rgading of another kind. One can do this only
by keeping constantly in touch with the writing of an age
not too remote from one’s own. So can one have a
standard by which to test one’s own style and an ideal
which in one’s modern way one can aim at. For my part
the two writers I have found most useful to study for this
purpose are Hazlitt and Cardinal Newman. I would try
to itnitate neither. Hazlitt can be unduly rhetorical; and
somttimces his decoration iseas fussy as Victorian Gothic.
Newman can'be a triflc flowery. But at their best both are
admirable. Time has little touched their style; it is almost
contempu zary. Hazlitt is vivid, bracing and energetic; he
has strength and livcliness. You feel the man in his
hrascs, not the mean, querulous, disagreeable man that
e appeatcd to the world that knew him, but the man
within of his own idcal vision. (And the man within us
is as true in reality as the man, pitiful and halting, of our
outward seeming.) Newman had an exquisite grace,
music, playful sometimes and somctimes grave, a wood-
land beauty of phrase, dignity and mellowness. Both
wrote with extreme lucidity. Nesther is quite as simple
as the purest taste demands. Here I thi.flk Matthew
Arnold cxcels them. Both had a wonderful balance of
phrase and both knew how to write sentences pleasing to
the eye. Both had an ear of extreme sensitiveness.
If anyone could combine their merits in the manner
of writing of the present day he would write as well as it
is possible for anyone to write. .

1y

FROM time to time I have asked myself whether I

shauld have bcen a better writer if I had devoted my

whole life to literature. Somewhat early, but at what age I

cannot remember, I made up my mind that, having but

one life, I should like to get the most I could out of it. It
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did not serm t6 me enough metely to write. I wanted to
make a pattern of my life, in which writing would be an
essential element, but which would include all the pther
actjvities proper to man, and which death would in the
end round off in comfletc fulfilment. I had many dis-
abilities. I was small; I had endurance but little physical
strength; I stammered; I was shy; I had poor health. Ihad
no facility for games, which play so great a part in the
normal life of Englishmen; and I had, whether for any of
these reasons or from natvre I do not know, an instinctive
shrinking from my fellow men that has mad¢ it difficult
for me to enter into any familiarity with them. I have
loved individuals; I have never much cared for men if the
mass. I have none of that engaging come-hitherness that
makes people take to one another on first acquaintance.
Though in the courge of years I have learnt to assume
an air of heartiness when forced into contact with a
stranger, I have never liked anyonc at first sight. I do not
think I have ever addressed someone I did not know in
a railway carriage or spoken to a fellow-passenger on
board ship unless he first spoke to me. The weakness of
my flesh has prevented me from enjoying that com-
munion with the human race that is” engendered by
alcohol; long before I could reach the state of intoxication
that endbles so many, «nore happily constituted, to look
upon all mep as their brothers, my stomach has turned
upon me and I have been as sick as a dog. These are
grave disadvantages both to the writer and the man. I
have had to make the best of them. I have followed the
pattern I made with persistence. Ido not claim that it was
a perfect one. I think it was tke best that I could hope
for in the circumstances and with the very limited powers
that were granted to me by naturg.

Looking for the special function of man Aristotle
decided that since he shares growth with the plants and
perception with the beasts, and alone has a rational ele-
ment, his function is the activity of the soul. From this
he concluded, not as you would have thought sensible
that man should cultivate the three forms of activity
which he ascribed to him, but that he should pursue only
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that which is especial to him. Philosophers and moralists
have looked a¢ the body with misgiving. They have
pointed out that its satisfactions ate btrief. But a pleasure
is none the less a pleasure because it does not please for
ever. It is delightful to plunge into cold water on a hot,
day even though in a moment your skin is no longer sensi-
tive to the coldness. White is no whiter if it lasts for a year
or a day. I looked upon it then as part of the pattern I
was attempting to draw to experience all the pleasures of
sense. Thave not been afraid of excess: excess on occasion
is exhilarating, It prevents moderation from acquiring
the,deadening effect of a habit. It tonifies the system and
rests the nerves. The spirit is often most free when the
body is satiated with pleasure; indeed, sometimes the
stars shine more brightly seen from the gutter than from
the hultop. The keenest pleasure to which the body is
susceptible is that of sexual congress. I have known men
who gave up their whole lives to this; they are grown old
now, but I have noticed, not without surprise, that they
look upon them as well spent. It has been my misfortune
that a native fastidiousness has prevented me from
indulging as much in this particular delight as I might
have. I have cxercised moderation because I was hard to
please. When from time to time I have seen the persons
with whom the great lovers satishied their desires I have
been mote often astonished by the robustness of their
appetites than envious of their successes. It is obvious
that you need not often go hungry if you are willing to
dine off mutton hash and turnip tops.

Most pcople live haphazard lives subject to the
varying winds of fortune. Many are forced by the
situation in which thcy were born and the necessity of
carning a living to keep to a straight and narrow road
in which there is no possibility of turning to the right
ot to the left. Upon these the pattern is imposed. Life
itself has forced it on them. There is no reason why such
a pattern should not be as complete as that which anyone
has tried self-consciously to make. But the artist is in a2
privileged position. I usc the word artist, not meaning
to attach any measure of value to what he produces,
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but merely to signify someone who is occupied with
the arts. I wish 1 could find a better gword. Creator
is pretentious and scems to make a claim to originality
that can scldom be justified. Craftsman is not enough.
A carpenter is a craftsman, and though he may be in the
narrower sense an artist, he has not as a rule the freedom
of action which the most incompetent scribbler, the
oorest dauber, possesscs. The artist can within certain
imits make what he likes of his life. In other callings,
in medicine for instance or the law, you arc free to
choose whether you will adopt them or not, But having
chosen, you are free no longer. You ate bound by the
rules of your profession; a &andard of conduct is im-
posed upon you. The pattcrn is predetermined. It is only
the artist, and maybe the criminal, who can make his own.
Perhaps it was a natural sense of tidiness that engaged

me, when still so young, to design a pattern for my life;
perhaps it was due to something I discovered in myselt
about which I shall have a little to say later. The defect
of such an undertaking is that it may kill spontancity.
One great diffcrence between the persons of real life and
the persoms of fiction is that the persons of real lifc are
creatures of impulse. It has becn said that metaphysics
is the finding of bad rcasons for what we beclieve upon
instinct; and jt might be said also that in the conduct of
life we makec,use of dcliberation to justify ourselves in
doing what we want to do. And to surrender to impulse is
part of the pattern. I think a greater defect is that it leads
you to live too much in the future. 1 have long known
that this was a fault of mine and have in vain tried to
correct it. 1 have never, except by an effort of will, wished
that the passing moment might linger so that I could get
more enjoyment from it, for even when it has brought me
something I had immensely looked forward ‘to, my
imagination in the very moment of fulfilment has been
busy with the problematical delight of Whatezl:r was to
come. I have never walked down the south side of
Piccadilly without being all in a dither about what was
happening on the north. This is folly. The passing
+moment is all we can be sure of; it is only common sense
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to extract its utmost value from it; the future will one day
be the present anel will seem as unimportant as the present
does gow. But gommon sense avails me little. I do not
find the present unsatisfactory; I merely take it for
granted. Itisinterwoven in the pattern and what interests
me is what remains to come.

I have madc a great many mistakes. I have at times
fallen victim to a snare to which the writer is peculiatly
liable, the desite to carry out in my own life cettain
actions which I made the charasters of my invention do.
1 have attethpted things that were forcign to my nature
and obstinately persevered in them because in my vanity
I would not cpnfess myself btaten. I have paid too much
attention to the opinion of others. 1 have made sacrifices
to unworthy objects because I had not the courage to
inflict pai. 1 have committed follies. I have a sensitive
conscience, and 1 have done certain things in my life that
I am unable cntirely to forget; if I had been fortunate
enough to be a Catholic I could have delivered mysclf of
them at confession and after petforming the penance
imposcd reccived absolutioneand put them out of my
mind for ever. I have had to deal with them as my
common sense suggested. I do not regret them, for I
think it is because of my own grave faults that I have
learnt indulgence to others. It todk me a lopg time. In
youth I was harshly intolerant. I remember my indigna-
tion upon hcaring somcone make the remark, not an
original one, but new to me then, that hypocrisy was the
tribute that vice paid to virtue. I thought that oneshould
have the courage of one’s vices. I had ideals of honesty,
uprightness, truth; 1 was impatient not of human weak-
ness, but of cowardice, and 1 would make no allowances
for those who hedged and temporized. It never occurred
to me that no one stood in greater need of indulgence
than L.

16

AT FIRST sight it is curious that our own offences
should seem to us so much less heinous than the offences
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of others. I suppose the reason is that we know all the
circumstances that have occasioned theth and so manage
to excuse in ourselves what we cannotexcuse in dthers.
We turn our attention away from our own defects, and
when we are forced by untoward events to donsider them
find it easy to condone them. For all I know we are right
to do this; they are part of us and we must accept the good
and the bad in ourselves together. But when we come
to judge others it is not by ourselves as we really are that
we judge them, but by ah image that we havg formed of
ourselves from which we have left out everything that
offends our vanity or would discredit us in the eyes f the
wotld. To take a trivial instance: how scornful we are
when we catch someone out telling a lie; but who can say
that he has never told not one, but 2 hundred? We are
shocked when we discover that great men were weak and
petty, dishonest or selfish, scxually vicious, vain or
intemperate; and many people think it disgraceful to dis-
close to the public its heroes’ failings. There is not much
to choose between men. They are all a hotchpotch of
grcatness and littleness, of wirtue and vice, of nobility and

aseness. Some have more strength of character, or more
opportunity, and so in one direction or another five
their instincts freer play, but potentially they are the
same. For«ny part I' do not think I am any better or
any worse shan most people, but I know that if I set
down every action in my lifc and every thought that
has crossed my mind the world would consider me a
monster of depravity.

I wonder how anyone can have the face to condemn
others when he reflects upon his own thoughts. A great
part of our lives is occupiced in reverie, and the more
imaginative we arc, the more vatied and vivid this will be.
How many of us could face having our reveries auto-
matically registcred and set before us? We should be
overcome with shame. We should cry that we could not
realy be as mean, as wicked, as petty, as selfish, as
obscene, as snobbish, as vain, as sentimental, as that. Yet
surely our reverics are as much part of us as our actions,
and if there wete a being to whom our inmost thoughts
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were known we might just as well be held responsible for
them as for our deeds. Men forget the hotrible thoughts
that whader through their own minds, and are indignant
when they discover them in others. In Goethe’s Wahr-
heit und DicAtung he relates how in his youth he could
not bear the idea that his father was a middle-class lawyer
in Frankfurt. He felt that noble blood must flow in his
veins. So he sought to persuade himself that some prince
travelling through the city had met and loved his mother,
and that he was the offspting of the union. The editor of
the copy I read wrote an indignant footnote on the sub-
ject. Jt seemed to him unwogthy of so great a poet that
he should impugn the undoubted virtue of his mother in
order snobbishly to plume himself on his bastard aris-
tocracy. Of course it was disgraceful, but it was not
unnatural and I venture to say not®uncommon. There
must be few romantic, rcbellious and imaginative boys
who have not toyed with the idea that they could not be
the son of their dull and respectable father, but ascribe the
superiority they feel in themselves, according to their own
idiosyncrasies, to an unknowsf poet, great statesman or
ruling prince. The Olympian attitude of Goethe’s later
year$ inspires me with esteem; this confession arouses in
me a warmer feeling. Because a2 man can write great
works he is none the less 2 man.

It is, I suppose, these lewd, ugly, base®and selfish
thoughts, dwelling in their minds against their will, that
have tormented the saints when their lives were devoted
to good works and repentance had redeemed the sins of
their past. St. Ignatius Loyola, as we know, when he
went to Monserrat made a general confession and re-
ceived absolution; but he continued to be obsessed by a
sense of sin so that he wag6n the point of killing himself.
Till his conversion he had led the ordinary life of the
young man of good birth at that time; he was somewhat
vain of his appearance, he had wenched and gambled; but
at least on one occasion he had shown rare magnanimity
and he had always been honourable, loyal, generous and
brave. If peace was still denied him it looks as though it
was his thoughts that he could not forgive himself. It
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would be a comfort to know that even the saints were
thus afflicted. When I have seen the great ones’ of the
earth, so upright and dignified, sitting irfstate I havé often
asked myself whether at such moments they ever remem-
bered how their minds in solitude were sometimes occu-
pied and whether it ever made them uneasy to think of the
secrets that their subliminal self harboured. It seems to
me that the knowledge that these reveries are common to
all men should inspire one with tolerance to oncself as
well as to others. 1tis well also if they enable us to look
upon our fellows, even the most eminent and respectable,
with humour and if they lead us to take ourselves net too
seriously. When I have hcard judges bn the bench
moralizing with unction I have asked myself whether it
was possible for them to have forgotten their humanity
so completely as their words suggested. I have wished
that beside his bunch of flowers at the Old Bailey, his
lordship had a packet of toilet paper. It would remind
him that he was a man like any othcr.

17
J HAVE been called cynical. I have been accused of
making men out wogse than they are. I do not think I
have done this. All I have done is to bring into promin-
ence certaif} traits that many writers shut their eyes to. I
think what has chiefly struck me in human beings is their
lack of consistency. I have never seen people all of a
piece. It has amazed me that the most incongruous traits
should exist in the same person and for all that yield a
plausible harmony. I have often asked myself how
characteristics, seemingly irrcconcilable, can exist in the
same person. I have known cr%oks who wete capable of
self-sacrifice, sneak-thicves who were sweet-patured and
harlots for whom it was a point of honout tp give good
value for money. The only explanation I can, offer is that
so instinctive is each one’s conviction that he is unique in
the world, and privileged, that he feels that, however
wrong it might be for others, what he for his part does,
of not natural and right, is at least venial. The contrast
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that I have foupd in people has interested me, but I do
not think I have unduly emphasized it. ‘The censure that
has from time t® time been passed on me is due pethaps
to the fact that I have not expressly condemned what was
bad in the characters of my invention and praised what
was good. It must be a fault in me that I am not gravely
shocked at the sins of others unless they personally affect
me, and even when they do I have learnt at last generally
to excuse them. It is meet pot to expect too much
of others. «You should be grateful when they treat you
well, but unperturbed when they treat you ill. ‘For
evesy one of us,’ as the Athgnian Stranger said, ‘is made
pretty much What he is by the bent of lus desires and the
nature of his soul’ It is want of imagination that pre-
vents ne e from secing things from any point of view
but their own, and it 1s unreasonable to be angry with
them because they lack thus faculty.

I think I could be justly blamed if I saw only people’s
faults and were blind to their virtues. I am not conscious
that this is the case. There is nothing m re beautiful than
goodness and it has pleased e very often to show how
much of it thr re is in persons who by common standards
would be rclentlessly condemned. I have shown it
because I have scen it. It has segmed to me sometimes
to shine more brightly in them because it was surrounded
by the darkness of sin. I take the goodness ‘of the good
for granted and I am amused when 1 discover their derects
or their vices; I am touched when I see the goodness of
the wicked ard I am willing enough to shrug a tolerant
shoulder at their wickedness. I am not my brother’s
keeper. I cannot bring mysclf to judge my fellows; I am
content to observe them. My observation has led me to
believe that, all in all, there is not so much difference
between the good and the bad as the moralists would have
us belicve,

I have not on the whole taken people at their face
value. I do not know if this coolness of scrutiny has been
inherited from my fathers; they could hardly have been
successful lawyers if they had not possessed a shrewdness
that prevented them from being deceived by appearances;
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or il I owe it to the lack in me of that joyful uprush of
emotion on meecting people that makes many, as the
saying is, take their geese for swans. ¥t was certainly
encouraged by my training as a medical student. I did
not want to be a doctor. I did not want to‘be anything
but a writer, but I was much too shy to say so, and in
any case at that time it was unheard of that a2 boy of
cighteen, belonging to a tf;ﬁcctable family, should adopt
literature as a profession. The notion was so preposterous
that I never even drcamt of imparting it to anybody. I
had always supposed that I should enter the law, but my
three brothers, much older than I, were practising iteand
there did not seem room for me too. .

18

I LEFT school early. Ihad been unhappy at the prepara-
tory school to which I was sent on my father’s death
because it was at Canterbury and only six miles from
Whitstable of which my uncle and guardian was vicar.
It was an annex of the King’s School, an ancient founda-
tion, and to this when I was thirteen I duly went. After
I had got out of the lower forms, the masters of which
were frightening bulligs, I was contented cnough, and 1
was miserable when an illness forced me to spend a term
in the Soutl of France. My mother and her only sister
had died of tuberculosis and when it was found that my
lungs were affected my uncle and aunt were concerned.
I was placed at a tutor’s at Hyéres. When I went back
to Canterbury I did not like it so well. My friends had
made new friends. I was loncly. I had been moved
into a higher form in which, with three months lost, I
could not find my place. My form-master nagged me.
I persuaded my uncle that it would be very good for my
lungs if instead of staying at school I spent the following
winter on the Riviera and that it would be of valuc to me
after that to go to Germany and learn German. I could
continue to work there on the subjects which were
necessary for me to get into Cambridge. He was a weak
man and my arguments were specious. He did not
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much like me, for which I cannot blame him, since I do
not think I wasea likeable boy, and as it was my own
money that was being spent on my education, he was
willing enough to let me do as I chose. My aunt greatly
favoured my plan. She was herself German, penniless but
of noble bixt.g; her family had a coat of arms with sup-
porters and a great number of quarterings, of which
she was primly arrogant. I have related elsewhere how,
though but a poor clergyman’s wife, she would not call
on the wife of an opulent banker who had taken a house
for the summer neatby because he was in trade. It was
she who arranged that I should go to a family in Heidel-
berg"whom she had heard &f through her relations in
Munich.

But when I came back from Germany, aged eighteen,
I had vty dedided views of my owg about my future. I
had been happier than ever before. I had for the first
time tasted freedom and I could not bear the thought of
going to Cambridge and being subjected once mote to
restraint. I felt myself a man and 1 had a great eagerness
to enter at once upon life. ] felt that there was nota
moment to waste. My uncle had always hoped that 1
would go intu the church, though he should have known
that, stammering as I did, no profession could have been
more unsuitable; and when I told him that I wouldn’t,
he accepted with his usual indifference my refusal to
go to Cambridge. I still remember the rather absurd
arguments that were held about the calling I should adopt.
A suggestion was made that I should become a civil
servant and my uncle wrote to an old Oxford friend of his
who held an important position in the Home Office for
his advice. It was that, owing to the system of examina-
tions and the class of pegsons it had introduced into the
government service, it was now no place for a gentleman.
That settled that. It was finally decided that I should
become a doctor.

The medical profession did not interest me, but
it gave me the chance of living iz, London and so
. gaining the experience of life that I hankered after. I
entered St. Thomas’s Hospital in the autumn of 1892, 1
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found the first two years of the curriculum very dull and
gave my work no more attention than.was necessary to
stc:aape through the examinations. I was an unsatisfactory
student. But I had the freedom I yearned for. I liked
having lodgings of my own, where I could be by myself;
I took pride in making them pretty and comfortable. All
my spare time, and much that I should have dcvoted to
my medical studies, I spent reading and writing. I read
enormously; I filled note-books with ideas for stories and
plays, scraps of dialogue and reflections, very ingenuous
ones, on what my reading and the various’ experiences
that I was undergoing suggested to me. I entered little
into the life of the hospital and made few friends there,
for I was occupied with other things; but when, after two
years, I became a clerk in the out-patient’s departments
I began to grow intcrested. In duc course I started to
work in the wards and then my interest so much increased
that when I caught septic tonsillitis through doing a post-
mortem on a corpse that was in an unreasonable state of
decomposition and had to take to my bed, I could not
wait to get well to resume my duties. I had to attend a
certain number of confinements to ggt a certificate and
this meant going into the slums of Lambeth, often into
foul courts that the police hesitated to enter, but in which
my black bag amply- protected me: 1 found the work
absorbing. For a short period I was on accident duty day
and night to give first aid to urgent cases. It left me tired
out but wonderfully exhilarated.

19
FOR HERE I was in contact with what I most wanted,
life in the raw. In thosc three ygars I must have witnessed
pretty well every emotion of which man ig capable. It
appealed to my dramatic instinct. It excited the novelist
in me. Even now that forty years have passed I can
remember certain people so exactly that I gould draw a
picture of them. Phrases that I heard then still linger on

my ears. Isaw how men died. I saw how they bore pain.
I saw what hope looked like, fear and relief; I saw the
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datk lines that despair drew on a tacc; I saw coutage and
steadfastness. I 8aw faith shine in the eyes of those who
trusted in what § could only think was an illusion and I
saw the gallantry that made a man greet the prognosis of
death with aa ironic joke because he was too proud to let
those about him see the tetror of his soul.

At that time (a time to most people of sufficient ease,
when peace seemed certain and prosperity secute) there
was a school of writers who enlarged upon the moral
value of suffering. They claimed that it was salutary.
They claimed that it increased sympathy and enhanced the
sensipilities. They claimed that it opened to the spirit new
avenues of beauty and enabfed it to get into touch with
the mystical kingdom of God. They claimed that it
strengthened the character, putified it from its human
grossness and brought to him whe did not avoid but
sought it a more perfect happiness. Several books on
these lines had a great success and their authors, who
lived in comfortable homes, had threc meals a day and
wete in robust health, gained much reputation. I set
down in my note-books, not once or twice, but in a2 dozen
places, the facts that I had scen. 1 knew that suffering
did*not ennoble; it degraded. It made men selfish, mean,
petty and suspicious. It absorbed them in small things.
It did not make them more than men; it made them less
than men; and I wrote ferociously that we lgarn resigna-
tion not by our own suffcting, but by the suffering of
othets.

All this was a valuable cxpetience to me. Ido not
know a better training for a writer than to spend some
years in the medical profession. Isuppose that you can
learn a good deal about human nature in a solicitor’s
office; but there on the whole you have to deal with men
in full control of themselves. They lic pethaps as much
as they lig to the doctor, but they lic mote consistently,
and it may be that for the solicitor it is not so necessary to
know the truth. The intetests he deals with, besides, are
usually material. He sces human nature from a specialized
standpoint. But the doctor, especially the hospital doctor,
sees it bare, Reticences can generally be undermined;

124



very often there are none. Fear for the most part will
shatter every defence; even vanity is unnérved by it. Most
people have a furious itch to talk about themselves and
are restrained only by the disinclination of others to listen.
Reserve is an artificial quality that is developed in most
of us but as the result of innumerable rebuffs. The doctor
is discrect. It is his business to listen and no details are
too intimate for his ears.

But of course human nature may be displayed before
you and if you have no: the eyes to see you will learn
nothing. If you are hidebound with prejudice, if your
temper is sentimental, you can go through the wargds of
a hospital and be as ignoraht of man at the end as you
were at the beginning. If you want to get any benefit
from such an experience you must have an open mind and
an interest in human beings. I look upon myself as very
fortunate in that though 1 have never much liked men I
have found them so interesting that I am almost incapable
of being bored by them. 1 do not particularly want to talk
and I am very willing to listen. I do not care if people are
interested in me or not. L have no desire to impart any
knowledge I have to others nor do I feel the need to
correct them if they are wrong. You can get a great deal
of entertainment out of tedious people if you keep your
head. I remember being taken for a drive in a foreign
country by 3 kind lady who wanted to show me round.
Her conversation was composed cntircly of truisms
and she had so large a vocabulary of hackneyed phrases
that I despaired of remembering them. But one remark
she made has stuck in my memory as have few witticisms;
we passed a row of little houses by the sea and she said
to me: “Those are week-end bungalows, if you under-
stand what I mean; in other words they’rc bungalows that
people go to on Saturdays and leave on Mondays.” I
should have been sorry to miss that.

I do not want to spend too long a time with boring
peuple, but then I do not want to spend too long a time
with amusing ones. I find socizl intercourse fatiguing.
Most persons, I think, are both exhilarated and rested by
conversation; to me it has always been an effort. When
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1 was young ang stammered, to talk for long singularly
exhausted me, and even now that I have to some extent
cured myself, it & a strain. It is a relief to me when I can
get away and read a book.

20

I WOULD not claim for a moment that those years I
spent at St. Thomas’s Hospital gave me a complete know-
ledge of human nature. I do not suppose anyone can hope
to have that. I have been studying it, consciously and
suboonsciously, for forty years and 1 still find men
unaccountable; people I know intimately can surprise me
by some action of which I never thought them capable
or by th. discovery of some trait exhibit a side of them-
selves that I never even suspected. 1t is possible that my
training gave me a warped vicw, for at St. Thomas’s the
petsons I came in contact with were for the most part sick
and poor and ill-educated. I have tried to guard against
this, I have tried also to guard against my own pre-
possessions. I have no naturaltrust in others. Iam more
inclined to expect them to do ill than to do good. That is
the price one has to pay for having a sense of humour. A
sense of humour leads you to take pleasure in the dis-
crepancies of human nature; it leads you to mistrust great
professions and look for the unworthy moté#ve that they
conceal; the disparity between appearance and reality
diverts you and you are apt when you cannot find it to
create it. You tend to close your eyes to truth, beauty
and goodness because they give no scope to your sense
of the ridiculous. The humorist has a quick eye for the
humbug; he does not always recognize the saint. But if
to see men one-sidedly i$ a heavy price to pay for a scnse
of humour there is a compensation that has a value too.
You are not angry with people when you laugh at them.
Humour teaches tolerance, and the humorist, with a smile
and perhaps a sigh, is more likely to shrug his shoulders
than to condemn. He does not moralize, he is content to
understand; and it is true that to understand is to pity
and forgive.
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But I must admit that, with these reservations that 1
have tried always to remember, the experience of all
the years that have followed has only confirmed the
observations on human nature that I made, not deliber-
ately, for I was too young, but unconsciously, in the out-
patients’ departments and in the wards of St. Thomas’s
Hospital. Ihave secn men since as I saw them then, and
thus have I drawn them. It may not be a true picture and
I know that many have thought it an unpleasant one. It
is doubtless partial, for naturally I have scen men through
my own idiosyncrasies. A buoyant, optimistic, healt%y
and sentimental person would have seen the rame
people quite differently. I can only claim to have seen
them coherently. Many writers seem to me not to observe
at all, but to create their characters in stock sizes from
images in their owrf fancy. They are like draughtsmen
who draw their figures from recollections of the antique
and have never attempted to draw from the living
model. At their best they can only give living shape to
the fantasies of their own minds. If their minds are noble
they can give you noble flgures and perhaps it does not
matter if they lack the infimte complication of common
life. X

I have always worked from the living model. I
remember that once in the Dissccting Room when I was
going over sny ‘part’ with the Demonstrator, he asked
me what some nerve was and I did not know. He told
me; whereupon I remonstrated, for it was in the wrong
place. Nevertheless he insisted that it was the nerve 1
had been in vain looking for. I complained of the
abnormality and he, smiling, said that in anatomy it was
the normal that was uncommon. I was only annoyed at
the time, but the remark sank into my mind and since
then it has been forced upon me that it was true of man as
well as of anatomy. The normal is what c&ou find but
rarely. The normal is an ideal. It is a pictuire that one
fabricates of thc average characteristics of men, and to
find them all in a single man is hardly to be expected.
It is this false picturc that the writers I have spoken
of take as their model and it is because they desctibe
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what is so excgptional that they seldom achieve the
effect of life. Selfishness and kindliness, idealism and
sensuality, vanity, shyness, disinterestedness, courage.
laziness, neryousness, obstinacy, and diffidence, they can
all exist in a single person and form a plausible harmony.
It has taken a long time to persuade readers of the truth
of this.

I do not suppose men in past centuries were any
different from the men we know, but they must surely
have appeared to their contemporarics more of a piece
than they do to us now, or writers would not have
thuserepresented them. It segmed reasonable to describe
every man in his humour. The miser was nothing but
miserly, the fop foppish, and the glutton gluttonous.
It never « ~mured to anyone that the miser might be
foppish and gluttonous; and yct we $ce constantly people
who are; still less, that he might be an honest and upright
man with a disinterested zeal for public service and a
genuine passion for art. When novelists began to disclose
the diversity that they had found in themselves or seen
in others they were accused® of maligning the human
race. So far .s I know the first novelist who did this
with deliberate intention was Stendhal in Le Rouge et
le Noir. Contemporary criticism was outraged. Even
Saintc-Beuve, who needed only to look into his own
heart to discover what contrary qualities®could exist
side by side in some kind of harmony, took him to task.
Julien Sorcl is one of the most interesting characters
that a novelist has ever created. I do not think that
Stendhal has succeeded in making him entirely plausible,
but that, I bclieve, is due to causes that I shall mention
in another part of this book. For the first three-quarters
of the novel he is petfectly consistent. Sometimes he
fills you with horror; somctimes he is entirely sympathetic;
but he has an inner coherence, so that though you often
shudder you accept.

But it was long before Stendhal’s example bore fruit.
Balzac, with all his genius, drew his characters after the
old models. He gave them his own immense vitality
so that you accept them as real; but in fact they are
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humours as definitely as are the charactegs of old comedy.
His people are unforgettable, but they are seen from
the standpoint of the ruling passion tiat affected those
with whom they were brought in contact. ILsuppose it is
a natural prepossession of mankind to take people as
though they were homogeneous. It is evidently less
trouble to make up one’s mind about a man one way or
the other and dismiss suspense with the phrase, he’s one of
the best or he’s a dirty dog. Itis disconcerting to find that
the saviour of his country may be stingy or that the poet
who has opened new horizons to our consciousness
may be a snob. Our natusal egoism leads us to judge
people in their relation to ourselves. We want them
to be certain things to us, and for us that is what they
are; because the rest of them is no good to us, we ignore
it.

These reasons pethaps explain why there is so greata
disinclination to accept the attempts to portray man with
his incongruous and diverse qualities and why pcople
turn away with dismay when candid biographers reveal
the truth about famous pefsons. It is distrcssing to think
that the composer of the quintet in the Meistetsinger was
dishonest in money matters and treacherous to those who
had benefited him. But it may be that he could not have
had great qualities if he had not also had great failings. 1
do not belidve they are right who say that the defects of
famous men should be ignored; I think it is better that we
should know them. Then, though wc are conscious of
having faults as glaring as theirs, we can belicve that that
1s no hindrance to our achicving also something of their
virtues.

21

BESIDES TEACHING me something abput human
nature my training in a medical school furnished me with
an elementary knowledge of science and scientlfic method.
Till then I had been concerned only with art and litera-
ture. It was a very limited knowlcdge, for the demands
of the curriculum at that time were small, but at all
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events it showed me the road that led to a regton of which
I was completely ignorant. I grew familiar with certain
principles. Thescientific world of which I thus obtained
a cursory glimpse was rigidly materialistic and because its
conceptions coincided with my own prepossessions I
embraced them with alacrity: ‘For men,’ as Pope ob-
served, ‘let them say what they will, never approve
any other’s sense, but as it squares with their own.” I
was glad to learn that the mind of man (himself the
product of natural causes) was a function of the brain
subject like the rest of his body to the laws of cause and
effect and that these laws gwere the same as those that
governed the movements of star and atom. I exulted
at the thought that the universe was no more than a vast
machine in which every event was determined by a
preceding svent so that nothing ould be other than it
was. These conceptions not only appealed to my
dramatic instinct; they filled me besides with a very
delectable sense of liberation. With the ferocity of youth
I welcomed the hypothesis of the Survival of the Fittest.
It gave me much satisfactiofl to learn that the earth was
a speck of mud whitling round a second-rate star which
was gradually cooling; and that evolution, which had
produced man, would by forging him to adapt himself to
his environment deprive him of all the qualities he had
acquired but those that were necessary to enable him to
combat the increasing cold till at last the planet, an icy
cinder, would no longer support even a vestige of life.
I belicved that we were wretched puppets at the mercy
of a ruthless fate; and that, bound by the inexorable laws
of natute, we were doomed to take part in the ceaseless
struggle for existence with nothing to look forward to
but inevitable defeat. I learnt that men were moved by
a savage egoism, that love was only the dirty trick nature
played on us to achieve the continuation of the species,
and I decided that, whatever aims men set themselves,
they were deluded, for it was impossible for them to aim
at anything but their own sclfish plezsures. When once
I happened to do a friend a good turn (for what reasons,
since I knew that all our actions were purelv selfish, I did
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not stop to think) and wanting to shoy his gratitude
(which of course he had no business to feel, for my
apparent kindness was rigidly determined) he asked me
what I would like as a present, I answered without
hesitation Herbert Spencer’s First Principles. I read
it with complacency. But I was impatient of Spencer’s
maudlin belief in progress: the world I knew was going
from bad to worse and I was as pleased as Punch at the
thought of my remote descendants, having long forgotten
art and science and handicraft, cowering skin-clad in
caverns as they watched the approach of the cold and
eternal night. I was violently pessimistic. All the same,
having abundant vitality, I was getting on the whole a
lot of fun out of life. I was ambitious to make 2 name for
myself as a writer. I exposed mysclf to every vicissitude
that scemed to offcr*a chance of gaining the greater
expericnce that I wanted and 1 read everything 1 could
lay my hands on.

22

I LIVED at this time in a group of young men who
had by nature gifts that secmed to me much superior 'to
mine. They could write and draw and compose with
a facility’ that aroused my envy. They had an appre-
ciation of arw and a critical instinct that I despaired of
attaining. Of these some died without fultilling the
promise I thought they had and the rest have lived on
without distinction. I know now that all they had was
the natural creativity of youth. To write prosc and versc,
to hammer out little tunes on the piano and to draw and
paint, are instinctive with a great many young persons.
It 15 a form of play, due mercly to the exubcrance of
their years, and is no more significant than a child’s
building of a castle on the sands. I suspect that it was
my own ingenuousness that led me to admirg so much
the oifts of my fricnds. If I had been less ignorant I
might have secn that the opirions that seemecd to me
so original were theirs only at second-hand and that their
vezses and their music owed mote to a retentive memory
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than to a lively jmagination. ‘The point I want to make is
that this facility is, if not universal, so common that one
can draw no conclusions from it. Youth is the inspira-
tion. One of the tragedies of the arts is the spectacle of
the vast nufnber of persons who have been misled by
this passing fertility to devote their lives to the effort
of creation. Their invention deserts them as they grow
older, and they are faced with the long ycars before them
in which, unfitted by now for 4 more humdrum calling,
they harass their weatied brain to beat out material it is
incapable of giving them. They are lucky when, with
what bitterness we know, they can make a living in ways,
like journalism or teaching, that are allied to the agts.
Of course it is from among those who possess by
nature this facility that the artist 1s produced. Without it
he canncit have talent; but it is onl§ a part of talent. We
start by living, each one of us, in the solitariness of our
own minds and from the data given us and our communi-
cations with other minds we construct the outside world
to suit our needs. Because we are all the result of one
evolutionary process, and ofir environment is more or
less the same, the constructions we make are roughly
similar. For ~onvenience and simplicity we accept them
as identical and speak of a common world. The pecu-
liarity of the artist is that he is in some particular different
from other men and so the world of hise construction
is diffcrent too. It is this idiosyncrasy that is the hetter
art of his equipment. When the picture he draws of
is ptivate world appeals to a certain number of persons,
either by its strangeness, its intrinsic interest or its
correspondence with their own prepossessions (for none
of us is quite the same as his ncighbour, only rather
like, and not cveryonc accepts the world common to us
all in every respect) his talent will be acknowledged. If
he is a writer he will fulfil some need in the nature of his
readers and they will lead with him a life of the spirit
that satisfies them better than the life circumstances Eave
forced on them. But thete arc others to whom this
idiosyncrasy does not appeal. They have no patience with
the world constructed by its instrumentality. It may
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actually revolt them. Then the artist hag nothing to say
to them and they will deny his talent.

I do not believe that genius is an entirely different
thing from talent. I am not even sure that it depends on
any great difference in the artist’s natural gifts. For
example, I do not think that Cervantes had an exceptional
gift for writing; few people would deny him genius. Not
would it be easy in English literature to find a poet with a
happier gift than Herrick and yet no one would claim
that he had more than a delightfvl talent. It seems to me
that what makes genius is the combination of natural gifts
for creation with an idiosyncgasy that enables its possessor
to see the world personally in the highest degree and yet
with such catholicity that his appeal is not to this type of
man or to that type, but to all men. His private world is
that of common me#, but ampler and more pithy. His
communication is universal and though men may not be
able to tell exactly what it signifies they feel that it is
important. He is supremely normal. By a happy
accident of nature seeing life with immense vivacity, as
it were at concert pitch,*he sees it, with its infinite
diversity, in the healthy way that mankind at large sees it.
In Matthew Arnold’s phrase he sees it steadily and seés it
whole. But genius arises once or twice in a century. The
lesson of"anatomy applies: there is nothing so rare as the
normal. It is foolish to do as many do now and call a
man a genius because he has written half a dozen clever
plays or painted a score of good pictures. It is very well
to have talent; few people have. With talent the artist
will only reach the second class, but that need not disturb
him for it contains the names of many whose works have
uncommon merit. When you think it has produced such
novels as Le Rouge et le Noir, such poems as The
Shropshire Lad, such paintings as those of Watteau, there
is not much to be ashamed of. Talent cannot rcach the
utmost heights, but it can show you many an unexpected
and delicious view, an unfrequented dell, a bubbling
brook or a romantic cavern, cn the way that leads to
them. The frowardness of human nature is such that it
falters sometimes when it is bidden to take the broadest
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of all surveys of human nature. It will shrink from the
splendour of TOlstoi’s War and Peace to turn with com-
placency to Volgaire’s Candide. It would be hard to live
always with Michelangelo’s ceiling in the Sistine Chapel,
but anyone tould do with one of Constable’s pictures of
Salisbury Cathedral.

My sympathies are limited. I can only be myself, and
partly by nature, party by the circumstances of my life, it
is a partial self. I am not a social person. I cannot get
drunk and feel a great love for 1y fellow-men. Convivial
amusement has always somewhat bored me. When
peoplessitting in an ale-house ot drifting downthe river in
a boat start singing I am silent. I have never even sung a
hymn. I do not much like being touched and I have
always to make a slight effort over myself not to draw
away when someone links his armin minc. I can never
forget myself. 'L'he hystcria of the world repels me and I
never feel more aloof than when I am in the midst of a
throng surrendered to a violent feeling of mirth or
sorrow. Though I have been in love a good many times
I have never experienced the bliss of requited love, I
know that this is the best thing that life can offer and it is
a thing that almost all men, though perhaps only for a
short time, have enjoyed. I have most loved people
who cared little or nothing for me and when people have
loved me I have been cmbarrassed. It has been a predica-
ment that I have not quite known how to deal with. In
order not to hurt their feelings I have often acted a
passion that I did not feel. I have tried, with gentleness
when possible, and if not, with irritation, to escape from
the trammels with which their love bound me. I have
been jealous of my independence. I am incapable of
complete surrender. And so, never having felt some of
the fundamental emotions of normal men, it is impossible
that my work should have the intimacy, the broad human
touch and the animal serenity which the greatest writers
alone can give.
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IT IS dangerous to let the public behind the scenes. They
are easily disillusioned and then they are angky with you,
for it was the illusion they loved; they do not understand
that what intercsts you is the way in which you have
created the illusion. Anthony Trollope ceased to be read
tor thirty years because he confessed that he wrote at
regular hours and took care to get the best price he could
for his work.

But for me the race now is nearly run and it would ill
become me to conccal the ttuth. I do not.want anyone
to think better of me than I deserve. Let those who like
me take me as I am and let the rest leave me. I have more
character than brainssand more brains than specific gifts.
I said something of this sort many yea1s ago to a charming
and distinguished critic. I do not know what led me to
do so, since I am not much inclincd to talk about myself
in general company. It was at Montdidier, during the first
months of the war, and we were lunching there on our
way to Péronne. We had been very hard-worked fot
some days and it was a pleasure to linger over a meal that
seemed to our healthy appetitcs uncommonly good. 1
suppose-1 was flushed with wine and I daresay cxcited.
by the discovery, from a statue in the market-place, that
Montdidicr was the birthplace of Parmenticr, who
introduced the potato into France. Anyhow as we idled
over our coffce and liqucuts I was moved to give an
acute and candid analysis of my talent. I was discon-
certed some years later to read it, almost in my very
words, in the columns of an important paper. I was a
trifle vexed, for it is a very different thing to tell the truth
about yourself and to have somcbody clse te]l it, and I
should have liked the critic to do me the compliment of
saying that he had heard it all from my own lips. But I
chid mysclf. I thought it very natural that he $hould like
to think that he had so much perspicacity. And it was the
truth. It has been a little unfortunate for me, since the
critic is deservedly influential and what he said in this
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article has been very generally repeated. In another
moment of frarkkness I informed ml;rc:eadexs that I was
unusually compgtent. One would think that except for
this the critics would never have discovered it; but since
then the adfective has been much and depreciatingly
applied to me. It has seemed strange to me that so many
people concerned, though only at second-hand, with the
arts should regard competence with so little favour.

I am told that there are natural singers and made
singers. Though of course he t..ust have something of a
voice the made singer owes the better part of his accom-
plishment to training; with taste and musical ability he
can eke out the relative poVerty of his organ and his
singing can afford a great deal of pleasure, especially to
the connoisseur; but he will never move you as you are
moved to ecstasy by the pure, bird-ike notes of the
natural singer. The natural singer may be inadequately
trained, he may have neither tact nor knowledge, he may
outrage all the canons of art, but such is the magic of his
voice that you are captivated. You forgive the liberties
he takes, his vulgaritics, his appeals to obvious emotion,
when those heavenly sounds enchant your ear. I am a
made writer. But it would be vanity if I thought that
such results as I have achicved on mysclf were due to a

.design that I delibetately carried out. T was drawn to

f various courses by very simple motives and jt is only on
looking back that I discover mysclf subconsciously
working to a certain cnd. The cnd was to develop my
character and so make up for the deficiencics in my
natural gifts.

I have a clear and logical brain, but not a very subtle
nor a very powerful one. For long T wished it were
better. I used to get exasperatced because it would not do
for me nearly as much as T wished. I was like a mathe-
matician who could do no more than add and subtract
and though he wanted to tackle all manner of complicated
operations knew that he simply had not the capacity. It
took me a long time to resign mysclf to roaking the best
of what I had. I think it was a good enc ugh brain to have
brought me success in whatever profession I had
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adopted. I am not one of those persons who is a fool
at everything but his own speciality. In law, medicine and
politics a clear mind and insight into men are useful.

1 have had one advantage; I have never wanted a sub-
ject. I have always had more stories in my-head than I
ever had time to write. I have often heard writers com-
plain that they wanted to write but had nothing to write
about, and I remember one distinguished author telling
me that she was reading through some book in which
were epitomized all the plcts that had ever been used in
order to find a theme. I have never found myself in
such a predicament. Swift, as we know, who claimed that
he could write on any subject whatever, when he was
challenged to write a discourse on a broomstick acquitted
himself very creditably. I am almost inclined to say that
I could not spend an hour in anyone’s company without
getting the material to writc at least a readable story
about him. Itis pleasant to have so many stories in mind
that whatever your mood you have one upon which, for
an hour or two, for a week or so, you can let your fancy
linger. Reveric is the groundwork of creative imagina-
tion; it is the privilege of the artist that with him it is
not as with other men an escape from reality, but. the
means by which he accedes to it. Ilis reverie 1s purpose-
ful. It.affords him a delight in comparison with which
the pleasurgs of sense are pale and it affords him the
assurance of his freedom. One cannot wonder if some-
times he is unwilling to exchange its enjoyment for the
drudgery and loss of exccution.

But though I have had variety of invention, and this
is not strange since it is the outcome of the variety of
mankind, I have had small power of imagination. I have
taken living peoplc and put them into the situations,
tragic or comic, that their characters suggested. I might
well say that they invented their own stories. I have been
incapable of those great, sustained flights that carry the
author on broad pinions into a celestial sphere. My
fancy, never very strong, has bcet hampered by my
sense of probability. I have painted easel pictures, not
frescoes.
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I HEARTILY wish that in my youth I had had someone
of good sense to direct my reading. I sigh when I
reflect on the amount of time I have wasted on books that
were of no great profit to me. What little guidance I had
I owe to a young man who came to live with the same
family in Heidelberg as I was living with. I will call him
Brown. He was then twenty-six. After leaving Cam-
bridge he was called to the bar, but he had a little money,
enough to live on in those ingxpensive days, and finding
the law distastcful he had made up his mind to devote
himself to literature. He came to Heidelberg to learn
German. I knew him till his death forty years later. For
twenty year~ he amused himsclf with thinking what he
would write when he really got down to it and for another
twenty with what he could have written if the fates had
been kinder. He wrote a good deal of verse. He had
neither imagination, nor passion; and he had a defective
ear, He spent some years trarSlating those dialogues of
Plato that had been already most often translated. I
doubBt, however, if he ever got to the end of one. He was
completely devoid of will-power. He was sentimental
and vain. Though short he was handsome, with finely
cut features and curly hair; he had pale blucseyes and a
wistful expression. He looked as one imagines a poet
should look. As an old man, after a life of complete
indolence, bald and emaciated, he had an ascetic air so
that you might have taken him for a don who had spent
long years in ardent and disintcrested research. The
spirituality of his expression suggested the tired scep-
ticism of a philosopher who had plumbed the secrets
of existence and discovered nothing but vanity. Having
gradually wasted his small fortune, he preferred to live on
the generosity of others rather than work, and often he
found it difficult to make both ends meet. His self-
complacency ncver deserted him. It enabled him to
endure poverty with resignation and failure with in-
difference. I do not think he ever had an inkling that he
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was an outrageous sham. His whole life was a lic, but
when he was dying, if he had known he was going to,
which mercifully he didn’t, I am contvinced he would
have looked upon it as well-spent. He had charm, he
was devoid of envy, and though too selfish to do anyone
a good turn, he was incapable of unkindness. He had a
real appreciation of literature. During the long walks we
took together over the hills of Heidelberg he talked to
me of books. He talked to me of Italy and Greece,
neither of which in point of fact he knew, but he fired my
young imagination and I began to learn Italian. I
accepted everything he told me with the fervour of the
proselyte. I should not blame him becadse he inspired
me with a passionate admiration for certain works that
time has shown to be not so admirable. When he arrived
he found me reading Tom Jones, which I had got out of
the public library, and he told me that of course there was
no harm in it, but I should do better to read Diana of
the Crossways. Even then he was a Platonist and he
gave me Shelley’s translation of the Symposium. He
talked to me of Renan, Cardinal Newman and Matthew .
Arnold. But Matthew Arnold, he thought, was a bit of
a philistine himself. He talked to me of Swinburne’s
Poems and Ballads and of Omar Khayydim. He knew a
great many of the quatrains by heart and recited them to
me on our Wwalks. I was divided between enthusiasm for
the romantic epicurcanism of the matter and the em-
barrassment occasioned by Brown’s delivery, for he
recited poetry like a high-church curate intoning the
Litany in an ill-lit crypt. But the two writers that it was
really necessary to admire if you would be a person of
culture and not a British philistinc were Walter Pater and
George Meredith, I was very ready to do what I was told
to achieve this desirable end and incredible as it must seem
I read The Shaving of Shagpat with roats of laughter. It
seemed to me supertlatively funny. Then I read the
novels of George Meredith one after the other. Ithought
them wonderful; but not so wonderful as even to myself
I pretended. My admiration was fictitious. I admired
because it was the part of a cultured young man to admire.
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I intoxicated myself with my own enthusiasm. I would
not listen to the still small voice within me that d.
Now I know thgt there is a great deal of fustian in these
novels. But the strange thing is that, reading them
again, I recabture the days when I first read them. They
are rich for me now with sunny mornings and my
awakening intelligence and the delicious dreams of youth,
so that even as I close a novel of Meredith’s, Evan
Harrington for instance, and decide that its insincerity
is exasperating, its snobbishness loathsome, its verbosity
intolerable and I will never read another, my heart melts
and I think it’s grand.

On the other hand I fave no such feeling about
Walter Pater whom I read at the same time and with a
similar excitement. No pleasant associations give him for
me a nxctt co which he has no claim. I find him as dull as
a picture of Alma Tadema. It is strange that one can ever
have admired that prose. It does not flow. There is no
air in it. A careful mosaic constructed by someone with-
out great technical skill to decorate the walls of a station
dining-room. Pater’s attitudestowards the life about him,
cloistered, faintly supercilious, gentlemanly, donnish in
shott, repels me. Art should be appreciated with passion
and violence, not with a tepid, deprecating elegance that
fears the censoriousncss of 2 common-room. But Walter
Pater was a feeble creature: it is unnecessarysto condemn
him with intensity. I dislike him not for himself, but
because he is an example of a type in the literary world
that is common and detestable. This is the person who is
filled with the conceit of culture.

The value of culture is its effect on character. It
avails nothing unless it ennobles and strengthens that.
Its use is for life. Itsaim is not beauty but goodness. Too
often, as we know, it gives rise to self-complacency. Who
has not seen the scholar’s thin-lipped smile when he
corrects a misquotation and the connoisscur’s pained
look when someone praises a picture he does not care
for? There is no more merit in having :cad a thousand
books than in having ploughed a thousand fields. There
is no more metrit in being able to attach a correct descrip-

J8



tion to a picture than in being able to find out what is
wrong with a stalled motor-car. In each case it is special
knowledge. The stockbroker has his knpwledge too and
so has the artizan, It is a silly prejudice of the intellectual
that his is the only one that counts. The Trle, the Good
and the Beautiful are not the perquisites of those who
have been to expensive schools, burrowed in libraries and
frequented museums. The artist has no excuse when he
uses others with condescension. He is a fool if he thinks
his knowledge is more itnportant than theirs and an oaf
if he cannot comfortably meet them on an equal footing.
Matthew Arnold did a great disservice to culture when he
insisted on its opposition to philistinism. -

25

AT EIGHTEEN I knew French, German and some
Italian, but I was extremely uneducated and I was deeply
conscious of my ignorance. I read everything that came
my way. My curiosity was such that I was as willing to
read a history of Peru or the reminiscences of a cowboy as
a treatise on Provengal poetry or the Confessions of
St. Augustine. I suppose it gained me a certain amout of
lg’em:ra\l knowledge which is useful for the novelist to

ave. One never knows when an out of the way bit of
informationewill come in handy. I made lists of what I
read and one of these lists by some accident I still have.
It is my reading for two months and, bur that I made it
only for myself, I could not believe that it was veracious.
It shows that I read three of Shakespeare’s plays, two
volumes of Mommsen’s History of Rome, a large part of
Lanson’s Littérature Frangaise, two or three novels, some
of the French classics, a couple of scientific wotks and a
play of Ibsen’s. I was indeed the industrious apprentice.
During the time I was at St. Thomas’s Hospital I went
systematically through English, French, Italian apd Latin
literature. I read a lot of history, a little philosophy
and a good deal of science. My curiosity was too t
to allow me to give much time to reflect upon what I
read; I could hardly wait to finish one book, so eager was
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I to begin another. This was always an adventure, and
I would start upon a famous work as excitedly as a
reasonable young man would go in to bat for his side or
a nice gitl go to a dance. Now and then journalists in
search of copy ask me what is the most thrilling moment
of my life. If I were not ashamed to, I might answer
that it is the moment when I began to read Goethe’s
Faust. I have never quite lost this feeling, and even now
the first pages of 2 book sometimes send the blood racing
through my veins. To me reaaing is a rest as to other
people conversation or a game of cards. It is more than
that; it is a necessity, and if I am deprived of it for a little
while I find rayself as irritable as the addict deptived of
his drug. I would sooner read a time-table or a catalogue
than nothing at all. That is putting it too low. I have
spent many dclightful hours poring over the price-list
of the Army and Navy Stores, the lists of second-hand
booksellers and the A B C. All these are redolent of
romance. They are much more entertaining than half
the novels that are written.

I have put books aside only because I was conscious
that time was passing and that it was my business to live.
I have gone into the wotld because I thought it was
necessary in order to get the experience without which I
could not write, but I have gone into it also because I
wanted experience for its own sake. It did @ot seem to
me cnough only to be a writer. The pattern I had
designed for myself insisted that I should take the
utmost part I could in this fantastic affair of being a
man. I desired to feel the common pains and enjoy the
common pleasures that are part of the common human
lot. I saw no reason to subordinate the claims of sense to
the tempting lure of spirit and I was determined to get
whatever fulfilment I could out of social intercourse and
human relations, out of food, drink and fornication,
luxury, sport, art, travel, and as Henry James says,
whatever. But it was an effort and I have always returned
to my books and my own company with relief.

And yet, though I have read so much, I am a bad
reader. I read slowly and I am a poor skipper. I find it
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difficult to leave a book, however bad and however much
it bores me, unfinished. I could count on my fingers the
number of books that I have not read from cover to
cover. On the other hand there are few books that
I have read twice. I know very well that there are
many of which I cannot get the full value on a single
reading, but in that they have given me all I was capable
of getting at the time, and this, though I may forget
their details, remains a permanent enrichment, I know
people who read the same book over and over again. It
can only be that they read with their eyes and not with
their sensibility. It is a nechanical exercise like the
Tibetan’s turning of a praying-wheel. It is doubtless
a harmless occupation, but they are wrong if they think it
an intelligent one.

26

IN MY youth, when my instinctive feelingabout a book
differed from that of authoritative critics I did not
hesitate to conclude that ¥ was wrong. I did not know
how often critics accept the conventional view and it
never occurred to me that they could talk with assurance
of what they did not know very much about. It was long
before I realized that the only thing that mattered to me
in a work of art was what I thought about it. I have
acquired now a certain confidence in my own judgement,
for I have noticed that what I felt instinctively forty years
ago about the writers I read then, and what I would not
heed because it did not agree with current opinion, is
now pretty generally accepted. For all that I still read a
great deal of criticism, for I think it a very agreeable form
of literary composition. One does not always want to be
reading to the profit of one’s soul and there is no
pleasanter way of idling away an hour or two than
reading a volume of criticism. It is diverting to agree; it
is diverting to differ; and it is always interesting to know
what an intelligent man has to say about some writer,
Henry More, for instance, or Richardson, whom you have
never had occasion to read.
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But the only important thing in a book is the mean-
ing it has for you; it may have other and much more pro-
found meanings {or the critic, but at second-hand they can
be of small service to you. I do not read a book for the
book’s sake,*but for my own. It is not my business to
judge it, but to absorb what [ can of it, as the amceba
absorbs a particle of a foreign body, and what I cannot
assimilate has nothing to do with me. Iam not a scholar,
a student or a critic; I am a professional writer and now
I read only what is useful to me professionally. Anyone
can write a book that will revolutionize the ideas that have
been held for centuries on the Ptolemys and I shall con-
tentedly leave it unread; he’can describe an incredibly
adventurous journey in the heart of Patagonia and I shall
remain ignorant of it. There is no need for the writer
of fictiou tu i an expert on any subject but his own; on
the contrary, it is hurtful to him, since, human nature
being weak, he is hard put to it to resist the temptation
of inappositely using his special knowledge. The
novelist is ill-advised to be too technical. The practice,
which came into fashion ine the nineties, of using a
multitude of cant terms is tiresome. It should be possible
to give verisimilitude without that, and atmosphere is
dearly bought at the price of tediousness. The novelist
should know something about the great issues that
occupy men, who are his topics, but it js generally
enough if he knows a little. Fle must avoid pedantry at
all costs. But even at that the field is vast and I have tried
to limit myself to such works as were significant to my
purpose. You can never know enough about your
characters. Biographies and reminiscences, technical
works, will give you often an intimate detail, a telling
touch, a revealing hint, that you might never have got
from a living model. People are hard to know. It is a
slow business to induce them to tell you the particular
thing about themselves that can be of use to you. They
have the disadvantage that often you cannot look at them
and put them aside, as you can a book, «nd you have to
read the whole volumc, as it were, only to learn that it
had nothing much to tell you.
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