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PREFACE

This edition has not only been fully revised but it is much
expanded. Previous editions had, for considerations of
space, to be confined to history and criticism. There was
no room for quotations. The absence of this illustrative
material was always felt as a serious loss. Now in this larger
volume the record of criticism and comment is confirmed
by a wide range of carefully chosen quotations. It is to be
hoped that the many readers who have expressed
appreciation of the shorter volume will find additional

- pleasure in this volume, now that the writers can speak

for themselves.

In preparing this revised edition I have been much as-

sisted by the advice of two friends, Professor Randoiph

Quirk, Quain Professor at University College London,

and Professor Terence Spencer, Professor at the University

of Birmingham, and Director of the Shakespeare Institute.
LE.



GHAPTER 1

Before the Conguest

Ewncvrisw literature is often described as beginning with
Chaucer, This would give England six centuries of litera-
ture. Actually there were more than six centuries of
literature before Chaucer was born. The modern reader
. can make out the general meaning of a page of Chaucer
| without difficulty, but if he looks at our earliest literature
~ he finds that it reads like a foreign tongue. This is the
' reason for the neglect of our early literature, though today
. much of it can be obtained in translation,
. The two most important events in the history of Eng-
. land took place before the Norman Conquest. It was in
: | | that period that the Angles and Saxons and Jutes came to
England in marauding bands and made English history
possible, From all accounts they were respectable gentle-
' men when at home, but they changed their manners when
. they were looking for Lebensraum. They were heathen, and
~ thesecond great event at that time is the conversion of the
English to Christianity. In 597 Augustine had come from
Rome and begun to convert the Jutes in Kent, while about
the same time monks from Ireland were setting up
monasteries in Northumbria. Most English poetry in the
_early Anglo-Saxon period is associated with these two
" events. Either the stories are brought over by the invading
. tribes from their Continental Germanic homes, or they
. show a keen interest in Bible stories, in Christianity and in
. Christian values.
. Literature in the Anglo-Saxon period was recorded in
| manuscripts, and the life of a manuscript is a hard one.
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Our knowledge of Anglo-Saxon peetry depends on four
groups of manuscripts, These are: the manuscripts col-
lected by Sir Robert Cotton, which are now in the British
Museum; the Exeter Book given to Exeter Cathedral by
Bishop Leofric, sometime after 1050; the Vercelli Book,
found at Vercelli near Milan in 1822 (and no one has
given a satisfactory account of how it got there); and
finally the manuscripts in the Bodleian Library at Oxford,
given by the Dutch scholar Francis Dujon or Junius,
Librarian to the Earl of Arundel. In 3ir Robert Cotton’s
collection is the manuscript of Beowulf, the most important
poem of the Anglo-Saxon period, and its history shows
how everything seems to fight against the possibilities of a
manuscript surviving.

As a result one cannot assess Anglo-Saxon literature or
medieval literature from the extant manuscripts, Anglo=
Saxon jewellery and other objects of art testify that we are
dealing with a far richer and more sophisticated civiliza-
tion than the surviving remains would alene indicate. As
far as medieval literature is concerned this is well illus-
trated in R. M. Wilson’s The Lost Literature of Medieval
England (1952) which shows how many references there
are 1o poems no longer extant, to heroes unknown, and to
stories now unrecorded. One might, not too unrashly,
suppose that there was an early tradition of lyrical poetry,
and yet no poems are extant before the thirteenth century,
and even then most of what survives is religious verse, for
religious verse, kept in monasteries, had a better chance of
preservation than secular lyrics with their wayward
chance of survival; yet obviously they did exist, There are
twelfth-century records at Ely, suggesting that lyric poetry
was extant there at that time and giving to Canute the
privilege of being one of the earliest of medieval poets.
There are certainly references to very early popular lyrics,
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some of which scandalized the more respectable. In this
lost Anglo-Saxon and medieval literature there was, to
quote a single instance, Bede’s vernacular lyric. We learn
of this from the account which Bede’s disciple Cuthbert
gives of his death: ‘in our language, since he was skilled
in our poetry’, speaking of the terrible parting of the soul
and the body.

The Angles brought the story of Beowulf with them to
England in the sixth century, and there somewhere after
A.D. 700 the poem was made. This was about seventy years
after the death of Mohammed and in the same age as the
beginning of the great Tang Dynasty in China. Three
hundred years later, about the year 1000, the manuscript,
which still survives, was written down. What happened to
it for the next seven hundred years is unknown. In 1706 it
was recorded as being in Sir Robert Cotton’s library. Only

. twenty-six years later a disastrous fire broke out in the

library, and the Beowulf manuscript narrowly escaped.
The charred edges of its leaves can still be seen in the
British Museum. Two fragments of another pocm,
Waldere, which may originally have been as long as Beo-
wulf, were found as recently as 1860 in the binding of a
book in the Royal Library at Copenhagen.

Beowulf is the first long poern in English, some three
thousand lines. Yet the hero and the setting have nothing
to do with England. Though the Angles brought the story
to England, it is not even about the Angles, but about the
Scandinavians. The German tribes, though they warred
with each other, and with anyone else within reach, had a
“free trade’ in stories. Their poets, at least, believed in
‘Germania’, the single German people. So it is that our
first English poem is a Scandinavian story, brought over
by Angles, and made into a poem in England. The story of
Beowulf is of a monster named Grendel who is disturbing
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Hrothgar, king of the Danes, in Heorot, his great hall. A
young warrior called Beowulf comes with a group of coms
rades to the rescue. He overcomes Grendel and then later
in a dwelling at the bottom of a lake he fights Grendel’s
mother, a sea monster. In the second part of the poem
Beowulfis a king, and as an old man he has to defend his
country from a fiery dragon. The poem closes with an
account of his funeral rites. The weakness of the poem, to
some critics, lies in the story. They say it is only a fairy
story of monsters and dragons. But in those early days the
monster was real. Any man might meet him in an un-
trodden path on a dark night. He was there, huge, bestial,
evil, waiting for you, and the hero was the man who could
kill him. More recent criticism suggests that the story is
more than just a story. It is implied that symbolic, reli-
gious, and perhaps even mythological values underlie the
deceptively simple themes, and some have argued con-
vincingly for a great richness of interpretation. Along
with the story there is a picture of society at the Court ofa
warrior, the courtesies, the beer-drinking, the exchanges
of gifts, and the poet present among the warriors, chanting
his verses of the deeds of fighting men. It is in some of
these interludes that the poem displays itsstrength and its
beauty ofstyle. Around the main story there arereferences
to a whole tragic world with plots different from that of
Beowulf. All this has dignity, as if belonging to an aristo-
cratic and civilized world.,

Like all Anglo-Saxon poems it is written with a long
line. The lines do not rhyme, but each line has allitera-
tion, and the poet has a special and extensive vocabulary.
He uses ‘picture-names’ for the things and people he has
to describe, so the ‘sea’ is the ‘swan’s road’ and the ‘body’
is the ‘bone-house’. The story of the poem belongs to the
pagan life of the Germanic tribes, but the poem itself was
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set down after the conversion of the English to Christian=
ity. The new worship and the old heroic virtues are
together in the poem. But the values of the poetry belong
to the earlier pagan age, with a sense of endurance, of
fate, and of unfailing courage revealing a spirit that is
never completely recaptured in any later period. How
strong was the old heroie spirit can be seen in the short
peem ‘Maldon® which was written soon atter the Battie of
Maldon in ggg:

Thought must be the harder: the heart, the keener,
Courage must be greater as our strength grows less,

Here the past recaptured the values of an earlier heroic
age and the epic way of writing. To write thus about a
contemporary battie was, for poeiry in any age, a rare
achievement and as W. P. Ker wrote: ‘there is no stronger
composition in English til] the work of Chaucer; there is
nothing equally heroic before Samson Agonistes.™

Nothing in Old Engiish Literature can compare with
Beowulf; it has the size and dignity of a classical epic.
Possibly its author had read Vergil, or some of the later
Latin epics. A number of shorter poems survive which be-
long like Beowuif to the stories of the Germanic peoples.
“Widsith’ (the Far Traveller) describes the wanderings of
a poet through the courts of Germanic kings. Also, in the
Exeter Book, there are seven short poems of great human
interest; ‘Deor’, ‘Wull and Eadwacer’, ‘The Wife’s
Lament’, “The Husband’s Message’, “The Ruin’, “The
Wanderer’, and “The Seafarer’. Life in ali these poems is
sorrowful, and the speakers are fatalistic, though at the
same time courageous and determined. The mood is found
in the refrain to ‘Deor’, where the poet, unhappy because

* The Dark dAges (1904).
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he has been estran :
ged from his lord, remi imse
sorrows in the past and adds: wraeh Wik

That grief passed away: so may this sorrow pass,

. ':1"he elegiac mood of ‘Deor’ appears even more strongl
in ‘“The Wanderer’, where, on the surface, the poet %e)-'
counts how his lord’s hall has been dcstroyec’i while he h
il.ad’ to go forth to seck new service. “The Seafarer’ hasa:
similar mood, the hardship, the fascination, the melan-
CI:IO]Y of the sea, which recurs in English p’oetry to th
nlr';eltecn? century in Swinburne, :
re religious poetry uses the same v
as the stories of the heroes, The Ghur:;i‘sfvzzfm"?;atilélzg
pagan poetry in the new fight for Christianity. The Christ-
fan missionaries saw that they could not destroy the old
stories. They could only hope to win by telling the new
blbl%czf] stories in the old way. Further, many of the
Chrlst-lan monks enjoyed the old pagan stories themselves
sometimes enjoyed them too much. This mixture o;'
Cﬂ.}"lstﬁax} and pagan can be seen in Andreas (St Andrew)
;lva:fiz} 18In many ways an epic poem like Beowulf, Andre“:
th. hrcscue St Matthew as Beowulf rescued Hrothgar
oug ‘:&nd.rcw 1s at first unwilling to attempt the task’
Ar’zdreas 15 a religious poem, and yet an adventure sto ;
w1t}T1 all the old atmosphere of the heroic tales of warriog
Named poets connected with this Christian traditio {
are rare and indeed we know of only two. Of the 1"r*stnl
Cacc?mon, something is recorded of his life but ncx; t X
nothfng of his work. Of the second, Cynewulf, we kn "
nothing of his life but {through the runic ‘sig:nature’(}'W
several poems) we can identify at least some of the poe s
he wrote. Caedmon was a shy and sensitive cowherPc)i -
ployed by the monastery at Whitby. He became a po f o
Bede says, after a visit by an angel. Caedmon islc;;d,tas
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have rendered Old and New Testament stories into
English verse. These probably do not survive, but someone
did make poems out of parts of Genesis and Exodus and
Daniel. Of Cynewulf much has been written but little is
known. A number of poems have been associated with his
name: a poem of the martyrdom of St Juliana; Elene, or
the story of the finding of the Cross by St Helena; the
Fates of the Apostles; and a poem on Christ’s Ascension.
Whoever wrote the ather religious poems on biblical
themes or on saints’ lives, three remain of outstanding
quality. One is part of the Genesis story, the account of
the Fall of the Angels, known as Genesis B. The English

_poet, using an Old Saxon poem, has made a vivid render-

ing of the story which Milton was later to tell in Paradise
Lost. The Anglo-Saxon poet has admirable art in his
porirayal of the character of Satan and of the geography
of Hell. The second is The Dream of the Rood, by far the most
imaginative of the Old English poems. The Cross appears
to the poet in a dream and describes the unwilling part it
played in the Crucifixion. The third is the story of Fudith,
the most exciting narrative in Anglo-Saxon poetry, and
admirably told. It tells the Apocryphal story of how
Judith slew the tyrant Holofernes. Nothing in Anglo-
Saxon poeiry approaches Judith In its dramatic quality or
in the sense it gives of genuine human characterization.
The personalities who make the prose of the Anglo-
Saxon period can be seen more clearly. The earliest
definite figure is Aldhelm (d. 709) bishop of Sherborne,
who wrote praises of virginity in an ornate Latin. The
greatest figure is the Venerable Bede (673-73 5), who spent
nearly the wholeof hislife of intense study in the monastery
at Jarrow. He never travelled farther than from Jarrow to
York, but his mind travelled over all the studies then
known, history, astronomy, saints’ lives, and the lives of
HEL—2
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martyrs. Foremost among his works is his great Feelesi-
astical History of ihe English Race. He made his monas-
tery at Jarrow a great centre of religion and study in that
troubled century when the Christian civilization of
Europe was threatened with destruction. His own life
secms to have had a beauty and simplicity such as the
Irish monks had brought into their settlements in
England; but in him this simplicity was combined with an
outstanding greatness of mind, Bede wrote in Latin
though, as has been mentioned, there is a reference to a
poem by him in the vernacular. The excellence of his
work gave him in his own lifetime a European reputation,
which lasted long after his death,

In the century after Bede, the Danish invasions broke
up a nascent civilization in England. One after another
the great abbey houses were destroyed. It is strange how
often a nation’s hour of trial produces a great figure. Such
was England’s fortune when, in 871, a young man of
twenty-two hecame king, Alfred (849-899) deserves to be
remembered as one of the outstanding figures in our
history ~ soldier, strategist, scholar, educator, adminis-
trator. Above all he was a great personality, who played
the Danes with appeascment until he was ready to meet
them. He was not only the military saviour of his people,
He had a zest for knowledge and for the distribution of
knowledge. Much of his work was translation and much
of it he only directed, but in all, his was the guiding
spirit. As a manual for the instruction of the clergy he
prepared a translation of the Pastoral Rule of Gregory the
Great, rendering the original, as he tells us, ‘sometimes
word for word and sometimes sense for sense.” 8o that his
people might kinow their own country better he translated
Bede’s Feclesiastical Histery, though some have questioned
his authorship of this work. He also had translated the

I
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Histary of the World of Orosius, the H. G. Wells of this early
period, not as entertaining as Wells, but very po[?ular.
Alfred touched up Orosius with the accounts given h1m by
two travellers, Ohthere and Wulfstan, of ‘Gcrmanla' and
the countries beyond its boundaries. Noth.mz s.hows
Alfred’s inquiring mind more clearly than his desire to
have these accounts of contemporary travellers Lnse}“te:(i
into Orosius’s dull chronicle of calamities. If ‘Orosmss
work was prepared for the instruction of his people,
Boethius’s Consolation of Philesophy he rendered to please
himself. Writing in prison Boethius had pr _ovgd that l{hc
only genuine happiness comes from the spirit, irom an in-
ward serenity, and Alfred tound something in hvf; own lite
to answer this mood. One other work Aifred inspired. Qut
of the notes of events kept by the monasteries he cc_»ncewed
the idea of a national history, and this for a time was
achieved in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.* The wo::k asa wh‘ole
is by a number of hands, of varying ski‘ll, but it is the hrs:t
great book in prose, in English. It continues after Alfred’s
death, and the Peterborough version has records to the
year 1154. The account of the war wil.h the‘Da.nes showg
how many suffered in that age, how bmcr, insecure, ane
cruel life was. When one thinks of Altred wnh.that as his
background, his stature asa man incr‘easeﬁ, until he towers
up as one of the great figures in English hlstory. 3
In the century after his death much F)i’ the work he ha
begun was lost, but two writers, both of t}?em monks of t.he
strict order of St Benedict, wrote a !‘Eﬁglo‘lls prose which
has been preserved. Outstanding was Aliric, tl‘le greatez.,t‘
writer of English prose before the Gonqu.est. Given all .hlb
other heavy responsibilities and achievements _ King
Alfred’s literary work is more remarka.ble but‘ in the
quantity of his writing and in the quality of his prose

* See also page 291.
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Zlfric stands alone, He was a pupil of the monastery
school at Winchester, where scholarship was cherished
an_d later he was a teacher in the Abbey at Cerne Abbas:
Hls‘aim throughout was to make Christian documents
available to those wha did not understand Latin, He com-
posed two books of Homilies, each with forty sermons
:translatcd from Latin authors, but the treatment and
mtcrprr.?tations are very free. Indeed the sermon on the
Eucharist expressed ideas which later reformers were to
rfagard as support for a non-Roman Catholic interpreta~
tion of the ceremony. Modern scholars have increasingly
valued the quality of his achievements in the Homilies and
the liveliness of his prose. So C. L. Wrenn has written:
‘How near to regularity is the livin g language of Alfric,
Yet Alfric was writing sermons to be delivered viva noce
from the pulpit throughout Christian England; his
language is not bookish but such as could be understood
b)./ ordinary people.’f Later Zlfric translated the Saints’
Lwe:s, concentrating on themes which, as he states in his
preface, are ‘suitable for narration to the lay attendants at
monastic services.” The style here is more mannered than
in the Homilies. Zlfric employs alliteration, as was used in
Ol.d English verse, and attempts have been made to re-
write some of his prose passages as verse. Farlier critics
have been apt to count this against Alfric, but closer
study has disclosed his elegance and the fact that this
?legan(_;c does not diminish his lucidity. He is the first man
in Eflgiand to be working consciously at prose and to be
making something of it. Among other works Alfric trans-
lated .the first seven books of the Bible into English. His
superzors requested him to perform this task which he
undertook somewhat unwillingly. It gave little scope for
the exercise of his vigarous and independent mind, Yet he

T Word and Symbol (1967).
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never lost sight of the audience of the unlettered, and his
free translation omits difficulties and, as in the Homilies,
aims at the audience that is educationally deprived.
Among Zlfric’s other works is his Grammar which shows
his zeal as a teacher. He wished to break through the
ignorance around him both in lay and monastic circles.
He is attempting to extend the knowledge of his readers
both in English and in Latin, as his two prefaces, one in
English and the other in Latin, fully disclose. Religion, he
suggests, depends on learning, and he dreads the days that
preceded him when there were English priests who could
not write or read Latin. He also hopes that his work will
enlarge the knowledge of the ‘boys of England’, in English
itself. To the grammar was added a Latin-English
vocabulary. To a twentieth-century audience these
Homilies and Saints’ Lives and particularly the Grammar
will seem remote. But they, as others of his works, repre-
sent the labours of a dedicated mind resolved to raise the
standards of learning and of religion in his time. To him,
though to many he is now an unknown name, rests the
honour of being the first writer of English prose, conscious
of style, and of the fine and variable medium which is the
English language, and determined that the vernacular
should flourish with the dignity that he rightly associated
with Latin, still the language of Christendom as a whole.
The other memorable name in this difficult period was
Wulfstan, Archbishop of York (died 1023) whose 4
Sermon of the Wolf is addressed to the English when the
Danes were persecuting them most severely in 1014.
Waulfstan makes a flaming indictment of Aethelred, a
weak and cowardly king, accusing him of unpreparedness
in defence, of villages destroyed, of moral and national
disintegration. He confirms the accounts in the Chronicle
of the cruelty and hopelessness of the years of the Danish
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mva_sio'n, and all this is more vivid and realistic than the
C}.lrlstlan exhortation to ‘creep to Christ, and call upon
Him unceasingly with trembling hearts and descwephis
tfmrc?'.’ It was a hard and a cruel time, ahd with only a
little imagination can one realize the stature of these n'?en
who worked and spoke as they did. Zlfric in one of his
prefaces told his readers that the end of the world was z:.t

hand. Not that, j
gy at, just yet, but the end of the Anglo-Saxon

CHAPTER 2

English Poetry from Chaucer to Jokn Donne

EAcH art has its own medium: the painter his pigments,
the musician his sounds, and the writer, words. The
difficulty of the writer is that words are used for all every-
day purposes, so that they become worn, like coins rubbed
by long use. The poet, more than any other writer, tries to
look at words afresh. In a poem he so arranges words that
they give pleasure such as we may have from music or
from pictures. Much of that pleasure comes from the
words themselves, but part of it comes from their rhyth-
mical arrangement. The words are so arranged that their
sounds please, while the alternations of accent and time
give to a pattern of words some of that pleasure which
music gives. The poet, compared with the musician, is
faced with the added difficulty that words, in their normal

_ use, convey a meaning. The musician is not controlled by

a meaning, and some poets have tried to rid themselves of
this embarrassment. They wish to create patterns and
rhythms disembodied from meaning. At the same time
most of the great poets have regarded meaning as of
primary importance. They have used poetry to express
their knowledge of love, death and their aspirations. They
have also used poetry to tell stories, the comedy, the
pathos, and the tragedy of life.

Modern poetry begins with Geoffrey Chaucer (¢. 1340
1400), diplomat, soldier, and scholar. There was a long
controversy in criticism as to whether there was a ‘con-
tinuity’ between the old English poets and Chaucerian
and post-Chaucerian verse. Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch
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(*Q)), writing in the early twenties, implied that the early
poetry was altogether different, and could without much
harm be neglected. The modern view has restored the
faith in tradition, It is true that the early poets are unin-
telligible to the modern reader without preparation., But
this is no argument, for even the early seventeenth-
Century verse of Shakespeare is not intelligible unless
the reader is prepared for a certain amount of preliminary
labour. It is the same language and intelligibility is all a
question of degree. Poets such as Gerard Manley Hopkins
and Auden have been able to find suggestion and inspira-
tion in the early poets, C. L. Wrenn in Word and Symbol
(1967) made what may seem the final statement on the
problem. He suggested that' poets had ‘continued unin-
terrupted by the vicissitudes of reform and revolution to
express themselves’ and that this continued from the poet
of Beowulf through Chaucer or Langland, Milton or
Wordsworth. New elements came in but they were
absorbed into the tradition. No one would deny that
Chaucer was such a new man, He was a bourgeois who
understood the Court, buthehad akeen eycfortheordinary
man and he was a reader who had studied most of the
literature available at his time. More particularly he
profited by his French and Italian journeys to study the
more ambitious ways of Continental poctry. Like every
scholar of his time he knew medieval Tatin, and he had
read diligently some of the Latin classics, especially Ovid
and Vergil. He wrote because he must have been aware of
his own genius, His audience was necessarily a small one,
and in his own lifetime could not have been more than a
few thousand people, comprising courtiers and members
of the rising professional and merchant classes. Small
though itmayhave been numerically, when one realizesthe
degree of literacy it was considerable and composed of im-
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portant people, with a spread over diffcrcn‘ t socizf.l groups.
Much in his work shows his taste for medieval ].lteraturfa,
particularly as it was found in France. He delighted in
allegory, and in the elaborate sentiments of ‘courtly love,
It was C. L. Kittredge in his Chaucer and his Poetry who
indicated how ‘vastly fortunate it was that Chaucer was
born high encugh in the social scale_ not to need holy
orders as a means of escape from warping circumstances.
Otherwise a great poet would have been spoiled to make
an indifferent parson.’ He adds that it was equally fortun-
ate that Chaucer was not an aristocrat, ‘he would 'not have
understood the lower orders, but would have lived and
ied the poet of chivalric love.
dufs GhaF.)ucer tells us in the Prologue to The Legend of Good
Women he laboured at the translation of The {Eamame of the
Rose of Guillaume de Lorris and the satirical J.can de
Meung, and he had studied their poem closely. Gulllaufne
had treated woman with adoration, and ‘]_ea.n‘ with
mockery, and Chaucer remembered both ways in his own
verses. His more completely medieval poems are repre-
sented by The Book of the Duchess (1369), an allegory on the
death of Blanche, wife of John of Gaunt, and The h_’ame of
Fame, a dream medley with some classical memories but
full of intricate and sometimes rambling medieval lore.
These, with his lyrics, the ballades, and rondels, would
have made him a considerable poet for his century, but
three other works set him apart as a great poet in the
history of poetry in general. These three works are:
Troilus and Crisepde (1985-%), The Legend of Good Women
(1385), and the unfinished Canterbury Tales. .
Of these, the most ambitious as a complete work is
Trotlus and Crisepde. The story, which Shakespeare later
used in the most difficult of his plays,* Chaucer had found

* See page 155.
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in Boccaccio's 1l Filostrato. It was a medieval addition to
the classical theme of the Trojan wars, the story of
Troilus’s love for Criseyde and of her faithlessness. The
story would do for a novel, and in some ways Chaucer has
made a great novel in verse, with characters intelligible in
any age, and with a full movement of life surrounding the
main theme. Troilus, a renowned fighter, is wandering
around the Temple of Pallas when he sees Cressida, whose
father has fled to the Greeks to escape the doom of Troy,
She is rich, very beautiful and a widow. He tells of his love
to Pandarus, Cressida’s uncle, the comic, friendly, sensual
go-between, whose comments and wit make him the first
fully drawn figure in our literature. The story is told as a
tragedy, with the author implying that he wishes the plot
could be altered. Throughout there is a sense of destiny;
‘All that cometh, cometh of necessity.’ Behind the doom
of the individuals is the tragic fate of the city itself. The
theme is played in the mood of courtly love, medieval not
classical. As Kittredge wrote: ‘As Cressida is at the begin-
ning, so is she at the end; amorous, gentle, affectionate
and charming but fatally impressionable and yielding.’
In comparison The Legend of Good Women seems a slight
piece, with its brief narratives of the unhappy fate of
Cleopatra, Thisbe, Philomela, and others, who suffered in
the cause of love. In the Prologue to this poem Chaucer
returned to allegory, to the medieval Garden of the Rose,
and embedded in this part of the poem is the most beauti-
ful of all his lyrics: ‘Hide, Absalon, thy gilte tresses clear’,
It is for the Canterbury Tales that Chaucer’s name is best
remembered, the unfinished collection of stories told by
the pilgrims on their journey to Canterbury, with the
Prologue, the clearest picture of late medieval life existent
anywhere. His quick, sure strokes portray the pilgrims at
once as types and individuals true of their own age, and
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still more, representative of humanity in general. The idea
of a collection of stories Chaucer may have had from
Boccaccio’s Decameron, but he borrowed little more than
the initial idea. He keeps the whole poem alive by inter-
spersing the tales themselves with the talk, the quarrels,
and the opinions of the pilgrims, and here the Wife of
Bath, with her detailed comments on marriage and the
treatment of the male sex, is supreme,

How great was Chaucer’s art can be seen by comparing
his work with that of John Gower (¢. 1325-1408), who
shared many of Chaucer’s interests, and if Chaucer had
not lived, Gower would be one of the cutstanding poets
remembered from this century. Like Chaucer he read
French and Latin as easily as he read English, and he com-
posed poems with equal fluency in all three languages,

In Chaucer’s age the English language was still divided
by dialects, though London was rapidly making East-
Midland into a standard language. In the West there
lived on, or came to life, a poetry which has little in com-
mon with that of Chaucer, and which he seems to have
actively disliked. Outstanding is The Vision of Piers the
Plowman, by William Langland. One can write William
Langland without hesitation, though some once divided
him into five separate authors, for the plastic surgery of
scholarship has now with confidence and certainty put
him together again. The author was probably a priest of
oneof the lowest orders, and his poem may have circulated
among clerical or semi-clerical audiences. The number of
extant manuscripts shows that the poem was popular, and
the author’s own continued interest in his work is con-
firmed by his three versions: the A version of 1362, the B,
or main, version of 1377, and C, the longest, of 1392. The
poem begins with a Vision, which the poet had on the
Malvern Hills, of a “field full of folk’. In a long and com-
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plicated succession of scenes he portrays almost every side
of fourteenth-century life. He sees the corruption of
wealth, and the inadequacies of government. To him the
only salvation lies in honest labour and in the service of
Christ. If he were not a mystic he would be a revolutione
ary. He is the nearest approach to Dante in our poetry, for
despite his roughness, and the bleak atmosphere of much
of his work, he has written the greatest poem in English
devoted to the Christian way of life.

Nor was Langland’s poem the only one which came out
of the West Country. A single manuscript preserves four
poems written in the North-Western dialect, Pearl,
Purity, Patience, and Sir Gawain and the Green Kwmght have
sufficient similarities to lead some to the beliet that they
were all the work of one group. Pearl, the outstanding
religious poem of the group, is of a father who has lost his
child, and the mystical language describing his vision has
the glamour and fervour of the Revelation of 8t John. The
poems belong to such an intricate and fully developed
tradition that they support the surmise that other poems
of a similar character must have belonged to ‘the lost
literature of medieval England’. Among the existing
poems Sir Gawain is outstanding. The story is a romance
based on an ancient' legend of a Green Knight who
challenges Arthur’s Knights, and who having had his
head cut off, picks it up, rides away, and reminds his
opponent of his promise to face him in return at the
Green Chapel in a year’s time. The charm of the poem,
and there is nothing apart from Chaucer to match it in the
whole of English medieval verse, lies in the poet’s feeling
for medieval life, in the descriptions of dress and armour
and in the details of the hunting scenes. Above all there is
a feeling for nature in descriptions which introduce
something new in English poetry. Thus, for instance:
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O’er 2 mound on the morrow he merrily rides
inte a forest full deep and wondrously wild;
high hills on each side and holt woods beneath
with huge hoary oaks, a hundred together;
hazel and hawthorn hung clutiering there,
with rough rugged moss o’er grown all around;
unblithe on bare twigs, sang many a bird,
piteous and piping for pain of the cold.*

Sir Gawain is the most subtle verse romance in English
medieval literature, The romances, the stories of Arthur,
of Charlemagne, and of the Trojan Wars and the more
native stories of &ing Horn and Havelok the Dane, are
among the most typical products of medieval literature,
but not now the most interesting. Chaucer thought poorly
of them at their worst, as is shown in his satire of ‘Sir
Thopas’. The romances miss human life and charactt:l:,
and these elements Gawain, despite the incredible story, is
able to supply in the descriptions of hunting, and in the
scenes of Gawain’s temptation.

Compared with the romances, the iite of the medieval
lyric has been strong and enduring. The tunes, and the
phrasing of many of the lyrics which survive, especially
those in the famous Harleian Manuscript 2253, come to
the ear with an unsullied freshness:

Betwene March and Averil
When spray beginneth to spring.

Best of all medieval lyrics is ‘Alysoun’, which survives
every change in the language, and remains today perfect
and unmatchable.

With the lyrics may be remembered the ballads, for the
ballads were lyrics in which a story was told in one par-
ticular way. Possibly the ballads are the part of medieval

* Version of 8ir Israel Gollancz.
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literature which has survived the best. ‘Sir Patrick Spens’
and “The Mill Dams of Binnorie’ have all the magic which
later generations were to associate with the Middle Ages,
Further, they possess a way of verse, subtle and allusive,
which is not to be found elsewhere,

Chaucer as a poet is 5o good that he makes the fifteenth
century appear dull. His imitators are brought on to the
stage of literature only to receive cat-calls. So it is with
Thomas Occleve, and with John Lydgate, though the
latter at least cannot be accused of indolence. Actually no
one did imitate the best in Chaucer. Lydgate and the
others are far better judged independently for what they
attempted to do. Lydgate is a translator, and at least he
made available in English a large number of stories and
romances. The poets of the century after Chaucer were
involved further in the changing nature of the language,
especially in the loss of the final ‘¢’, which made unrhyth-
mical a line which, pronounced as Chaucer pronounced it,
had a free but regular beauty. It was this loss of the final
‘e’ that led a poet such as Dryden, who greatly admired
Chaucer, and who rendered a number of his poems into
the language of his own time, to regard him as irregular,
He thought of Chaucer as one ‘who lived in the dawning
of our language’ and whose verse had the ‘rude sweetness
of a Scotch tune’.

The more elaborate poets seem imitative and repetitive,
One feels that poetry must have some new voice, however
sharp and discordant. The situation is not unlike that at
the end of the Victorian age. One tradition has gone on
too long. It must be dispersed before poetry can re-develop.
Of this older tradition the allegories of Stephen Hawes,
especially The Pastime of Pleasure, are typical. They seem
to belong to a dead past. One poet in this age by his rude
originality served to emphasize this wraith-like quality of

.
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Hawes and the courtly imitators of Chaucer. ‘]:E)hn
Skelton (¢. 1460-15209) wrote a ra,gged,‘ uncouth line,
broken, irregular, but compact with meaning, and brutal
in its directness:

Though my rime be ragged,

Tatter’d and jagged,

Rudecly rain-beaten,

Rusty and moth-eaten,

It ye taks well therewith,

It hath in it some pith,

In satire he is pungent, foul-mouthed, but he employed

his irregular verse in another way in The Boke of Phy{{;}p
Sparowe, a lament on a pet sparrow killed by a cat. '11:16

poem has speed and liveliness, and this and much else in

Skelton’s verse has survived in the memories of poets even

to the twenticth century. '

I Scotland, Chauvcer’s influence fared better than in

England, with Robert Henryson’s Testament of Cresseid anfi

with a royal supporter in King James I of Scotland’s

Kingis Quair. William Dunbar belonged to the same

school, but he was too original to be described as an
imitator ; the colour and elaborate device of his verse seem
like some medieval tourney come to life again, or like a
heraldic device set into words. The best knownl of his
poems ‘The Lament for the Makaris’™ dealt with t.hc
favourite medieval theme of the uncertainty and brevity
of human life. With these poets the text-books have
always put Gavin Douglas, and so that thf:- four may nc?t
be separated his name is added here, If }’ns OWn Verse is
unexceptional, he is remembered for his rendering of
Vergil into English verse. .

The new way in English poetry came mainly through
* Mhakers=poets.
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the imitation of [talian models and it brought difficulties
of itz own. The early stages of this [talian influence can be
found in poems by Wyatt and Surrey published in 1 5571n
an anthology generally known as Taitel’s Musceliany,
Wyatt and Surrey have so often been grouped together in
histories of literature that they seem almost as inseparably
linked as the names of two drapers. Yet they are distinct
and memorable personalities. Sir Thomas Wyatt was a
courtier and diplomat who kept his head, in more than
onesense of the word, in the troubled Court of Henry V111,
and the Eari of Surrey was a nobleman who went to the
scaflold at the age of thirty, Wyatt, who could write grace-
ful and sad-toned lyrics successfully, when he was not
thinking of Italian meodels, struggled to render into
English the fourteen-line Italian form of the sonnet. He
succeeded, but the marks of his painful labour are upon
his verses. But the labour is that of a new form adapting
itself so English after a period when some of the measures
of verse have been wayward. Surrey, who seemed o com-
pose with less apparent effort, also practised the sonnet,
though the most important of his experiments was the
translation of the second and fourth books of Vergil’s
Aenerd into English blank verse. Surrey can little have
guessed how honourable would be the heritage of the
measure which he was employing. Introduced here for the
first time nto Enghsh as a medium for translating from
the Latin, blank verse was to become, through Marlowe’s
employment, the great measure of English poetic drama,
to be used by Shakespeare, and by other verse dramatists
to the present day. In non-dramatic verse the lineage was
no less noble: Milton chose it for Paradise Losi, Keats for
Hyperion, Tennyson for the Idylls of the King, and many
other poets have found within it a method for narrative,
discourse, and satire,
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Nor could Wyatt and Surrey have known how often the
sonnet form would attract later poets, They themselves,
influenced by Petrarch, used the sonnet for love poems of
a particular type: the lover is dutiful, anxious, adormgl;, of
wanhope, and full of praises of his mistress couched in a
series of conventionalized images; the mistress is proud,
unreceptive, but, if the lover is to be believed, very .desir-
able. Throughout the Elizabethan age poets imitated
these Petrarchan meceds of love, and used the sonnet to
express them. Some saw through the artificialities of the
sentiment, which Shakespeare mocked with the speeches
of Mercutio in Fomeo and Fuliet. Sir Philip Sidney, in
Astrophel and Stella, jested at the fashion, and yet half suc-
cumbed to it: some of his sonnets plead for realism, and
others luxuriate in the barogue devices which the conven-
tion allowed. Shakespeare, though he satirized sonnet-
writing, was himself a sonneteer, but as always, Shake-
speare is different. Some of his sonnets are addressed not
to a woman but to a young man, and they are in the terms
of warmest affection. Others are written not with adora-
tion but with an air of disillusioned passion to a ‘dark
lady’. His power over words, from the play of the pun to
the very transmutation of speech, marks them all. The
pretty things are there, but with them a profound maral
vision in the graver sonnets. Shakespeare’s sonnets have
led to a greater volume of controversy than any volu.me of
verse in our literature. But they can be enjoyed without

the tantalizing attempt to identify the personages, or to
explain the dedication and the circumstances of the actual
publication. Among the most beautiful of the sonnets
addressed to the young friend is the following:

When in the Chronicle of wasted time,

I see descriptions of the fairest wights,

And beauty making beautiful old rhyme,
HEL-3
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In praise of Ladics dead, and lovely Knights,

Then, in the blazon of sweet beauty’s best,

Of hand, of foot, of lip, of cye, of brow,

I sce their antigue Pen would have express’d,

Even such a beauty as you master now.

So all their praiscs are but prophecies

Of this our time, all you prefiguring,

And for they look’d but with divining eyes,

They had not skill enough your worth to sing:
For we, which now behold thesc present ciays,
Have eyes to wonder, but lack tongues to praise.®

'In the later poems love is surveyed more profoundly
mth an experience that has depth, and of one who has
suffered. So the most profound of the sonnets reads:

Th'expense of spirit in a waste of shame
Is lust in action, and till action, lust
Is perjured, murderous, bloody, full of blame,
Sax.rage, cxtreme, rude, cruel, not to trust,
Enjoyed no sooner but despised straight,
Past reason hunted, and no sooner had
Past reason hated as a swallowed bait
On purpose laid to make the taker mad;
Mad in pursuit and in Possession so,
Had, having, and in quest, to have extreme,
A t‘)liss in proof and proved a VETY Woe;
Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream,
All this the world well knows yet none knows well,
To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.+

The sonnet outlived the Elizabethan period. For what-
ever changes come over the fashion of writing from time to
mn'e, poets have returned to the compact fourteen lines
w.hlch are more than merely fourteen lines, for they con-’
stitute a unity of poetic speech, Milton used the sonnet, not

* Sonnet, 106,
+ Sonnet, 129,
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however for amorous dainties, but to define moments of
autobiography, and for brief, powerful comments on
public events. To the sonnet Wordsworth returned to
awaken England from lethargy, to condemn Napoleon,
and to record many of his own moods. Keats, who had
studied Shakespeare and Milton to such purpose, dis-
covered himself as a poet in his sonnet, ‘On First Looking
intc Chapman’s Homer’. In the nineteenth century
Meredith in Modern Love showed how a sixteen-line variant
could be made a vchicle of analysis, and D. G. Rossetti in
The House of Life came back, though with many changes,
to the older way of Dante and Petrarch, employing this
most perfect of all miniature verse forms for the expression
of love.

Wyatt and Surrey are greater in the traditions which
they started than in the poetry which they themselves
produced, though, as already suggested, their own contri-
bution has often been underestimated. They were suc~
cecded by Edmund Spenser (¢. 1552—9g), who was a
master of the poetic art, and was acknowledged by his
contemporaries as such. Of his life little is known. He was
an undergraduate at Cambridge and liked by the elegant
and the clever, including Gabriel Harvey, whom the
young men of those days regarded as the wisest of their
elders. No one in the family could help him on the painful
road that led from the University to the Court. His art
made him some friends, and his intelligence others.
Possibly his personality helped, though of this little is
known. The Earl of Leicester may have encouraged him.
He went to Ireland and, except for two visits to England,
he remained in Ireland, reluctantly, until he was driven
to London, in distress, to die, and by the Earl of Essex’s
benevolence to be buried in Westminster Abbey. Among
his poems, two volumes at least will always be remem-
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bered, though possibly with many they are now re-
membered only as nares, The Skepherd’s Calendar of 1579
and The Faerie Queens, which began publication in
1590.

His early work, The Shepherd’s Calendar, read for the
first time, is an odd, difficult and old-fashioned work.
It cannot be judged straight from human experience, as
can Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde. Like a museum piece it
needs a reference to the catalogue before its beauties can
be appreciated. Spenser has written twelve ‘eclogues’ or
shepherds’ poems, one for each month of the year, and in
the manner of the classical and renaissance eclogue-
writer he has permitted himself a variety of themes from
church satire to praise of the Queen, The title promises a
simple rustic book but the poems are clever, mock-simple,
courtly pieces. They represent, nothing more clearly, the
duality in Spenser’s mind. Though much of the original
intention and freshness have disappeared one can read the
April eclogue again and succumb to the music of the
words, as one must in the later poems of ‘Prothalamion’
and ‘Epithalamion’,

This is the final effect of the Faerie Queene, a wash made
from the brightest pigments with little to arrest the
intellect or astound the imagination as in Shakespeare,
with strange and incongruous passages of satire and
allegory but with magnificence continually breaking in.
The stanza, which Spenser invented for the Faerie Queene,
has this miraculous power of gathering words up into
itself, caressingly, and so adorning them with its music
that they hecome more notable than they were before.

Spenser, like all great artists, felt the form and pressure
of his time conditioning his writing. He was aware of a
desire to make English a fine language, full of magnificent
words, with iis roots in the older and popular traditions of

S
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the native tongue. He had the ambition to write, in
English, poems which would be great and revered, as the
classical epics of Homer and Vergil had been, or the new
ambitious romantic poetry of Ariosto and Tasso. He was
aware of the popular stories and myths, which had lin-
gered on from the Middle Ages, the Arthurian tales, the
allegories, the gianis and enchanters. He knew, no less,
the nobly-fashioned heroic tales from the classical world,
of Hector and Achilles, Ulysses and Aeneas. Somehow he
would make a poem in which the medley of native story
joined with a classical ambition in presentation, Double,
even treble, motives crossed within his mind, all ultimately
controlled by the fact that his surest audience lay within
the Court, his most treasured auditor, if only she would
listen, the Queen herself, Gloriana, the Faerie Queene.
His mind looked out beyond the Court to the people, to
their superstitions and faiths, and he had even the grave
moral aim of improving the England which he loved, but
the Court and the Queen were in the forefront of his
vision. In him the medieval and Renaissance met, the
modern and the classical, the courtly and the popular.
Whatever may have been the complexity of these aims he
remained superbly an artist.

It is doubtful whether the modern reader will make his
way joyfully through the Faerie Queene as Keats did, going
excitedly right through to the end and then returning to
read again. But it is a poem in which one can read for
pleasure the splendid passages, with their sustaining
music. Such is Spenser’s description of the ‘Bower of
Bliss’, in Book II, Canto xii:

There, whence that Music seemed hea rd to be
Was the fair Witch herself now solacing,
With a new Lover, whom, through sorcery
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And witchcraft, she from far did thither bring:
There she had him now laid a slumbering,
In secret shade, after long wanton joys:
Whilst round about them pleasantly did sing
Many fair Ladies, and lascivious boys,

That ever mixed their song with light licentious toys.

And all that while, right over him she hung

With her false eyes fast fixed in his sightL

As seeking medicine, whence she was stung,

Or greedily depasturing delight:

And oft inclining down with kisses light,

For fear of waking him, his lips bedewed,

And through his humid eyes did suck his spright,

Quite molten into lust and pleasure lewd;
Wherewith she sighed soft, as if his case she rued.

The whiles some one did chant this lovely lay;
*Ah see, who so fair thing dost fain to see,
In springing flower the image of thy day;
Ah see the Virgin Rose, how sweetly she
Doth first peep forth with bashful modesty,
That fairer seems, the less ye sce her may;
Lo see soon after, how more bold and free
Her bared bosom she doth broad display;

Lo see soon after, how she fades, and falls away.

So passeth, in the passing of a day,
Of mortal lifc the leaf, the bud, the Aower,
N’er more doth flourish after first decay,
That erst was sought to deck both bed and bower
Of many 2 Lady and many a Paramour: ,
Gather therefore the Rose, whilest yet 13 prime,
For soon comes age, that will her pride deflower:
Gather the Rose of love, whilest yet is time

Whilest loving thou mayst loved be with equal crime.’
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As has been suggested, while the Faerie Queene has
attracted most English poets since Spenser’s time it is not
likely ever again to be a popular poem. To see it in this
twenticth century is like finding an apartment appointed
with steel furniture hung with a faded tapestry of the
Masque of Cupid; or to see Arthur or Gawain appear,
wraith-like, on some modern highway. Even in that
Elizabethan age this poem spoke of a past, rapidly fading,
but still remembered. Spenser had chosen from the
medieval romances, and particularly the Arthurian
stories, a medley of narrative which he could weave into a
series of allegorical adventures. The allegory itself now
seems troublesome, but to the Elizabethans it had a con-
temporary reference, and they were near enough to the
Middle Ages to devour allegory for its own sake. Aboveall,
the modern mind, with its craving for realism, will miss the
human figures, which Chaucer and Shakespeare supply.

Little read though it may now be, it hashad itsinfluence
not on our literature only, but in some indirect way on the
English temper itself. The ‘courtesy’ of the Middle Ages,
the romantic sentiment, idealized by Spenser in the
ceremony of marriage, are here embodied in English
literature, and they are part of a civilized attitude of life.
Further, when the world of commerce was about to lay its
ugly and contaminating fingers on life, here was a poem
enshrining with security a world unstained by any com-
mercial value, The reader may give thanks for the
mysterious working on the English spirit in 2 poem which
he has left unread. Unread it will be as a poem; but those
who wander in Arabia record amid the arid places sudden
sights which repay the labour of their journeys. So it is
with the Faeri¢ Queene; the whole poem may weary, but in
the show passages, such as the Bower of Bliss and the
Masque of Cupid, it can still give delight.
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The best poetry of the Elizabethan age went into
drama, and, apart from Spenser, no one can compare with
Marlowe and Shakespeare aswriters of verse. The drama-
ti?ts proved themselves poets outside the drama: Marlowe
with Hero and Leander, Shakespeare with Venus and Adonis ‘
Lucrece, and the Sonnets, and Ben Jonson with numcrou;
iyll"ics, including the well-known, ‘Drink to me only with
thine eyes’. Yet poetry flourished in that time, and the
poerns varied from long Colossus-like pieces to the most
delicate songs and lyrics. The work of Michael Drayton
(1563-1631), a representative poet, is a museumn of most
of the ways in which poetry could then be written. He was
unmoved by the Italian romantic epics, which had en-
couraged Spenser’s genius, but almost every other way of
poetry he attempted. He could ereet poetic Leviathans
and he could turn a lyric, as light as a feather blown int(;
the sunlight. His historical poem, ‘The Barons’ Wars’
(1603), moves at a steady pace. Its sluggish treatment of
:che xznaterial illustrates by contrast what a powerful
nTlagmation Shakespeare employed when he converted
%ustory into genuine poetic drama. Its heaviness becomes
insubstantial when compared with the huge body of the
Polyolbion, where using the long Alexandrine line Drayton
conducts the reader in many thousand lines through the
geography of England. Unread but not unreadable, the
poem had one motive in common with the Faerie Queene
fc:r it was a love of England that led Drayton to gather :intc;
his st:lemingly unending narrative, legends, beliefs, and
descriptions illustrating England’s life. But Drayton
could turn from these ponderous works to compose

Nymphidia, one of the happiest of English fairy poems; the
compact and stirring ‘Ballad of Agincourt’, and that
admirable sonnet, ‘Since there’s no h_clp, come let us kiss
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and part’, for which many would sacrifice much of the
rest of his work.

Samuel Daniel (1562-1619) had something of the same
energy in composition, combined with the same ahsence
of dominating diction. Like Drayton, he attempted to
write history in verse with The Civil Wars between Lancaster
and York (1505; revised edition, 1609), but his most
genuine talent lay in reflective poetry, which, in poems
such as his Epistles, was later to attract Wordsworth’s
attention.

The longer poems of the Elizabethan age demand con-
cessions from the reader. He must approach them with a
historical interest, or his taste will be offended and his
attention diverted. But the songs and lyrics, in which the
age delighted, have ever given a spontaneous pleasure to
posterity. Shakespeare, in Twelfth Night, shows how in the
house of the Duke Orsino the song was a ready and
acceptable entertainment. So it was in the great houses of
the Elizabethans, and in the Court of the Queen herself.
Many of the poets of that age knew the art of wedding
verse and sounds, and in the song-hooks of the period can
be found the lyrics of Thomas Campion, and others who
had delighted the audiences of their day.

One has to stretch across the years to reach Drayton and
Daniel, but John Donne (1572-1631) scems often to stand
before us as a contemporary. His life was adventurous —a
gallant, a courtier, a member of Essex’s Cadiz expedition,
secretary to the Lord Keeper, a prisoner for his runaway
match with his master’s niece, and at length the Dean of
St Paul’s. His mind was restless and adventurous: he read
widely, treasuring the most recondite forms of knowledge.

Some intense nervous excitement marked all that he
thought, all that he did. He had the power of experiencing
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keenly, and of reviewing the experience against the back-
ground of quite contrary moods. He is the lover and the
sensualist, but his mind reviews his love in the terms of
philosophy, or explores it with the images gathered in his
scientific and theological reading So it is in his poem “The
Good-Morrow’;

I wonder by my troth, what thou, and T

Did, till we Iov'd? were we not wean’d till then?
But suck’d on country pleasures, childishly ?

Or snorted we in the seven sleepers den ?

T'was so; But this, all pleasures fancies be.

If ever any beauty T did see,

Which I desir’d, and got, t'was but a dream of thee,

And now good morrow to our waking souls,
Which watch not one another out of fear;

For love, all love of other sights contrals,

And makes one little room, an everywhere,

Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone,

Let Maps to other, worlds on worlds have shown,
Let us possess onc world, each hath one, 2nd is one,

My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears,
And true plain hearts do in the faces rest,

Where can we find two better hemispheres
Without sharp North, without declining West ?
Whatever dies, was not mixed equally;

If our two loves be one, or, thou and T

Love 5o alike, that none do slacken, none can die,

He can perceive beauty, but at the very moment of that
perception he sees the corpse, the cerement cloths, the
skeleton. He knows passion, but he can mock at the
physical body through which passion is transmitted. This
restlessness brings his mind and his body very close to cach
other. His thought is ever at the service of his passions  his
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passions enter into his thought. Contraries exist in his
mind, but they are ever moving one into the other He
is the young gallant who ends his life as Dean of St
Paul’s.

This frankness in passion, this despair of making a unity
out of the broken images of lite, have brought him close to
some contemporary poets. He was naturally impatient of
the conventional verse forms, of the regular rhythms, the
well-worn similes. Instead of the accepted catalogue of
comparisons used by the Petrarchan senneteers, he sought
out the strangest images. Dr Johnson was later to name
him and his school the ‘metaphysical’ pocts, because they
yoked ideas which no one had yet seen together. That
Donne did this is true, but often he can achieve his effects
in another way, by the most brief and simple statements.
The re-editing of his poems by Sir Herbert Gricrson in
1912 led to a revival of interest in his verse, and he re-
mained a powerful influence in modern times on T. S.
Eliot and others. Not all Donne’s poems were those of the
lover or the analytical sensualist. He was a great divine,
and his sermons are some of the most moving prose of the
period, while his verse is also touched, especially in his
“Holy Sonnets’, with his thoughts on life’s profundities:

Thou hast made me, And shall thy werk decay?
Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste,
I run to death, and death meets me as fast,
And all my pleasures are like yesterday;

I dare not move my dim eyes any way,
Despair behind, and death before doth cast
Such terror, and my feebled flesh doth waste
By sin in it, which it £'wards hell doth weigh;
Only thou art above, and when towards thee
By thy leave I can look, I rise again;

But our old subtle foe so tempteth me,



44 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE if

‘That not one hour myself T can sustain;
Thy Grace may wing me to prevent his art,
And thou like Adamant draw mine iron heart,

A *school’ of poets Donne certainly created, and much
of 'ihc history of poetry in the seventeenth century could be
wrilten in the terms of loyalty or antagonism to his man-
ner. His most interesting followers were religious poets.
Gt:‘orge Herbert (1593-1633), compared with Donne, has
a simple and unimpeded devoutness. Yet the lyrics in The
nTempJe successfully employ an unusual, often a homely,
Imagery, to give expression to religious experience. Henry
Vaughan (1621-95), who was influenced by Donne and
Herbert, had a mysticism which is recorded in poems such
as “The Retreat’, and in ‘I saw Eternity the other Night’,
but not all his work reaches this high level. The third of
this group was Richard Crashaw (¢. 1612-4g), the Roman
:‘Z}athol.ic poet, whose Steps fo the Temple (1646) shows the
influence not only of Donne but of Marino, the Italian
poet, who used similarly elaborate forms.

Among the poets who had written verses lamenting the
death of Donne had been Thomas Carew (1508-1639),
one of the earliest of the ‘Cavalier’ poets. His verses had
grace and wit, and his love lyrics and madrigals have
found a place in the anthologies. His long poem, “The
Rapture’, has not been similarly honoured, for, whatever
may be its poetical merit, it has a licentionsness of which
anthologists do not normally approve. Carew was the
most careful of the ‘Cavalier’ lyrists, some of whom appear
to be brilliant amateurs in verse. Sir John Suckling (1609
42), though he wrote often and sometimes seriously, seems
to have been improvising in some of his light and cynical
love lyrics, Richard Lovelace (1618-58) had probably a
less sustained poetic gift than either Carew or Suckling,
but he had the good fortune to make a few happily turned

d
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songs, including ‘Stone walls do not a prison make’, by
which his name will be remembered. A little apart from
these ‘Cavalier’ lyrists is Robert Herrick (1 591—1674), a
disciple of Ben Jonson, who spent his exile as a cleric in
Devonshire in the composition of verses. His poems were
collected in 1648 as Hesperides, a volume which contains
over a thousand pieces, both secular and divine. Less
conscious in his verse than Ben Jonson, he had learnt from
his master the art of briel expression, and to this he added
his own lyrical gift, and his power of seizing upon the
illuminating but unexpected word. The whole of the
English countryside in its Maydays and fairings and its
half-pagan rustic ritual comes to life in his poems. The
lyrics are often of love, fanciful, light-hearted, but with a
gentle melancholy as he remembers how swiftly the joys of
the earth disappear. While Herrick lived in retirement,
Andrew Marvell (1621—48) was close to the great life of
his country in the troubled days of the Commonwealth
and the Restoration. His earlicst poems are quiet, re-
flective pieces based on rural life and include his well-
known poem ‘The Garden’. He became tutor to Crom-
well’s ward and wrote in praise of the Protector poems
such as the ‘Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’s Return from
Ireland’. With the Restoration of Charles 11 his poems
were satiric and filled with an angry bitterness; pocms
such as his attack on the incompetence of the country in
“The Last Instructions to a Painter’ are a complete
contrast to his earlier work,



CHAPTER %

English Poetry from Milton to William Blake

TuE seventeenth century is in many ways the century of
transition into our modern world. The Civil Wars separ-
ated men from the older ways of living, and the religious
controversies killed much that had remained lively in the
national imagination since the Middle Ages. The blight
of commercialism, soon to be followed by the evils that
followed the early stages of industrialization, was setting
its ugly plague upon the features of magnificence. It would
be only just to recall that the magnificence was only inter-
mittent and isolated, but it did exist. Accompanying it, in
this and later centuries, largely unrecorded, was the sordid
and hazardous life of the poor and unprivileged. Science,
and, with Science, rationalism, were growing in power,
and much of that power was to be used to destroy man’s
capacity for myth-making, to remove from the arts much
of the authority they had once possessed. Donne’s restless-
ness seems the anticipation of a sensitive personality, feel-
Ing not so much with his mind as with the ‘“tips of his
fingers’ the world which is to arisc around him. A few of
his followers, such as Abraham Cowley, accepted the new
situation with a facile optimism, believing that somehow
science and poetry could be employed each in the service
of the other,

It was in this period, when the position of the poet had
}.Dcen made difficult, that John Milton (1608-74) wrote
in a manner that recalled poetry to the most elevated and
regal conception of its function. His early work was
- written before the Civil Wars, and included Comus (1634)
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and many of the minor poems which. were first collected
in 1645. In the national upheaval he was occupied as a
controversialist and Latin Secretary, and those who know
Milton only from his verse may well be surprised to dis-
cover the vituperation and abuse which he dealt out to his
opponents in the pamphleteering warfare. In the Civil
Wars Milton supported what was ultimately the losing
side, and the disappointment was the more severe as the
cause of Cromwell had awakened in him high hopes for
the future of humanity. A gesture of the heroic marks his
closing years, when blind, half-fugitive, old, hope-
shattered, he turns to compose the great poetic works
which from his youth had haunted his imagination.
Paradise Lost was published in 1667 ; Paradise Regained and
Samson Agonistes in 1671,

Of Milton’s works Comus is probably the most popular
and intelligible today. Those who have seen the picce
played will not be led away by the text-book disquisitions
on its dramatic ineffectivencss. Like some other plays, it
reads as if it had little dramatic content but it acts well,
and the fact that it is not very like a masque need trouble
only the pedant. As far as Comus has a story it tells of the
temptation of the chaste maiden by the enchanter Comus,
and of the power which her virtue gave her to resist him.
Almost all the ideas that govern Milton’s later poetry are
already here, Hesaw life asastruggle, the Puritan struggle,
for the survival of the good and the virtuous. So Eve and
Adam were told to contend in Paradise Lost, so does Christ
struggle against Satan in Paradise Regained, and Samson
against false counsels in Samson Agonistes.

For Milton this struggle is never easy, for his mind is
aware of the attractions of the earth and the pleasures of
the body; to Comus he gives a magnificent plea that all
the pleasures of the earth should be enjoyed:



48 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

Wherefore did Nature pour her bounties forth

With such a full and unwithdrawing hand,

Covering the Earth with odours, fruits and flocks,
Throning the seas with spawn innumerable,

But all to please and sate the curious taste P

And set to work millions of spinning worms,

That in their green shops weave the smooth-hair’d silk
To deck her sons; and that no corner might

Be vacant of her plenty, in her own loins

She hutch’d the all-worshipped ore, and precious gems,
To store her children with, If all the world

Should in a pet of temperance feed on pulse,

Drink the clear siream, and nothing wear but frieze,
The All-giver would be unthank’d, would be unprais’d,
Not half his riches known, and yet despis’d;

And we should serve him as a grudging master,

As a penurious niggard of his wealth,
And live like Nature’s bastards, not her sons.

While the Puritan ideal was not easy, still less was it
negative. It is regrettable that he composed his later and
mature works when circumstances had cast such a black
shadow across his path. No one who moves among these
later poems can fail to feel the chill which blows around
their massive colonnades, inducing a sense of loneliness,
and a desire for ordinary human companionship. Yet they
are amongst the greatest of our non-dramatic poems. The
classical epic of Homer and Vergil, on whose design
Milton had based his poems, is now little read, at least in
the original languages. The story of Adam and Eve may
have ceased to have much importance for most minds,
and this also tells against Milton; but nothing can destroy
the picture of Satan’s rebellion, half-hercic, half-evil, or
the language which secks, over human experience and
past literature, for parallels to describe this cosmic action.
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Such is the verse which Milton gives to Satan In his
address to the Fallen Angels:
What though the ficld be lost?

Al is not lost; the unconquerable Will,

And study of revenge, immortal hate,

And courage never to submit or yield:
And what is else not to be overcome.

That Glory never shall his wrath or might
Extort from me. To bow and sue for grace

With suppliant knee, and deify his power

Who from the terrer of this Arm so late
Doubted his Empire; that were low indeed,
That were an ignominy and shame beneath
This downfall; since by Fate the strength of Gods
And this Empyreal substance cannot fail,

Since through experience of this great event )
In Arms not worse, in foresight much advane d,
We may with more successful hope resolve

To wage by force or guile eternal War,
Irreconcilable to our grand Foe, ]

Who now triumphs, and in th’excess of joy

Sole reigning holds the Tyranny of Heav'n.

Milton had from the first asense of dedication to poetry,
as he has himself expressed in ‘Lycidas’, anld his \Vl:lﬂlﬁ
mental life became a discipline so that he rmg]_lt ac}}m;rjf:
the great poems which in his youth he had outlined in his
i ination.
un;g;}?;‘gﬂ exposes Puritanism at its best, Samuel Bu'tlcr
(1612-80), in his satire Hudibras, sho_wed all the hypo-
crisies of Puritanism, and its cramping o’f the hum?n
spirit. In this burlesque poem, through w!nc_h moves the
spirit of Cervantes, he shows great .(‘,01‘1’11(', ‘ln\ff',‘ntIO?. }:n
displaying the Presbyterian knight Sir Hudibras and 11s
squire, Ralph, in action. Bencath the c‘omedy and the
coarseness there seems to dwell a cynical, perhaps a

HEL—4
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?ccptical, mind. The poem was popular at the time, and
it can be still enjoyed. The contrast of this intellzgent
buffoonery with Milton’s grand manner is complete.,

. The legend that Milton was an unpopular poet has
lived so long that probabiy it will never be destroyed. The
facts cry out against the legend; he was read in his own
age, and throughout the cighteenth century he was
imitated widely though never very intelligently. He has
always been read since by that minerity which finds
pleasure in poetry as an art. For a time in the twentieth
century his poems were ungenerously judged. These false
critics may have set many readers against the poet, but
anyone who acquires his poems and reads them h;s at
han.d_ an enjoyment more varied and profound than any
anticipation could conceive. The arid and negative ap-
proach to Miiton has now happily diminished, for the
stature of works such as his cannot long be concee:led Itis
true that in his own age he stood somewhat apart andﬂ that
poetry followed other ways. The clearest ‘mov:;ment’ in
l‘t-hito'n’s age came from those who desired a greater
mrg@rcity in verse, with the employment of contemporary
and intelligible themes. Those who believed in this man-
ner came to use one particular form of verse known as the

heroic couplet. It is the type of verse which later Pope was
to make famous:

True ease in writi
s - ertll:lg comes from art, not chance,
$ those move easiest who have learn’d to dance®

Neat, measured, exact, regular, the heroic couplet was
llkf: a rococo fagade, and the complete contrast to the
‘.tw'lsted, agonized lines in which Donne tortured himself
into expression. The beginning of this ‘regular’ move-
ment has always been associated with the names of

* An Essay on Criticism.
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Edmund Waller (1606-87), and Sir John Denham
(1615-6g). That the changes which they made in poetry
were recognized by their contemporaries can be seen in
Dryden’s praise of Waller, ‘he first made writing easily
an art’. Dryden was praising the lucidity both of subject
and treatment, such as were to be found in Denham’s
“Cooper’s Hill’. Four often-quoted lines in that poem be-
came the insignia of the new group:

O could I flow like thee, and make thy stream

My great example, as it is my theme.

Though deep, yet clear; though gentle, yet not dull;
Strong without rage; without o’erflowing, full.

John Dryden (1631-1700), who discovered so much to
praise in the new school, was himself one of its chief ex-
ponents. Dramatist, critic, translator, Dryden was fore-
most a poet, and, in poetry, he was primarily a craftsman.
The ‘man of letters’, whose life was largely controlled by
economic exigencies and dependence on the Court,
cherished as his first ambition as an artist the making of
good verses. He has been widely read and admired, but
the English have not taken him to their hearts as they have
done many a lesser man. Little is known of his biography,
and his own versc is impersonal; ‘unique vision’ he
lacked, and his artistry has never had its full recognition.
He selected contemporary themes and fashioned them
into poetry. In the Annus Mirabilis (1667), he wrote of the
Dutch War and the Fire of London : this is a most unusual
feat in transferring almost immediately contemporary
events into poetry. So he describes the population of
London during the Great Fire:

The most in ficlds, like herded beasts lie down;
To dews obnoxious on the grassy floor:
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And while their Babes in sleep their sorrows drown,
Sad Parents watch the remnants of their store,

While by the motion of the flames they guess

What streets are burning now, and what are near;
An infant, waking, to the paps would press,

And meets, instead of milk, a falling tear.

In Absalom and Achitophel (1681), he exposed the politics of
Shaftesbury’s intrigues, and Monmouth’s disloyalty, and
produced the best of his satires. The most effective of all

his non-dramatic verse is his description of Shaftesbury as
Achitophel:

Of these the false Achitophel was first:

A Name to all succeeding ages cursed.

For close Designs and crooked Counsels fit;
Sagacious, Bold, and Turbulent of wit,

Restless, unfixed in Principles and Place,

In Power unpleased, impatient of Disgrace.

A fiery Soul, which working out its way,

Fretted the Pigmy Body to decay:

And o’er informed the Tenement of Clay.

A daring Pilet n extremity;

Pleased with the Danger, when the Waves went high
He sought the Storms; but for 2 Calm unfit,
Would Steer too near the Sands, to boast his Wit.
Great Wits are sure to Madness near allied %

And thin Partitions do their Bounds divide:

Else, why should he, with Wealth and Honour blessed,
Refuse his Age the needful Hours of Rest?
Punish 2 Body which he could not please L
Bankrupt of Life, yet Prodigal of Ease?
And all to leave, what with his Toil he won,
To that unfeathered, two-legged thing, a Son:

His Religio Laici and The Hind and the Panther, in which he
writes verses out of contemporary religious speculation,
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are of less interest today, but one can still admire Drydenl’s
ingenuity in making the heast fable serve his argument in
the second poem. As a translator, he rcndere‘d Vcrg1'l,
Juvenal, Ovid, and Chaucer, and the best ?f his prose is
the preface of 1700 to the Fables, in which, in jchc year of
his death, he introduced some of his translations t‘o the
public. His range cannot be estimated without a considera~
tion of his criticism and his plays in verse®. The plays
contain many of his delightful and sometimes amusing
lyrics. A number of his contemporaries among the
courtiers of Charles IT’s reign wrote light amorous lyrics of
great charm: often it seemed the more dissolute the man
the more delicate and charming the songs and lyrics:
such were those of Sir Charles Sedley (163g-1701) and
the Earl of Rochester (1648-80).

The career of Alexander Pope (1688-1744), in many
ways Dryden’s successor, has been more ho.tly a.md more
frequently debated than any other in English literature.

As often, some confused the man and the poet. He was
puny, ill-made, venomous, unjust, splenetic, a:nd h.ls
enemies have found occasion to emphasize each item in
the inventory of defects. As an artist, he stu_died perfec-
tion, with a rare singleness of purpose, and he is t.hc nearest
approach to a classical poet in our language. It is true that
his vision had limitations: the ardours and endurances of
romantic poetry he avoided, nor had he the sense of
dedication and high purpose of Milton or Wordsworth. In
the Essay on Man he expressed a philosophy in verse, bu.t
rather as moral precepts than as a vision, Superficially his
teaching may seem optimistic, but beneath the surface can
be seen the alert mind, perceiving the pride of man, his
high-vaunting ambitions, and, in contrast,‘ the 11.1a:dc-
quacy of his faculties. If Pope ever forgot that inner vision,

* See pages 1768-9.
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he had his friend Swift, close at hand, to remind him,

Thus it was as a satirist that Pope was most effective,
At his best, in The Rape of the Lock, he was able to mock
at the whole of the fashionable society of the eighteenth
century, while showing that he had some passionate
attachment to its elegance. The Dunciad, in which he
abused dullness in general, and the contemporary dunces
in particular, is more ephemeral until one approaches the
magnificent conclusion on Chaos, undoubtedly the most
profound passage in Pope’s work:

Thus at her felt approach, and secret might,
Art after Art goes out, and all is Night.

See skulking Truth to her old Cavern fled,
Mountains of Casuistry heap’d o’er her head|
Philosophy, that lean’d on Heav’n before,
Shrinks to her second canse, and is no more,
Physic of Metaphysic begs defence

And Metaphysic calks for aid on Sensel

Sec Mystery to Mathematics fly!

In vain! they gaze, turn giddy, rave, and die.
Religion blushing veils her sacred fires,

And unawares Morality expires,

For public Flame, nor private dares te shine;
Nor human Spark is left, nor Glimpse divine!
Lo! thy dread Empire CHAOS ! is restor’d;
Light dies before thy uncreating word,

Thy hand, great Anarch! lets the curtain fall,
And Universal Darkness buries All

The modern reader will find more enjoyment in some
of the shorter pieces, particularly ‘The Epistle to Dr
Arbuthnot’, with the satiric portrait of Sporus, or Lord
Hervey, which seems composed in a verbal vitriol, and the
quict but deadly attack on Addison.

Not all Pope’s work is satiric. He began with nature
poems of an elegant kind, the Pastorals and Windsor
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Forest, and the great labour of his middle age was his
translation of Homer. This work has often been abused,
but, from its own day to this, it has been one of the most
widely-read volumes of verse in the language. Homer it
may not be, but it is a poem, and one which has given a
genuine enjoyment. The charge brought against Pope’s
translation is largely concerned with the floridness of its
diction, and it must be admitted that while in satire he
writes with grim economy and with deadly precision, in
description and in sentiment he allows the words to
weave themselves into elegant and decorative patterns,
This mars some of the effects of two poems, ‘Eloisa to
Abelard’ and the ‘Elegy to the Memory of an Unfortunate
Lady’, where the gentler and more romantic sides of his
nature struggled for expression.

The text-books sometimes speak of the age which fol-
lowed Pope as if it were dominated by his example.
Nothing could be less true. John Gay (1685-1732) used
the couplet in his Fables and other poems, but the best
of his talent went into the lyric and The Beggar's Opera.
Charles Churchill (1731-64) used the couplet in The
Rosciad, his satire on actors, and in his political satire, but
despite vehemence and an adroit expression he never
matched Pope in the employment of the chosen medium.
Pope had only two genuine followers, Samuel Johnson
and Oliver Goldsmith, and they both differ from him
widely. Johnson devoted only a small part of his time to
the writing of English verse. Lexicography and the prose
works occupied much of his time. Often he wrote verses
in Latin but he had a great command of the couplet, as
appears in his two satires, ‘London’ (1738), and “The
Vanity of Human Wishes’ (1749) ; both based on Juvenal,
these show what his powerful mind, his grave moral out-
look, and his incisive phrasing could achieve. The graces
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of Pope are absent, the mockeries, and the stifled gaiety
of Pope’s humour, but in their place there is a heavier
tread, regular and resounding.

In The Traveller (1764) and The Deserted Village (1770),
Johnson’s contemporary, Oliver Goldsmith (1728-74),
the son of an Irish clergyman, depicted the social and
economic evils of his time in both England and Ireland.
He has a wider understanding of contemporary problems
than Pope, but that, of course, does not of itself make him a
better poet. The couplet form for his verse he had adapted
from Pope, but he wrote in an easier, more Chaucerian
manmner.

A mellow sentiment accompanics his expression. Such
is his description in The Deserted Village of the village
schoolmaster:

There, in his noisy mansion, skill’d to rule,

The village master taught his little school;

A man severe he was, and stern to view,

I knew him well, and every truant knew;

Well had the boding tremblers learned to trace
The day’s disasters in his morning face;

Full well they laughed with counterfzited glee,
At all his jokes, for many a joke had he;

Full well the busy whisper circling round,
Conveyed the dismal tidings when he frowned;
Yet he was kind, or if severe in aught,

The love he bore to learning was in fault;

The village all declared how much he knew;
"Twas certain he could write, and cypher too;
Lands he could measure, terms and tides presage,
And even the story ran that he could gauge.

In arguing too, the parson owned his skill,

For e’en tho’ vanquished, he could argue still;
While words of learned length, and thundering sound,
Amazed the gazing rustics ranged around,
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And still they gazed, and still the wonder grew,
That one small head could carry all he knew.

If Goldsmith, who was also a novelist,* essayist and
historian, had only had a greater capacity for taking pains
he would have been one of the foremost figures in our
literature.

While Pope kept the reader’s attention fixed on society,
there was growing up in the cighteenth century an
interest in mature for its own sake. Nature had always
been a theme in English poetry, from Anglo-Saxon times
to Shakespeare and Milton, but in the eighteenth century
it becomes an independent theme. Such an interest ap-
pears in James Thomson’s (1700-48) The Seasons, whlch
began publication in 1726. The poem was immediately
popular, and though it circulated among the wits, it also
had an audience among ordinary people to whom Pope’s
elegant satires never penctrated. Thomson was too
diffuse to be a great artist. His poem is like a schoolboy’s
essay padded into the requisite size. Yet for over a century
he was one of the most widely-read poets in England. His
sympathy with ordinary life, and for poverty, combined
with his generous sentiment, made him acceptable to
many who could not tolerate the hard brilliance of Pope.
Also his treatment of nature was original, even if ponder-
ous, and it was a theme growing in popularity.

What this increased interest in nature signified is difli-
cult to record. Part of it was a delight in ‘prospects’, in
scenes such as a painter might use. Now that roads were
improving, gentlemen and ladies could look out from
their carriages on the views, and much of what they saw
pleased them. Some even constructed ‘views’ on their own
estates and parklands. The delight was often not for the

* See page 223.
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pretty and regular design, but for the more wild and
rugged aspects of nature. It was as if the human mind
were in revolt against the increasing rationalism of the
century. Much of this interest was linked with a generous
sentiment towards humanity, and towards movements,
such as Methodism, which drew attention to the great
gulf between the wealthy and elegant society of the cen-
tury and the condition of those who lived in ahject
poverty. William Cowper (1731-1800) gathers up many
of these contemporary interests into his work. He is most
widely known for ‘John Gilpin’, a good jest, but actually
the jest of a mind fretful and tormented, fighting in secret
for its sanity. Swift had known that one way of keeping
the mind sane when it is assailed by mental disease is to
have an intense interest in details. Such Cowper had,
and it makes his Letiers among the most delightful in the
language. Some similar interest helped him to the com-
position of his most successful poem, The Task (1785),
where he moves freely amid rural scenes and describes
them in a manner less heavy and pretentious than that of
Thomson. The composition of The Task belongs to his
later and happier period, and he had come to that com-
parative serenity by a difficult road. John Newton, the
enfant terrible of Methodism, had tormented him, though
under his influence and that of his friends, the Unwins, he
contributed to the collection of the Olrey Hymns which
include “There is a fountain fill’d with blood’, and ‘God
moves in a mysterious way’. Behind all of Cowper’s
varied moods there lingers the dread that reason might
one day retreat, and this led to the most poignant of his
poems, “The Castaway’, where, more clearly than in any
other poem in English, he shows the fear of approaching
insanity.

Morbidity, which threatened Cowper, seemed to hover
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near a number of creative minds in the eighteenth cen-
tury. It was as if the sensitive mind in that robust age was
driven in upon itself into self-laceration and anguish.
Some of this melancholy may have been a fashion, a
delight in ruins, spectres, and midnight walks among the
tombs, but it was real enough to colour the whole life
of Thomas Gray (1716-71), the author of the ‘Elegy’.
Gray as a young man had seen the gay and elegant life of
Europe in the company of Horace Walpole, the brilliant,
dilettante son of Sir Robert Walpole, one of England’s
most formidable Prime Ministers. But his long years were
spent in the enervating life of an eighteenth-century don in
Cambridge. Some sadness of spirit within him paralysed
action, and made creative work almost impossible. He was
among the most learned men of Europe in his day, yet his
poems are a thin sheaf, a few odes and the ‘Elegy’. He
brought into his poems new interests, medieval in “The
Bard’, and Scandinavian in “The Descent of Odin’, but
with the whole of the classical and medieval world within
his grasp it is sad that some melancholy or inertia held him
from composition. A taste for Gray’s odes is a cultivated
one: the reader must delight in ornate words, often chosen
for the memory of their employment by earlier writers. Of
the ‘Elegy’ successive generations of Englishmen have
already given their judgement, and this can bec sum-
marized in Dr Johnson’s memorable words: “The
“Churchyard” abounds with images which find a mirror
in every mind and with sentiments to which every bosom
must return an echo. Had Gray written often thus it had
been vain to blame and useless to praise him.”

Gray’s depression is genial and controlled compared
with that of his contemporary, William Collins (1721~
59), whose brief life was marked by penury and bouts of
insanity. Collins was not unaware of the life of his time,
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as poems such as ‘How Sleep the Brave’ show. But the
most distinctive side ofhis mind lived in shadows where the
shapes of magic could form themselves, This is found most
openly in his ‘Ode on the Popular Superstitions of the
Highlands’, but it is present in ‘Ode to Evening’, and in
the ‘Dirge in Cymbeline’. Not always did he write so
simply as in this last poem, for he delighted in hard and
elaborate words. When he reached simplicity and retained
his singing quality he has a rare beauty, which has
nothing to parallel it in the century.

The untidy and largely disreputable life of Christopher
Smart (1722-71) culminated not merely in morbidity but
in the madhouse~cell. There he composed the ‘Song to
David’, written, so the legend runs, ‘partly with charcoal
on the walls, or indented with a key on the panels of his
cell’. The “Song’ has had its extravagant supporters, such
as Rossetti and Browning. Even the most sober judgement
cannot mniss the spiritual vision and the singing quality,
rather like a clanging of bells or the sound of trumpets.

It may have been only an accident that a number of
poets in the eighteenth century were afflicted by morbid-
ity and insanity. Yet it would not be unjust to infer, as has
already been suggested, that the movement of rationalism,
and the buoyant materialism of the time, drove the artist
in upon himself. One poet rose against all the pressure of
this material world, and though men might call him in-
sane, 1t was an exlting insanity, the divine frenzy of vision
and prophecy. William Blake’s (1757-182%) work stands
alone in our literature, for no one saw life quite in the
same way as he did. He was aware of the material world,
of the ‘dark Satanic Mills’, but in his own exulting way he
overcame them:

Bring me my Bow of burning gold ;
Bring me my Arrows of desire;
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Bring me my Spear: O clouds unfold!
Bring me my Chariot of fire.

1 will not cease from Mental Fight,
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand
Till we have built Jerusalem

In England’s green and pleasant Land.

He was a poet and a painter of a genius wholly individual.
If he is to be believed, he actually saw the angels and
strange figures which his pictures portray. They sat bf:side
him in the garden, or in the trees, gathering around hlm.as
naturally as a group of friends. These visions loosened him
from the material world, in which so much of the eight-
eenth century was stuck fast as in a slough of mental
despond. He liberated the human soul from its slavery to
matter, and in his more encrgetic moments saw a life
beyond good and evil, a white, burning imag.c of pure
energy. So in Auguries of Innocence which, with his lyrics, is
one of his most simple, poetical statements:

To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.

A Robin Red breast in a Cage
Puts all Heaven in a Rage.

A dove house fil’d with doves and Pigeons
Shudders Hell thro’ all its regions.
A dog starv’d at his Master’s Gate
Predicts the ruin of the State.

A Horse misus’d upon the Road
Czlls to Heaven for Human blood.
Each outcry of the hunted Hare

A fibre from the Brain does tear,
A Skylark wounded in the wing,
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A Cherubim does cease to sing.
The Game Cock clip't and arm’d for fight
Does the Rising Sun affright,
Every Wolf”s and Lion’s howl
Raises from Hell a Human Soul,

Repression he regarded as evil, though freedom from
repression he interpreted not psychologically, as is the
contemporary manner, but mystically. Much of his
thought seems to have sprung fully formed out of his own
intuitions, though his reading was wider than is often
imagined, and the influence of some mystics, particularly
of Swedenborg, is strong upon his work.

As a prophet, and a liberator of the human spirit, Blake
is of first importance, but as an artist he is limited by his
arbitrary methods, and by an absence of discipline. To
disregard tradition completely is the most dangerous
course any artist can pursue. Whatever has been gained
by our predecessors has been hardly won, and the mental
anarchy, which lays it in ruins in order to build the new
Jerusalem in its place, smacks of the sin which Lucifer
shared with little Bethel. In his later Prophetic Books,
Blake is in this danger. He uses a symbolism of his own
invention, a secret language, bewildering to the reader,
and destructive of the unity of his poéms as works of art,
It is true that, with the aid of commentators, a meaning
can be extracted. In breaking the chains which have
imprisoned humanity, Blake is in danger of breaking all
That humanity has achieved. As a poct Blake is at his best
i his simplest poerms, in the early Songs of Innocence and
Experience, where wisdom speaks with the voice of a child,
Here and in some later poems such as The Everlasting
Gospel he wrote with those fragrant intuitions which

awaken the human mind to its own best and most inno-
cent vision of itself. Only one side of him is shown in his
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poetry and his letters; as a painter his art has a brilliance
of imagination which is compelling and often leads the
ohserver to total surrender. The appeal to the eye is ever
more immediate and consuming than verbal communica-
tion.

Almost contemporary with Blake is Robert Burns
(1759-96). So much that is false has been written about
Burns, particularly in his own country, and sometimes in
moments of induced exuberance, that the truth is worth
recording. The best of his work appears in the satires, most
of which were written while he was still farming at
Mossgiel. Many of these appeared in 1786 in the Kil-
marnock edition of his poems, and it is in this volume that
his genius announced itself at its best, though some of his
greatest satires including ‘Address to the Unce’ Guid’,
‘Holy Willie’s Prayer’, and ‘The Jolly Beggars’ did not
appear in it. This volume opened for him the doors of
fashionable society in Edinburgh where, for a season, as
the untutored ploughman poet, he was a lionized curiosity.
No journey was ever more fateful to a poet, no people
more unwittingly unkind to genius. His moral nature,
always susceptible, particularly to amorous and alcoholic
adventures, suffered, and farming had lost some of its
attractions after the elegances of the capital. His Edin-
burgh friends found him a post as ‘gauger’ in the Excise
which was henceforth to be his main means of support.

His reputation as “untutored’, which he himself helped
to create, is false, for he had read widely both in earlier
Scottish poetry and in Pope, Thomson, Gray, and
Shakespeare. When he wrote in English, he wrote as a
cultivated English poet would write, and his Scottish
poems are not naive dialect pieces, but clever manipula-
tions of language varying from Ayrshire to standard
English. Nor was he, as sometimes represented, a child of
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the French Revolution. He was a “Pittite up to a point’,
and a strong navy man, whose best work was written
before the French Revolution. He is rightly judged not
against the wide expanse of European politics but against
his own narrow Scottish background. He revolted against
the sanctimonious hypocrisy of the religious, and against
the social barriers that divided man from man. This
equalitarian philosophy he discovered, not in the text-
books of political theory, but from his own observation,
and he expressed it admirably, even recklessly, in one of
the greatest of all his poems, ‘The Jolly Beggars®. After his
Jjourney to Edinburgh he composed only one poem, ‘Tam
o’Shanter’, which can match these early pieces. The rest
were mainly sentimental songs and lyrics, of the type of
‘John Anderson my Jo’. It is of interest that both his best
poems concern taverns. To the tavern he was attracted
for reasons which were obvious, and beyond that, they
alone were equalitarian institutions in his age, more so
than the Church, and certainly more so than any social
institutions.

The forms of poetry were changing at the close of the
eighteenth century, but this did not deter George Crabbe
(1754—1832) from returning to the couplet as Pope and
Johnson had used it. 8o successful was his work that he had
a steady following of readers even in the age of Byron.
Those who have not read his poems always consider him
a dull writer, His themes, it is true, were the grim, realistic
incidents of rural life, seen without romantic illusion.
But his sincerity in recording life as it was, and his eye for
detail, have given The Village (1783), The Parish Register
(1807), and Tales in Verse (1812) an attraction for any-
one who may submit himself to it. Some have thought it
easy to write like Crabbe, as unfortunately did Crabbe
sometimes, and this has led to the banal lines which the
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. satirists have attacked. At his best, he was a realist in
* verse, and that is not a mean achievement, and his poem

on Peter Grimes inspired Benjamin Britten in the libretto
of the most distinguished English opera of our century.

If Crabbe shows that the older manner in poetry still
had a fresh life, Thomas Chatterton (1752-70) in his
imitations of medieval poetry gave evidence of that
awakening of wonder which led to romantic poetry.
Chatterton’s story has passed into legend, but whether
the boy who committed suicide at eighteen would have
developed into a great genius must remain unknown. He
had an arrogant nature, and wit, and had he lived he
might have produced verse very different from the sham
medieval pieces with which he tried to deceive the learned
world of his day.




CHAPTER 4

The Romantic Poets

Tee first thirty years of the nineteenth century are
distinguished by a cluster of poets whose work has been as
much discussed as that of any group of writers in the
English language. ‘Romantic revival’ is the label that has
been attached to them by the text-books, though they
themselves might not have understood what it meant and
certainly did not apply it to themselves. The label is only
an attempt to show how their work differed from that of
their predecessors. They all had a deep interest in nature,
not as a centre of beautiful scenes but as an informing and
spiritual influence on life. It was as if, frightened by the
coming of industrialism and the nightmare towns of
industry, they were turning to nature for protection. Or as
if, with the declining strength of traditional religious
beliefs, men were making a religion from the spirituality
of their own expericnces.

These personal experiences they all valued to a degree
which is difficult to parallel in earlier poets. Spenser,
Milton, and Pope make verse out of legend or knowledge
which is common to humanity. The first generation of
romantic poets look into themselves, secking in their own
lives for strange sensations, With Wordsworth, such sensa-
tions have a moral value, and are often associated with
simple and human objects. They were largely based on hig
own life and he made an epic of personal experience in
The Prelude. With Byron the creative impulse arises from
the exotic pursuit of some mood, or adventure, which man
has seldom known before. With Coleridge, the stimulus

THE ROMANTIC POETS 67

leads to the dream territories of Xanadu. With the younger
generation there is an employment of classical mythology
as with Shelley in Prometheus Bound and Keats in Hyperion,
but even here the ancient figures and stories are modified
to illustrate their own intuitions about life. In the poetry
of all of them, there is a sense of wonder, of life seen with
new sensibilitics and fresh vision, This strangeness of the
individual experience involves each of the romantics in a
spiritual loneliness. They are keenly aware of their social
obligations, but the burden of an exceptional vision of life
drives them into being almost fugitives from their fellow-
men, This sense, present in them all, can be found most
strongly in Shelley, who seems even more content amid
the dead leaves, the moonlit water, and the ghosts, than in
the places where men inhabit, though theoretically he is
deeply involved in the ultimate potentiality of man. The
romantic poets lead the reader to the strange areas of
human experience, but seldom welcome him in the
language of ordinary conversation, or even with the cur-
rency of normality. To this generalization Wordsworth
must be guoted as the major exception.

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 1s at once the oldest,
the greatest, and the most long-lived of the group. He died
in 1850, but poetry dicd in him in about 1815, only to
return fitfully, almost painfully. As a young man he had
high hopes for humanity: he had been nurtured in the
Lake District, where everything had led him to think well
of man. The teaching of Rousseau and his own experience
convinced him that man was naturally good, In the
French Revolution he saw a great movement for human
freedom, welcoming it as many young men of a certain
generation welcomed in the twenticth century the coming
of the Union of Sovict Republics. Wordsworth himself
confesses that the greatest moral shock of his life came
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when England declared war in 1 792 on the young French
Republic. In the years which followed he had to endure an
agony of spiritual disillusionment. He saw that the France
of the young Buonaparte was following, not the vision of
the liberties of man, but the path of Charlemagne,

But now, become aggressors in their turn,

Frenchmen had changed a war of self-defence

For one of conquest, losing sight of all

Which they had struggled for.

Partly under Burke’s influence, he came to regard
England as the protector of freedom against this new
Napoleonic imperialism. For the best twenty-five years of
Wordsworth’s life England was at war, and when peace
came it found him a man from whom the uniqueness of his
earliest experience had passed. Many of his critics see him
as a bitter reactionary, and there is an element of justice
in this estimate, though it is far from the whole truth. He
followed his beliefs honestly to the end, and ifhe distrusted
reform, one of his reasons lay in the fear that the England
he loved, particularly rural England, would be destroyed
by the hand of the rising industrialists,

The whole of his early life had been a dedication to
poetry, and from his childhood he had stored his mind
with the experience in nature which later he was to recall
in his verse. This period of intense living culminated in his
presence in France during the carly stages of the Revolu-
tion, All that his personality felt from the excitement of
public events was accentuated by his love for Annette
Vallon. The btographers seem to have given a shout of
exultation on discovering that Annette became the mother
of a Wordsworthian daughter, and that he left her to
return to England. In the years that followed, under the
influence of his sister Dorothy, he recovered a spiritual

vision, and a unique poetic way of recording it,

6
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His love for Dorothy was the most c'ieep and ;?assionste
experience of his whole lite and dur‘m‘g t‘h(: wmte.r t‘ 'i.cii
they spent in Goslar in Germany their intimacy seems

solute.

ha"liisf;f:;s?fncmorable account of his own mi.nd in thc?sc
years Wordsworth has written h.imsclf in his auttljl}a:od-
graphical poem, The Prelude, which was not publ? ,;_
until 1850. This is possibly the greatest pocr? of ]Z
modern period in Lnglish, the spmt'ua‘l record o a smgs
mind, honestly recording its own mumatt.e l:xpcrlenceci
and endowed with a rare capacity for ma].nng the re;or
intelligible. There can be few poems to which tllledm];) t:}rlr;
reader, harassed by personal distress, or trouble y t
movement of world events, can return with such certa.n; }(
of reward. It would have been well for V\’ordsxg;z; h ‘;
reputation if The Pfeiuclle ’could have been publishe

i cdiately on its completion, N
m;lcfd;)ao‘;j in Englishpoﬁers a parallel. In SC:/E it 1,1:
epical, and is composed in blan.k verse as was } . ilton >
Paradise Lost, but instead of dealing with world events Of‘
the adventures of heroes, it outlines thfe dcvi::ll(.)pmcn‘f 0_
one single, and from all outwa.rd fzon51dcT%t110as, un;r?n
portant personality. The following is a typica plassag i
which Wordsworth recovers the memory ofavitalmom

in his childhood:

Fair seed-time had my soul, and T grew up
Fostered alike by beauty and by fear: _
Much favoured in my birth-place, and no less

In that beloved Vale to which ere long

We were transplanted; — there were we let loose
For sports of wider range. Erc [ had told —
Ten birth-days, when among the mountain slopes
Frost, and the breath of frosty wind, .ha.d snapped
The last autumnal crocus, “twas my Joy
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With store of springes o’er my shoulder hung
To range the open heights where woodcocks run
Along the smooth green turf, Through half the night,
Scudding away from snare to snare, I plied
That anxious visitation; — moon and stars

Were shining o’er my head. I was alone,

And seemed to be a trouble to the peace

That dwelt among them. Sometimes it befell

In these night wanderings, that a strong desire
O’erpowered my better reason, and the bird
Which was the captive of anather’s toil

Became my prey; and when the deed was done

I heard among the solitary hills

Low breathings coming after me, and sounds

Of undistinguishable motion, steps
Almost as silent a3 the turf they trod.

In his own lifetime Wordsworth was first known
through the Lyrical Ballads (1798), in which S. T. Cole-
ridge collaborated with “The Ancient Mariner’. The
volume was an experiment, for Wordsworth was attempt-
ing to make verse out of the incidents of simple rustic life,
in a language that was a selection from the phrases of
ordinary speech, Coleridge in his poem was endeavouring
to employ poetry to give credibility to the miraculous.
Wordsworth’s experimental pieces are only half-success-
ful, but in Michael he showed how tragic dignity could he
given to the story of a shepherd and his son.

In “Tintern Abbey’ where he returned to the recollec- -

tions of his own childhood, and demanding a more liberal
vocabulary than the theory of the Lyrical Ballads had
prescribed, he showed, as in The Prelude, how a unique
experience could be brought within the reader’s under-
standing by bold and imaginative language,

I
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These beauteous forms

Through a long absence have not been tg me;
As is a landscape to a blind man’s eye:
But oft, in lonely rooms, and mid the din
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them,
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart;
And passing even into my purer mind,

With tranquil restoration: feelings too

Of unremembered pleasure; such, perhaps,
As may have had no trivial influence )

On that best portion of a good man’s life,
His little, nameless, unremembered acts

Of kindness and of love. Nor less, I trust,

To them I may have owed another gift,

Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood,
In which the burthen of the mystery,

In which the heavy and the weary weight
Of all this unintelligible world,

Is lighten’d: — that serene and blessed mood,
In which aflections gently lead us on,

Until, the breath of this corporcal frame,
And even the motion of our human blood
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep

In body, and become a living soul:

While with an eye made quict by ‘l‘.'ﬂt? power
Of harmony, and the deep power ol Joy,
We see into the life of things.

After the Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth 1.‘1cld less closely to
poetic theory. He used the sonnet, as Mil ton l}ad ‘dm‘le, to
arouse England to a sense of her responsibility in %ntenf-
national affairs, and to express poigflant mon:u:nts in his
own experience. Many of the most iamousf ble)Tlg to thsl
year 1802, when his thoughts were much with France an
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her desertion under Napoleon of her role as a liberating

fox."ce (1 griev’d for Buonaparté with a vain And an unthinkin

grief): to the same year belonged the most famous of thi
sonnets, ‘Composed upon Westminster Bridge’ (Earth has
not .anytking to show more fair). His skill in the sonnet re-
mained, even when much of the rest of his verse showed a

decline: so as late as 1822 he writes ‘Insi X
4 1tes “Inside King’
Chapel, Cambridge’; ng’s College

Tax not the royal Saint with vain expense,

With ill-matched aims the Architect who planned -
Albeit labouring for a scanty band

Of white-robed Scholars only — this immense
Al.'ld glorious Work of fine intelligence!

Give all thou canst; high Heaven rgjects the lore
91‘ nicely-calculated less or More;

So deered the man who fashioned for the sense
These lofty pillars, spread that branching roof
Self-poised, and scooped into ten thousand cells
?\:’hcre‘]ight and shade repose, where music dwél]s
L?ngermg — and wandering on as loth to die;
Like thoughts whose very sweetness yieldeth proof
That they were bern for immortality.

. II.’E .thc ‘Tmmortality” Ode, he recorded a mystical
intuition of a life before birth, which dies out in this
material world, but which can be recovered in a few
f‘ortunatc moments in the presence of nature, In the
Chara}ctcr ofthe Happy Warrior’ the death of his brother
Captain Wordsworth, and of Nelson, led him to a noblé
summary of the life of action. In the ‘Ode to Duty’ he
composed in a mood of more classical severity than was
customary with him. He describes the more sober moral
faith f}f his middle years, and the same new-found
austerity is present in ‘Laodamia’, one of his rare classical
poems. Probably few poets, Shakespeare alone apart, can
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give more to the reader in the twenticth century than
Wordsworth. It may be that his vision of nature was an
illusion, but in recording it he pursued many experiences
into the secret corners of man’s nature, so that few sensitive
minds will fail to discover in his poems something that
answers to their own intuitions. But his appeal is to the
mature mind, and it can only be regretted that his work
has so often been forced on unwilling young readers, who
may thus have been taught only to execrate a great name,

Wordsworth’s most intimate friend was 8. T. Coleridge
(1772-1834), and their influence on one another was
most productive. Wordsworth had a profoundly moral
nature, capable of deep feeling, but controlled by a
stubborn Northern austerity. He had also great endur-
ance, and the tasks which he undertock he achieved.
Coleridge, on the other hand, saw all knowledge as his
province, but it was a province which he seemed never 1o
conquer, One of his contemporaries said that he ‘spawned
plans like a herring’ but that they were never completed.
The early biographers treated him with scant justice,
assigning his weakness solely to an indulgence in opium.
It is true that he was an opium addict, but he took the
drug first to relieve the acute pan of illness, and ill-
health pursued him throughout his life. The whole con-
ception of his achicvement has been changed since
Kathleen Coburn has been permitted, as late as 1957, to
publish his note-books. They reveal Coleridge as one of
the most learned and industrious men of his century.
When all that he wrote has been digested his true stature
as one of the great seminal figures of the nineteenth
century will emerge. His mind read, digested, madenotes,
but so often stopped short of publication. Onee he had
mastered an idea himself his desire to reveal it to others
diminished. He lived so much in thought and contempla-
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tion that he may not at first sight seem a very sympathetic
character. In his own personal life he could indulge in the
meanest of emotions, that of self-pity. To his friends, and
to his obtuse wife, he acted with a scant regard for respon-
sibility, yet all whe met him fell under the charm of his
personality, and the brilliance of his conversation. When
he died Charles Lamb wrote: ‘Never saw I his likeness nor
probably the world can see again’, and Hazlitt, who was
not a sympathetic witness, described him as ‘the most
impressive talker of his age’,

Thus, though he occupied much of his time with poetry,
it is not as a poet alone that he should be remembered but
as a critic and a philosopher. In a period when science,
religion and politics were at variance he aimed at bringing
them into unity. His attempt is puzzling and ultimately
and incvitably inadequate, but it anticipates a modern
need, still unsolved. In his literary criticism, particularly
in Biographia Literaria (1817), he has anticipated the
modern philosophical and psychological criticism of the
arts. He defined the nature of Wordsworth’s poetry.
Further, he attempted the far more difficult task of
exploring the nature of poetry as a whole. Thus he wrote:
A poem is that species of compaosition, which is opposed to works
of science, by proposing for its immediate object pleasure, not
truth; and from all other species ~ (having this object in common
with it) — it is discriminated by proposing to itself such delight
from the whole, as is compatible with a distinet gratification from
cach component part . . . But if the definition sought for be that
ol a legitimate poern, T answer, it must be one, the parts of which
mutually support and explain cach other; all in their proportion
harmonizing with, and supporting the purpose and known
influences of metrical arrangement,

In a more strictly philosophical sphere his Aids fo
Reflection had a wide popularity in the nineteenth century:
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he attempted to distinguish between understanding which
gives us a knowledge of the ordinary world and reason
which guides us towards the ultimate spiritual truths.
Ernest Hartley Coleridge edited in 1895 a selection of
aphorisms from his notebooks as Anima Paletae, but, as
already suggested, it is only recently that his mdu.stry and
the range of his knowledge and reflective capacity have
been confirmed in definitive editions of his notebooks and
letters. All this should be remembered when the attempt
is made, as so often, to judge Coleridge solely from three
poems, “The Ancient Mariner’, ‘Kubla Kha.\.n’, and
‘Christabel’, composed during the period of his closest
association with Wordsworth.

From the admirable poem written to Wordsworth
after reading The Prelude, it is clear that Wordsworth
wrote the poetry which Coleridge most admired:

In silence listening, like a devout child,

My soul lay passive, by thy various strain
Driven as in surges now bencath the stars,

With momentary stars of my own birth,

Fair constellated foam, still darting off

Into the darkness; now a tranquil sea
Outspread and bright, yet swelling to the moon.

And when — O Friend! my comforter and guide!

Strong in thyself, and powerful to give strength! ~
Thy long sustained Song finally closed,

And thy deep voice had ceased ~ yet thou thyself
Wert still before my eyes, and round us both
That happy vision of beloved faces —

Scarce conscious, and yet conscious of its close

I sate, my being blended in one thought
(Thought was it? or aspiration ? or resolve?)
Absorbed, yet hanging still upon the sound -
And when I rose, I found myself in prayer.
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He would have liked to have been himself such a poet
gathering the meaning of life as he saw it. A poet cann();
}vritc the poetry he wants to write but only the poetry that
is within him. Within Coleridge there was a strange terri-
tot_'y of memory and dream, of strange birds, phantom
§h1ps, Arctic seas, caverns, the sounds of unearthly
nstruments and of haunted figures, flitting across a scene
where magic reigned in a world beyond the control of
reason. Some have sought for a moral in “The Ancient
Mariner’, and for such as must have these props, Coleridge
attached a lesson at the end of the narrative, but the poem
itself is like some Arabian tale, where all moves in a weird
and unexpected sequence. It isa pocm unique in English;
something is derived from the ballad, but the whole 1;
nouri'tv.hcd by the lavish resources of Coleridge’s own sub-
conscious. The poem creates from the first a world of its
own, with the storm sequence, the shooting of the
Albatross and the weird way in which the bird is avenged:

All in a hot and copper sky,

The bloody Sun, at noon,

Right up above the mast did stand,
No bigger than the Moon.

Day after day, day after day,

We stuck, nor breath nor motion;
As idle as a painted ship

Upon a painted ocean.

Water, water, cvery where,
And all the boards did shrink;
Water, water, every where
Nor any drop to drink.

The very decp did rot: O Christ!
That ever this should be!
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Yea, slimy things did crawl with legs
Upon the slimy sea.

About, about, in reel and rout
The death-fires danced at night;
The water, like a witch’s oils,
Burnt green, and blue and white,

“Kubla Khan’, though sometimes judged as a fragment,
is best considered as a complete poem and almost as a
definition of this magical element in Coleridge’s poetry,
the song of the Abyssinian maid erected at the call
of a magician. These poems are far removed from the
gravity and ‘high seriousness’ of Spenser, Milton or
Wordsworth, The poet in them is no longer the arbitrator
of life, but the controller of a dream-territory, called out
of the subconscious. Much modern poetry has followed
Coleridge in this manner, removing verse from its older
and more normal purposes. The strange thing is that
Coleridge should have given this lead, for it is one of which
Coleridge as critic would have little approved.
Though all their work is often grouped as ‘romantic’,
Wordsworth and Coleridge had little in common with
their popular contemporaries, Sir Walter Scott (r771-
1832), and Lord Byron (1788-1824). Scott, in a series of
poems, beginning with The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805),
was continuing the interest in medieval ballad and
romance which had been popular in the eighteenth
century. This interest was with him a genuine one, and
had originated in his antiquarian study. After his ‘raids’
into the Highlands he had prepared a collection of ballads
and romances entitled The Minslrelsy of the Scottish Border
(1802-3). From collection he was led to invention and a
series of poems followed which included Marmion (1808)
and The Lady of the Lake (1810). After the success of
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Waverley in 1814 his main energies were devoted to prose
fiction, but he continued writing verse romances to 181 7.
In substance and range they cannot compare with the
novels, but they use all the romantic resources of chivalry,
warfare, pathos, sentiment, and the glamour of an
imagined past. They have had a certain survival value and
they are better than most critics, and even the author
himself in his engagingly modest moments, considered
them to he,
Lord Byron has been over-discussed as a man and
underestimated as a poet. Even in his boyhood days at
Harrow he had the desire to write, though his first volume,
Hours of Idleness, is a sorry collection of maudlin lyrics,
When this was abused he replied with a wholesale attack
on critics and poets alike, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers
(1809). The poem was unwise, unjust, and impertinent,
but it had spirit and a flair for sative, F rom 180910 1811 he
travelled abroad and returned to take his seat in the House
of Lords and to publish the first two cantos of Childe
Harold (1812), Apart from his verse, Byron had already a
reputation as a madceap and romantically sinister person-
ality. The impecunious schoolboy at Harrow, with the
lame foot, had grown into the English ‘milord’, proud,
contemptuous, lionized, the Napoleon of the London
drawing-rooms. That his mind had a more profound
mood can be seen from his speech in the House of Lords
against the death-penalty for the Nottingham frame-
breakers. Had he followed the direction of that speech he
might have become a great national leader, in an age when
FEngland cried out for leadership.* But the romantic
within him demanded the exploitation of his sensations,
not the dreary and exacting labours of politics,
Already he had travelled widely, and his romances had

* See page 323,
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an added excitement of revea].ir{g‘ countries tlhat Ih{ls
audience had never been able to visit for thcrflse vres. thz
gave an air of authenticity to his a.dve‘rltt.lr&s., \'\.‘flth ev er; =
suggestion that he had himself indu.lged in s1m‘1lar cxpsc: ).
These romances, which began w1t¥1 The Giaour ( c11 ?n;
captured the taste of his generation. They mz;: e s
reputation not in England alone, but throughzt'}(tf ;;r;, g}}d
from France to Russia. More ambitious was Childe

79

(1812-18), in which the autobiographical elements are
only thinly disguised, and there are many cont.cmporarly;
scenes, as in his famous description of the Ball in Brusse

on the eve of Waterloo:

There was a sound of revelry by n,ight,
And Belgium’s capital had gather’d tl_len
Her Beauty and her Chivalry, and bright .
The lamps shone o’er fair women and brave men;
A thousand hearts beat happily; andl when
ith 1 1
Music arose with its voluptuous. swell, -
Soft eyes look’d love to eyes which spalke again,
iage-bell;
And all went merry as a marriage elly
But rliush! hark! a deep sound strikes like a rising knell!

Did ye not hear it? — No; 'was but the wind

Or the car rattling o’er the stony street;

On with the dance! let joy be unconfined; .
No sleep till morn, when Youttl and _Plcasurc mee
To chase the glowing Hours with ﬂy:r{g feet -

But, hark! — that heavy sound breaks in once more

As if the clouds its echo would repeat; |
And nearer, clearer, deadlier than bcforn.:. l
Arm! Arm! it is - it is — the cannon’s opening roar

The later cantos of this poem combined comm?,nt :;nl:h
description. Landscapes, towns, ruins, are all conjured up

before the reader, along with Byron’?. own racybml;ek:-
polations. Everything is arranged ultimately to be the
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background of his romantic sentiment, his nostalgia for
somnc more magnificent way of lite, and his melancholy
before the presence of the relics of past grandeur,
Byron’s greatness as a poet lies, however, not in these

poems, nor in his sombre and self-conscious tragedies such
as Manfred and Cain, but in the satires which begin with
Beppo (1818), but include The Vision of Fudgement (1822)
and Don Fuan (1819—24). Unfortunatel , the prudery of
the Victorian critics obscured these poems from the public,

and they have never received their due esteem. Don Juan
is one of the great poems in our language, a performance

of rare artistic skill. Humour, sentiment, adventure, and

pathos are thrown together with that same disconcerting

incongruity as they are to be found in life, The autobio-

graphical elements still remain as in the account of Don
Juan’s approach to England:

At length they rose, like 2 white wall along
The blue sea’s border; and Don Juan felt -
What even young strangers feeka little strong
At the first sight of Albion’s chalky belt -
A kind of pride that he should be among
Those haughty shopkeepers, who sternly dealt
Their goods and edicts out from pole io pole,
And made the very billows pay them toll,

I’ve no great cause to love that spot of earth
Which holds what might have been the nohlest nation;
But though I owe it little but my birth,
I feel a mix’d regret and veneration
For its decaying fame and former worth,
Seven years (the usual term of transportation)
Of absence lay one’s old resentments level,
When a man’s country’s going to the devil,

The style is a clever imitation of the idiom and phrasing of
ordinary conversation, used with great cunning for satiric
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and comic effects. The whole performar%ce seems so casual
and yet it is so perfectly timed and achieved:
But I am apt to grow too metaphysical:
“The time is out of joint,’ — and so am I;
I quite forget this poem’s merely quizzical,
And deviate into matiers rather dry.
I ne’er decide what I shall say, and this I call
Much too peetical: men should know why
They write, and for what end; but, note or text,
I never know the word which will come next.

So on I ramble, now and then narrating,

Now pondering: — it is time we sf.lould narrate.
I left Don Juan with his horses baiting —

Now we'll get o’er the ground at a great rate.
I shall not be particular in stating

His journey, we've so many tours of lates
Suppose him then at Petersburgh; suppose
That pleasant capital of painted snows;

Though criticism should concentrate on tl_lc poetry, one
cannot escape Byron the man, for the man intrudes l‘u;ﬁ.w
self everywhere into the verse. More than am;l .ot the
English romantics he attache(} importance to his own
personality. He was proud of his name, of .h_lS power over
those who crossed his path, and half-consciously hef de‘tcr-
mined to live out his life so that it would go easily mtt;])l
legend. He felt, as Swift and Sterne had dOY-LC, thc1 crEc
disparity between what life was and what it might t]3
This vision led Swift to torment, and S‘Lcrnf:‘ into F:abe -
aisian humour. In Byron the two are oonf;bmed with an
added touch of demoniac egoism, suggesting that even if
the rest of the human race is to be so bcdcmlle.d he should
have been exempted. In his release from the ma.dcquacy
of life, he sought new sensibilities and new sensatmri?., and
his incest with his halfsister Augusta can be partly ex-
HEL-G
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plained as an experiment in some ferrain inconnu of passion,
His morbidity kept ever alive before him the existence of
a moral world, and his sensations were deeper because of
his consciousness of sin in defying it,

His spirit might have flourished better in some world
other than the heavy Georgian society in which he grew
up. The last cpisode in Greece showed that he had leader-
ship and courage. In his marriage he appears at his worst,
and then, for a short time, he seems to have been insane,
The world of sentimentality and self-conscious moral
rectitude, in which Lady Byron lived, tormented him. He
knew freedom of spirit only in Ttaly, whether amid the
wild female creatures whom he gathered around himself
in Venice, or in the genile ministrations of Countess
Guiccioli. The admirable Letters and Journals show how
easily his whole nature flowed in this Ttalian period, and
the result was the three satires through which his name as
a poet is best remembered.

If Byron exposes the diablerie of romanticism, P, B,
Shelley (1 792-1822) shows its idealism. To some critics he
is irritating and ineffectual, yet considered more sympa-
thetically he is, with Blake, the nearest example of poet as
prophet. In his life he suffered more than Blake, and
certainly made others suffer more. There was a time when
he would, confidently, be described as a greater poet than
Blake, but recent criticism, even when not hostile, has
dealt very severely with his work. This declension has been
particularly marked in the middle decades of the twentieth
century, when romantic poetry has generally been at

a discount. Despite his eloquent essay 4 Defence of Poctry,
there is nothing in his prose as outstanding as Keats’s
Letters which carried his contemporary safely through a
period when his verse is not so widely read as once it w.

as.
An unimaginative father forced the routine of E

ton
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upon him as a boy. Laterlhe_escaped ﬁ'orp 0:(1;0;;1 al;y;
expulsion, for circulating his views on Athm;mthere e
of Colleges and others. From then t.o the en ¥
steady track to his life; he seems hur1;1ed‘fr0m oneh -
to another by some power beyoTxd his -\-:Fll], ;;zufar;;x ms}};
isis he maintains his integrity. "
r:::"ri(:ge to Harriet Westbrook can be b?amed Y:g)c;r;
neither of them. That she suffered is obvlllou«::, a ¢ %
everyone was to suffer who encc;;nttm:d Sﬁ:}z izyli :‘ciz e
romising nature. That he s eav
?:;‘: iizz?:ax,lsle, but t§ attach to hi:.m any responmblht}rl fot;‘
her suicide would be unjust. H.IS nearest aPplga; i
happiness came from his association thh 1.\‘13,1 yr }0 \; r )
and after Harriet’s death she bcéamf. his ;\’1:;:.%\;:;: zle; ; ;ng
is life spent mainly on the Con inent, in § ‘
:r]?dhi;{?f :Eld there 13;: was drowned in 1822 during a
in the Guif of Spezia, .
Sto;zc:::at}lic was a poi):t Shelley was a proph.tt, and h;s
poetry is largely the medium for his pr-oghetlc messaail é
He refused to accept life as it is lived, a}'ld tried to persu s
others of the absence of any necessity for so doir:'f[.l "
tyranny were removed, and cruelty, and the c_orrufp i °
man by man through jealousy and thc_ exercise o po:lvb 3
life would be beautiful, and an c;p:“;cann:; iz::;r;f pa:;
love. This message to humamt_y ¢ had . o g
Political Fustice of his father—‘m-law, lia
gzzlwg::athough mgch of it came fr‘om h.l‘S own rtﬁiﬂrﬁgf
the words of Christ and the teacl_]mg of Plato. ot
ambitious work as a poet lay in his attempt to tlra.ns.a e
his teaching into poetry. His success as a poet ;i.'sz 121 the
fact that, after such comparative iall‘ures as Qﬂue_m a pand
The Revolt of Islam, he succeeded ultlmatelyf 1;1 11.1(11:)lr§l)mma
ing his message in Prometheus Unbound. In this yrllca drama
he takes the tragedy by Aeschylus as a model, w1
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story of how Prometheus was bound to a rock by Jupiter.
He modifies the legend to glorify the spirit that man might
have if he would take love as his guiding law and refuse to
tolerate any tyranny, even though the name of 2 god were
sumrmoned as the sanction. '
The theme of Prometheus Unbound is the great one of the

moral salvation of man, and the verse has a lyrical quality
unsurpassed in modern literature. Yet many readers find
Shelley’s poetry unsatisfactory, He had no sense of
humour, and little contact with the ordinary life of
humanity. Neither the Chaucerian nor the Shakespearian
quality is there, despite his success as a dramatist in The
Cenci. Nor is this all, for he lacks the grip upon the solid
material world which Milton retained. The images which
he employs in his poems are always of insubstantial things,

winds, dead leaves, sounds, colours, waters. He seems

sometimes more of 2 disembodied spirit than an ordinary

human being. Often in his verses he returns to the image

of a boat upon a moonlit sea; or the crescent moon itself,

shaped like a hoat, burning in the clear Italian night.

Some such image dwells in the mind even after his verses

have been forgotten: an ethereal form in a boat upon a

lake, and in the boat a light burning always. If his verses

are less read than once they were, and even if he is remem-

bered by that ode “To a Skylark’, the least characteristic

of his poems, he has had some permanent influence on life,

for with his translucent spirit he has touched the philoso-

phy of progress until it has become vision, and from vision,
life may come.

John Keats (1795-1821), the last-born of the romantics,
and the first to die, has a story as miraculous as any in
English literature. The son of a stable-keeper, he spent the
best years of his youth in training to be a doctor, though
early in his career as a medical student a devotion to
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poetry occupied him intensely. With very little h’clp Frqm
any formal education, and with none from his faml‘ly
circle, he gathered around himself a world of beauty
which he could believe. Out of dictionaries and reference
books he discovered the classical fables and legends; from
Spenser and Shakespeare he learned the magiclpolwcr of
words, and from the Elgin Marbles, and the pamfmgslof
his friend Haydon, he explored what statuary and pictorial
art could contribute. He was genius self-taught, and the
rapidity with which he sprang to mature stature is
astounding. His Leiters are not only a brilliant record ofhis
critical opinions, but show his tormented love for Fanny
Brawne, his wide capacity for friendship, and the tragtdy
of his journey to Italy in a vain endeavour to recover h:lS
health. The impact of the Letiers has done much to sustain
his popularity in the twenticth century. He wrote to his
friends many passages which have remained memorable as
literary criticism. So he wrote in one of his letters to his
brothers on 21 December, 1817:

It struck me what quality went to form a Man of Achieve-
ment, especially in Literature, and which Shakespeare possessed
so enormously — I mean Negative Capability, that is, when a man
is capable of being in uncertaintics, mysteries, doubts, without
any irritable reaching after fact and reason . . . . This pursued
through veolumes would perhaps take us no further than this,
that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes every
other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration.

The whole of his letters are strewn with such reflections,
showing how his mind concentrated continuously on the
problems of poctic creation.

He followed his first volume of poems with a long,
romance entitled Endymion (written in 1817, published
1818), which the critics either neglected or attacked
vehemently, culminating in the vicious diatribe of J. G.
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Lockhart in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine: ‘It is a better
and wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a starved
poet; so back to the shop, Mr John, back to plasters, pills
and ointment boxes.’ Admittedly, the peem is over-
exuberant and entangled. The first man of letters to
encourage Keats was Leigh Hunt (1784-1859). When
Keats met him in 1816 he had Just undergone a two years’
period of imprisonment for a deliberate libel on the Prince
Regent. As a radical he was fearless, and as a critic he had
vision for he early recognized the genius of both Shelley
and Keats, and he was the first person to publish Keats’s
poems, But his verse had a lush and exuberant quality
which Keats imitated, though in Justice it must be
admitted that it was present in Keats’s poetry before he

met Leigh Hunt. Despite these failings Endymion had

individual passages which yield a peculiar quality of
beauty, as if Keats knowing all the effects which the

Painter and the sculptor cannot achieve had brought them

all into his verses. The savage attacks on Keats naturally
wounded him, and some, erroneously, thought they were
the ultimate cause of his death. Byron expressed this view

in a lively stanza in Don Juan to which reference has
already been made:

John Keats, who was kill’d off by one critique,
Just as he really promised something great,

If not intelligible, without Greek
Contrived to talk about the gods of late,

Much as they might have been supposed to speak,
Poor fellow! His was an untoward fate;

*Tis strange the mind, that very fiery particle,

Should let itself be snuff’d out by an article,

There was no truth in this particular view, Keats stated
that his ‘domestic criticism’ was exacting enough to pro-
tect him from outside comment and he continued to write,
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He showed in the poems publis.‘hed in 1?22;1;:1}16
‘Lamia’, ‘Isabella’ and “The Eve ot‘ St x;‘%‘gnesci1 -
could present stories in verse, crcatlngdtzr ti?l e
propriate background rich in co]ou'r and de i,o,s ki
iddle of ‘Isabella’, where, employing Boccacc i
mld romantic narrative, he re-told of how Isabcda s
?)i‘lothers put her lover to death and hcmlr hé :f])iza];:m z
her in a dream, he insertec! asavage p'assagc' eanb o o
if moving from his romantic worid to an awar

injustices of his own time:

With her two brothers this fair lady d.wclt,
Enriched from ancestral mercham.ilze, 1

And for them many a weary h:%ncl dl.d swelt
In torched mines and noisy 'f.aCt(.)I'ICS,. .

And many once proud-quive‘r’d lo.ms did me .
Tn blood from stinging whip; wi L(}il hollow ey

all day in dazzling river stood,
%Tai: the Zich—ored driftings of the flood.

For them the Ceylon diver held his breatl;;.
And went all naked to the hunﬂgry shar! <5 S
For them his ears gush’d blood ; for thcm’mk eat!
The seal on the cold ice with plt.e:(}us bar
Lay full of darts; for them alone .d‘ld. seethe N
A thousand men in troubles wide and dark:
Half-ignorant, they turn’d an easy whcel,d ;
That sct sharp racks at work, to pinch and peel.

Why were they proud ? Because their ma,rblc fc?x;mts
Cush’d with more pride than do .a.wrct-:h s tn:arl:lts
Why were they proud ? Because fair ora?ge;--;rlo

Were of more soft ascent than Iazm: st:; rst .
Why were they proud? Br;cause. rc‘:d~h.n(, af:(, .
Were richer than the songs ol (xrecrfiu y;;d‘l‘ﬁ I
Why were they proud ? again we asik alou c; L
Why in the name of Glory were they prou
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In ‘Lamia’ he suggested a philosophy along with the
story, in the belief that the knowledge gained by the
imagination was truer than that derived from arguments

Do not all charms fly
At the mere touch of cold philosophy ?
There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:
We know her woof, her texture; she is given
In the dull catalogue of common things.
Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,
Conquer all mysteries by rule and line,
Empty the haunted air and gnomed mine —
Unweave a rainbow ..,

This theme he explored in the ‘Odes’, which are the
most complete and flawless of his works and show with
what unparalleled rapidity he was maturing. Probably
the ‘Ode to Psyche’ was his first in this new manner and it
was a poem to which he himself attached major import.
ance. He returns to the old legend of Cupid and Psyche,
which he had long known. Cupid ‘the winged boy’ can
claim no particular attention: he is already a god, and
adequately attended to by the Muses. But surely Psyche
should be a goddess, though she came in a little too late in
history for the Greeks to deify her. Keats will himself act
where the Greeks failed and so he brings the Ode to its
triumphant, if elaborate, conclusion:

Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a fane
In some untrodden region of my mind,
Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain,
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind ¢
Far, far around shall those dark-cluster’d trees
Fledge the wild-ridged mountains steep by steep;
And there by zephyrs, streams, and birds, and bees,
The moss-lain Dryads shall be lull’d to sleep;
And in the midst of this wide quietness
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A rose sanctuary will T dress
With the wreath’d trellis of a2 working brain,

With buds, and bells, and stars without a name,
With all the gardener Fancy e’er could feign,

Who breeding flowers, will never breed the same,
And there shall be for thee all soft delight

That shadowy thoughts can win,
A bright torch, and a casement ope at night,

To let the warm Love in!

There followed the other Odes, most notably the ‘Ode
to a Nightingale’, ‘Ode on Melancholy’, ‘Ode on a
Grecian Urn’, and the ‘Ode on Indolence’. The lines “To
Autumn’ are not entitled an ‘Ode’ in 1820, and their
structure is descriptive, rather than organicas in the Odes,
While the Grecian Urn expresses most clearly the thought
underlying the series, a thought central to his whole
position as a poet, and often reported in the Letters, it is in
the ‘Ode on Melancholy’ that he most fully defines the life
of imagination which endows moments of beauty wher-
ever perceived with an eternal life as real, even more real
than the life of fact:

She dwells with Beauty — Beauty that must die;
And Joy, whose hand is ever at his lips
Bidding adieu; and aching Pleasure nigh,
Turning to Poison while the bee-mouth sips:
Ay, in the very temple of Delight
Veil’d Melancholy has her sovran shrine,
Though seen of none save him whose strenuous tongue
Can burst Joy’s grape against his palate fine;
His soul shall taste the sadness of her might,
And be among her cloudy trophies hung.

Much in Keats’s verse seems to imply that the life of the
sensations, and the contemplation of beauty, are in them-
selves enough. His two unfinished drafts of a poem on the
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theme of Hyperion suggest that had he lived he might have
grown beyond this into a great philosophical poet. The
egoism which his earlier aestheticism seems to imply
appears to be broadening out into a genuine social sense.
Whether this development of his range of sympafhy
would have been paralleled by a similar development as a
poet remains unknown. Hyperion, with its Miltonic
portrayal of one race of gods succeeding another, the old
though excellent in its day, being replaced by a new anci
more magnificent order of beings, suggests that had he
l'wed he might have been a poet who was also a critic of
life. It is idle to speculate what a poet may do, but in
estimating Keats’s achievement in his brief years it may
be remembered that he was born in the same year as
Carlyle but he died sixty years before Carlyle’s death,

CHAPTER §

English Poetry from Tennyson to the
Present Day

. Tae accident of death makes a break in poetry about the

year 1830: Keats died in 1821, Shelley in 1822, Byron in
1824, and Coleridge and Wordsworth were poetically
*‘dead’ by 1830. A new poetry came with Tennyson and
Browning, though readers at the time were slow to recog-

| nize it. The popular poets in 1830 were still Scott and

Byron and others who catered for similar tastes: Samuel
Rogers with his Jtaly, Thomas Moore with his Irish lyrics,
and with the incredibly popular Eastern romance of Lalla
Rookh, and Thomas Campbell, who in many ways was a
more genuine poet than either of the others. Among minor
poets John Clare (1793-1864), a self-taught farmer poet,
published a series of volumes beginning with « Poems
Descriptive of Rural Life (1820). Interest was reawakened
in his verse in the twentieth century by Edmund Blunden’s
edition in 1930 of the autobiography ofhis tormented life.
The twentieth century has also retained an affection for
Thomas Lovell Beddoes (1803-49), whose Death’s Jest-
Book (1825, and often revised), a play in the Elizabethan
manner, has some memorable lyrics. i
The tradition of Scott and Byron, as it was understood
in 1830, was one of poetry made easy. Tennyson and
Browning were to restore to poetry something of a higher
function, though Tennyson was charged with sometimes
having one eye on the audience and, after he was made -
Laureate, with having both eyes on the Queen. They both'
succeeded in retaining a large audience for poetry inanage
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when the novel had become the popular form of literature,
Tennyson (180g-92) has been so much abused in the
generations after his death that it is well to attempt to see
his performance with justice. Fortunately, in the sixties,
much in this direction has been achieved. His biography
has been more fully presented and he has emerged as a
sympathetic figure even though complex and certainly
less stable than his Victorian image. The becloaked
laureate, or the talkative figure sitting late over his dinner
table with his over-filled pipe and his port represents less
the truth than the high-strung, nervously susceptible
introvert. His poems have been brilliantly re-edited by
Christopher Ricks, who has been given access to the
unpublished manuseripts at Trinity College, Cambridge.
All this has led to a fuller understanding of the man and of
his work, Even in the decades when Tennyson was under
attack no one has denied him a most perfect control of the
sound of English, an impeccable ear, and a consummate
choice and taste in words. Indeed, his early lyrics seem to
exist only to weave patterns of words, like tapestries, or to
create tunes and verbal rhythms, delicate and faultless.
The charge could be made that the words were too good
for the meaning which they contained. Compared with
any one of his predecessors in the Romantic period, he
lacked originality and depth, and many of the poems in
the volumes of 1830 and 1833 have a certain vacuity. The
charge would not be equally just if made against the
Poems of 1842, for here in poems such as ‘Ulysses” he come
bined all his early felicity with a theme symbolizing the
romantic conception of the heroic spirit, '
Tennyson’s genius lay in the lyric, the dramatic mono-
logue and the short poem; ‘Oenone’, ‘The Dream of Fair
Women’, or “The Palace of Art’. His skill is apparent at its
most distinguished in his dramatic monoclogue on
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“Tithonus’, the legendary classical figure condemned to
an arid immortality:
The woods decay, the woods decay and fall,
The vapours weep their burthen to the ground,
Man comes and tills the field and lies beneath,
And after many a summer dies the swan.
Me only cruel immortality
Consumes: I wither slowly in thine arms,
Here at the quiet limit of the world,
A white-hair'd shadow roaming like a dream
The ever silent spaces of the East,
Far-folded mists, and gleaming halls of morn.

But his ambition called him forth to a longer and more
ambitious work, Thus he occupied himself at intervals
throughout his career with the Idylls, his Arthurian pocms,
picturesque, romantic, but allegorical and didactic as
well. The Idylis have many virtues, and to hear again
isolated passages is to recall how sensitive was Tennyson’s
ear, how fastidious his taste. Yet once one remembers
Chaucer or Spenser or Donne, the virtues of the Idylis
seem unimportant. Tennyson has reduced the plan of the
Arthurian stories to the necessities of Victorian moralify.
He has failed to look upon his own age with unabashed,
far-seeing eyes. The vision of lifc itself he has rejected and
instead made these faultless verses, melodious, decorative
and, judged by the great standards, false. The Idylis are
ultimately the poem of the Laureate; but [n Memoriam is
the poem of the poet himself, and, since it is so genuinely
his, it becomes at the same time the great poem of his age.
He records the death of his friend Arthur Hallam and
his thoughts on the problems of life and death, his relig-
jous anxieties, and his hard-won faith in an eternal life.
The rather fretful mystic, the child before God, terrified
of this Universe, and distrusiful of the growing evidence
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of Science, the infant crying for Divine guidance, such is
the poet of In Memoriam, and the portrait, if not always
attractive, is ever truthful, :

Tennyson commanded a very wide audience and his
imitators were numerous. It was not unnatural, then, that
opposition to his verse should grow, and, as has been sug-
gested, there should appear large elements of opposition.
He had in many ways been representative of his age, and
like Kipling, had to suffer when society took to new tradi-
tions. Further, he had pursued the romantic way of
writing as far as it would go, and it was only natural that
adventurous young poets should look in different direc-
tions. Now in the seventies we can judge his poetry, as we
do that of Kipling, without prejudice and distortion, The
beauty of his verse can only be appreciated by turning to
it once again. He had made poetry the description of a
beautiful and antique world, as if deliberately he was
closing his eyes to the ugly industrialism of his own cen-
tury. Poetry, conceived in this way, would not be an
interpretation of life, but a charmed and distant illusion.
Often Tennyson himself seems to have been aware of the
danger, and ‘Locksley Hall’ and The Princess and ‘Maud’

touch upon his own time, Unfortunately, the mind which

he brought to these ,problems was often dulled, -and
‘Locksley Hall’ shows that he could be deluded by the
mirage of progress which the material prosperity of the
nineteenth century seemed to offer. In Memoriam alone
goes farther and gives not the voice of the preacher, but
vision, and the strange anomaly is that while the preacher’s
voice was commanding and resonant, the voice of the
vision was like the voice of a little child. So he recalls his
love for his friend, Hallam, and the resolute feeling that,
despite the tragic sense of loss in his early death, the
experience has been worthwhile: :
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1 envy not in any moods §
The captive void of noble rage,
The linnet born within the cage,

That never knew the summer woods:

I envy not the beast that takes
His license in the field of time,
Unfetter’d by the sense of crime,
To whom a conscience never wakes;

Nor, what may count itself as blest,
The heart that never plighted troth
But stagnates in the weeds of sloth;

Nor any want-begotten rest.

I hold it true, whate’er befall;
I feel it when I sortow most;
*Tis better to have loved and lost
Than never to have loved at all.

The moral and religious problems which. occupied
Tennyson are the main theme of Robert Browning (1812

+'8g). Like that of Tennyson his work suffered in the

twenties and the thirties a period of disparaging criticism

| and inideed there was a time when he was better known for

his rescue of Elizabeth Barrett (1806-61) from Wimpole
Street than as a poet, Fortunately an ample numb'er of
biographies in the fifties and the sixties hafrc re-est?.bhshed
his position. The mid-twentieth century views ofhis poetry
have become increasingly favourable, l.t.ldCEd more
generous than that expressed in this text. Ofhis elopement
only two things need be said. First, the lady herself was a
poet in her own right, as her Sonnets from the Portuguese and
Aurora Leigh, which just misses real greatness, amply show,
and in their early married years she was far more pc'qula..r
as a poet than Browning. Secondly, Browning in his
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adventure had, as usual, all the luck. If only Elizabeth had
died on that flight to the Continent, Browning would have
been the ogre of the piece instead of the romantic hero.
This must be remembered, for it may in part explain why
he believed so optimistically that everything in life did
ultimately turn out well. Even in the years when his verse
was discounted he always had vigorous supporters, some
of them unexpected ones such as Ezra Pound, and, as sug-
gested above, by the middle of the twentieth century his
poetry was once again much esteemed.

In pursuing his study of the human mind, Browning
a:h“e\_wr upon a wide and unusual reading, which easily
baflled the reader by the remoteness of its references,
Already in Sordetlo (1840) he had employed a knowledge
of medieval Italy with an allusiveness which no reader
could hope to follow. He had developed also an inde-
pendence of style, with an assumption of unusual rhythms,
grotesque rhymes, and abrupt, broken phrasing, At its
best this gave to his verses a virility which contrasts
pl.(:a.santly with the over-melodious movement of ruch
nincteenth-century poetry. That he was a master of verse
can be seen from the easy movements of his Iyrics, but his
special effects, though they gave realism to his poems,
were in danger, in his later works, of becoming a man-
nerism,

The appearance of realism through a medium which
was dramatic was what he most attempted to attain. In
drama itself he was only moderately successful, though
Macready was persuaded to play in Strafford in 1837. He
was happicr in using drama without much thotight of
practical application to the theatre, as in Paracelsus (1835)
a brilliant expression of his philosophy, or in Pippa PI;.STS&;
(1841), where his ideas are simply but aptly shown
through a series of human actions, He was interested not
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so much in the conflict of a group of characters, as in the
fortunes of a single mind, and for this purpose he evolved
the “dramatic monologue’; it was in this form that many
of his best-known pieces were composed, ‘Andrea del
Sarto’, “Fra Lippo Lippi’, Saul, and “The Bishop orders his
Tomb’. Their appearances in a series of volumes, which
included Dramatic Lyrics (1842), Men and Women (1855),
and Dramatis Personae (1864), gave him in the latter half
of the century a reputation second only to that of Tenny-
son. They remain his outstanding achievement.

He put his method to the greatest test in The Ring and
the Book (1868—g), where a series of dramatic monologues
is woven to make one of the longest poems in the lan-
guage. Browning had sclected a sordid Italian crime,
which Carlyle sardonically described as an Old Bailey
story that could have been told in five minutes, and he
so examined the minds of all that came into contact with
it that not only their motives, but the whole of his philoso-
phy of life become apparent. After The Ring and the Book
his poetry develops in obscurity, though some of these
later pieces have a subtle interest quite distinct from any-
thing in the earlier work.

He remains one of the most difficult poets to assess. His
poems are crowded with memorable characters, and the
whole of Renaissance Italy comes to life in his pages. At
first he scems to have created a world of living people as
Shakespeare had done, but a closer inspection shows that
Browning’s men and women are not free. They live in a
spiritually totalitarian state in which Browning is Chan-
cellor and God is President, always with the proviso that
the Chancellor is the President’s voice on earth. His own
life had been, in the best sense, fortunate, so that he knew
little of evil, and yet, theoretically, evil fascinated him,
Had he known more of life he might have come to realize
HEL—-7
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evil as a fierce and positive corruption in human life, and

that realization would have deepened his poetry. The
| inevitable emphasis that any comment on Browning’s
poetry must give to its complexity can easily obscure the
fact that he was a master of the short lyric. ‘Meeting at
Night’ is typical of this gift for the short, simple, dramatic
lyric, which in its brevity avoids the didacticism of some
of the longer poems.

The grey sea and the long black land;
And the yellow half-moon large and low;
And the startled little waves that leap

In fiery ringlets from their sleep,

As I gain the cove with pushing prow,
And quench its speed i’ the slushy sand.

Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach;
Three fields to cross till a farm appears;

A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch
And blue spurt of a lighted match,

And a voice less loud, thro’ its joys and fears,
Than the two hearts beating each to each!

'I:he poetry of the later nineteenth century is far more

| vaf'lcd than is sometimes allowed. If Tennyson’s was the
voice that most people heard, there were many other
voices unlike Tennyson’s. Matthew Arnold (1822-88)
who gave up to the Board of Education,* and th;
necessities of a regular income, years which might have
been devoted to verse, yet produced such poems as
Empedocles on Etna, ‘“The Forsaken Merman’, ‘Thyrsis-’.
“The Scholar Gipsy’, and ‘Dover Beach’. Arnold, who
was a son of Dr Arnold of Rughy, was over-educated for
the well-being of his imagination. He had a Messianic
complex, and in' his prose took upon himself the whole

* Now the Department of Education and Science,
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. burden of the problems of life. He had, like some others

in his age, a restlessness in belief, as if he were perpetually
crying over spiritual spilt milk. Asa literary critic his keen
intellect, high seriousness, and wide learning led him, asis
suggested later, to make a permanent and major contribu-
tion. But all this did not help him as a poet. He would have
been better either as a revolutionary or a vagabond. He
was neither, but a gentleman, a scholar, and a civil

servant, conscious of astrangeaching in hisheart. Often he

wished to write poems that would illustrate his ‘theories
about poetry, and such a dull poem as Merope or such a
coldly efficient narrative as ‘Sohrab and Rustum’ is the
result. But when he listened to that aching in his heart, he
was able to convey his longings, his sadness, even his
frustration, in poems which had a quiet and classical per-
fection. All that he felt is brought to its greatest perfection
in his lyric of ‘Dover Beach’, where he contemplates on
listening to the spray and the roar of pebbles sucked in by
the waves:

Sophocles long ago ;

Heard it on the Aegaean, and it brought
Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow
Of human misery; we

Find also in the sound a thought,
Hearing it by this distant northern sea.

The sea of faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl'd;

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,
Retreating to the breath

Of the night-wind down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.
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Ah, love, let us be true

To onc another! for the world, which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.

Arthur Hugh Clough ( 1819-61), who was at Rugby
under Matthew Arnold’s father, had a brief and restless
career which did not fulfil his early high promise. In the
middle of the Second World War he gained a sudden
moment of fame when Churchill quoted to Roosevelt ‘Say
not the struggle nought availeth’ with its final line “But
westward, look, the land is bright’. The fifties brought a
fine definitive edition of his poems and readers discovered,
hidden often within his use of the unpopular hexameter,
much originality in his verse-narrative The Bothie of Tober-
na-Vuolich and the poem in letters Amours de Voyage.

Edward FitzGerald ( 1809-83) certainly did not share
Arnold’s conception of duty. He lived an incredibly indo-
lent life, but his taste for literature, and his intelligent
criticism of it, were his two most consistent pursuits, In
1859 he published his free version of the work of a Persian
poet, Omar Khayyam, as The Rubdipdt of Omar Khayydm.
At first the little volume was unnoticed, but once attention
had been drawn to it, the public never allowed it to fall
into neglect, and it has been read and enjoyed by many

who have read no other poem. The gentle melancholy of
the verse, and the romantic style, were, as has often heen
pointed out, FitzGerald’s addition to the original, So
freely has he handled the medieval Persian poet, so fully
has he placed into his lines the sad longing which his

B
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century knew so well, that though his work is a translation
he must be considered as an artist, and a considerable one,
ng the figures of his century.
amoong of thi-uearliest poets to discover FitzGerald had
been I G. Rossetti (1828-82), and the attraction was not
unnatural. Tennyson, Browning, and A1_“n0-ld were ens
gaged in the problems of their age, Rossetti rejected then}.
This son of an Italian political refugee shut out from l‘ns
work all the moral, political, and religious interest wx.th
which so much Victorian literature is conccrned: For‘}um
life existed only to supply the images of art. Prlm‘arlly a
painter, he had encouraged a group of young men, includ-
ing Holman Hunt, Millais, and Ford Madox Brown, to
abandon formalism in painting, and, with l'h.e cxample. of
the primitive Italian painters, to execute lh‘elr works with
independence and truth. In poetry, Rossetti had set before
himself similar ideas, though his mind, visionary _and
symbolical, combated the realism which his pnr;mlplcs
suggest. His early poem, ‘The Blt?sscd‘ Damozel’, l.chs:t
relé)fesents the conflicting sides of his mind the detal‘ is
material, the theme mystical, but the u.]tlmate motive
sensual. The same effect comes through in the poem of
‘The Card Dealer’:

Her fingers let them sofily through,
Smocth polished silent things;

And each one as it falls reflects
1In swift light-shadowings,

Blood-red and purple, green and blue,
The great eyes of her rings.

Whatever his theory may dictate, his m.ind searches out a
world of symbols, winds, dim moonlit watc'rs, strange
rich colours, seen in a half-light, not. lhe. matcr.la,l world at
all, but a dream-world where nothing is tangible:
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Groping in the windy stair,
(Darkness and the breath of space
Like loud waters everywhere),

Such was the atmosphere of the lyrics and ballads in his
Poefm (1870), and Ballads and Sonnets (1881 }- Love was the
n:‘am theme that he pursued with this strange combination
of f:he mystic and the sensual, in a sequence of sonnets
entitled The House of Life. The vocabulary and phrasing he
had devised in part from his reading of the early Italian
poets w-hose verse he translated in Dante and his Circle.

. Egotistical and in many minor ways dishonest, Rosseta
tl’s_ sombre and intense personality had a m;gnetism
which attracted young men. Among them was Algernon
Charles Swinburne (1837-1909), who, after a trouble-
some career at Eton and Oxford, and a number of experi-
ments in verse, startled London in 1866 with Poems and
Ballads. Victorian poetry had been guarded in its themes
and Swinburne, in deliberate revolt, wrote of 2 love whicli
was passionate, cruel, often perverted, and sadistic
-Instead of the delicate sentiments and adorations thert;
s frenzy, ruthlessness, and satiety. It was as if a Sa,t;r had
becr_l let loose in a Victorian drawing-room. The qualit
of his lyrical verse never reached a higher quality than l.lZ
Itylus nor is his imagination ever more alert. He trans-
ﬁgurc.s the crude legend of incest and murder, and the
mythical revenge by which one sister is mrn;d into a
swallow, and the other, Philomela, into a nightingale
From the sordid debris of the old legend Swinburne seizes;
upon a single moment and converts it into lyrical beauty:

O sister, sister, thy first begotten !
The hands that cling and the feet that follow
The voice of the child’s blood crying vcf
‘Who hath remembered me? Who hath ﬁ?'_ga.;tm,?’
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‘Thou hast fofgolten, O summer swallow,
But the world shall end when I forget.”

The verse with its heavy alliteration and its swaying
rhythms enhanced the effect of the sensual. Much of this
knowledge of the darker places of passion came not from
his own experience but from his reading, which included
Baudelaire, whose death he commemorated prematurely
in ‘Ave atque Vale’. In one way he was reasserting Keats’s
plea for the pagan ideal of beauty as it could be discovered
in Greek literature. His knowledge here was wide and
led not only to one of the most impregnable of all his lyrics,
“Ttylus’, as quoted above, but to two lyrical dramas,
Atalanta in Calydon (1865) and Erechtheus (1876).

Swinburne continued busily occupied with poetry, and
with the criticism of the Elizabethan drama, for over
forty years after the publication of Poems and Ballads, but
the full, overpowering force of that volume never re-
turned. His career has sometimes been described as that
of a tropical bird which displayed for a while its gaudy
wings in the damp and foggy air of London, and then,
since it did not die, had to be nursed, and carefully
housed for the rest of its days. In some of the later vol-
umes, in Songs before Sunrise (1871), with its praise of the
cause of Italian independence, and in Tristram of Lyonnesse

(1882), with its re-telling of the tale of Tristram and
Iseult, a new strength seems to appear. But it is forced,
and soon overclouded by a medley of melodious words.
His early themes had been exceptional, limited, sexual,
and once he had exhausted them, he lost strength.
‘Dolores’, ‘Laus Veneris’, and ‘F austine’, the poems in
which he exploited these carly attachments unrestrained-
ly, were the places where his genius stood revealed, un-
abashed, even if decadent. A few quicter poems, such as
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Itylus’ and ‘“The Garden of Proserpine’, accompanied
that central mood and gained an expression equally
strong. But when later he wrote of wider and more normal
subjects, poetry gave way to rhetoric, and the words
swayed into labyrinthine melodies where sound exceeded
sense. In Swinburne’s poems the romantic manner of
making verse as decorative and melodious as possible had
been carried as far as it would go. Poetry if it were to live
would soon have to turn and find some other way.

Rossetti attracted one other poet, in most ways as much
unlike Swinburne as possible. William Morris (1834-96),
bluff, energetic, and outspoken, counted poetry as only
one of his many activities. He touched upon the life of
his age fisst as a crafisman, a designer of furniture, wall-
papers, fabrics, and later as a social revolutionary and a
communist. If Rossetti was one of his teachers, Ruskin
was another, and from Ruskin he learned that there was
no room for the genuine craftsman in a capitalist world
that thought only of quick production and large profits.
Rossetti wished to make beautiful things in an ugly
world, Morris, under Ruskin’s discipline, wished to
remake the world so that all things that man made might
be beautiful. As an influence upon his century the later
period of social activity 4s the more important, but the
pociry belongs largely to the early period, before these
larger purposes were defined,

His early volume, The Defence of Guinevere (1858), shows
him following Rossetti into a medieval world, and, with
Malory and Froissart to guide him, he makes poems
which are either human and tense, or dream lyrics,
beautiful without weight or substance. In his longest
work, The Earthly Paradise (1868—70), he goes back to
Chaucer’s way of using verse for story-teiling. He misses
Chaucer’s humanity, and he has neither his cunning in
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language nor his vivid power in character. In The Earihly
Paradise, Morris is still closing his eyes to the world around
him; ‘poor idle singer of an empty day’, as he describes
himself, he is peddling his beautiful wares through an
ugly world:

Of Heaven or Hell I have ne power to sing,
I cannot ease the burden of your fears,

Or make quick-coming death a little thing,
Or bring again the pleasure of past years,
Nor for my words shall ye forget your tears,
Or hope again for aught that I can say,
The idle singer of an empty day.

With the completion of that poem he came to the period
ofhis life when the more immediate task of reform called to
him irresistibly. The penalty which he had to pay was that
he had less leisure to pursue his poetical work. Fortun-
ately, it did not cease entirely. His visits to Iceland filled
him with an admiration for the Sagas, and Sigurd the
Volsung (1876), inspired by his Northern reading, is one of
his most successful achievements. Along with verse he
continued to write prose: A Dream of John Ball (1888), and
News from Nowhere (18g1). These stories of the redeemed
world of the future have had the widest currency ol all his
work. To some, the imaginative prose stories of his last
period have a value beyond anything in his poetry, and it
is true that in such narratives as The Well at the World’s End
(1896) he has conjured up a world that can be found
nowhere else.

Two other poets are connected with Rossetti’s name,
though their manner of life differed widely from his. His
sister Christina Rossetti (1830-94), though she admired
her brother, lived a devout and religious life, whose values
he would not have understood. Her early fairy poem,
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‘Goblin Market’, shows a rich and coloured imagination,
which became subdued later as her religious loyaliies
increased. In Coventry Patmore (1823-g6), on the other
hand, the increase of spiritual attachment led to an in-
crease of poetical power. The Angel in the House (1854-6),
a novel in verse, showing that domestic virtue was a
poetical theme, has boldness in using poetry for everyday,
realistic effects. The more philosophical portions of the
poem already revealed Patmore’s mysticism, and in The
Unknown Eros, a series of odes, he developed this with
great boldness in language, and with a capacity for
revealing intricate thoughts in verse. As a Catholic poet he
far exceeds in power Francis Thompsen (1859-1907),
whose ornate poetry has proved more attractive to some
readers, Thompson’s legend of poverty and distress has
added to the appeal, and though his advocates have heen
over-ambitious, it may be conceded that in ‘“The Hound of
Heaven’ he has described an experience which all mystics
have undergone, in an imagery which a multitude of
readers, who are not mystics, scem to have under-
stood.

It would be interesting to know how much nineteenth-
century poetry lost because of the dominance of the novel
as a literary form. Two novelists at least, George Mere-
dith and Thomas Hardy, began as pocts and continued
as poets in the intervals of writing novels.* George Mere-
dith (1828-1g909) began by writing delightful and easily
intelligible lyrics of which the most memorable is Love in
the Valley. This answers the lyrical mood to be found in
some of the early scenes of his novel, The Ordeal of Richard
Feverel, The complex analysis of mood, which is charac-
teristic of the novels, has also a poetical counterpart in
Modern Love (1862). Behind the novels one is aware of a

* Sce pp. 250-51 and pp. 252-54

10
POETRY FROM TENNYSON TO PRESENT DAY 7

philosophy, and this gains fuller and more exphc;‘thz.;
pression in his later poetry than in any of hl.s pros;.e 2
philosophical poems, such as Poems and Lymii q); j{;y ;
Earth (1883), in their hard ‘and crampe :ﬁgu gO,f
attempted to reconcile morality and the teachings

biology. Meredith showed to his age that ‘Earth offered

ing his brute nature.
man no easy way of overcorung
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and rewfrding. Both his poetry fmd his niovels have foaﬁﬁ

very little acceptance in the mid-twentieth cfanturﬂi Bt

there are qualities in the verse and prose which w

day be re-discovered. _ .
%'homas Hardy (1840-1928) was not 2 Phﬂosophul:al

poet as was Meredith, though a settled beliefin the cruelty

tor=
of life, and in the pathos of men and women who are
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i d men
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ing imagination, as in Natur

Has some Vast Imbecility
Mighty to build and blend

But impotent to tend, i
Framed us in jest, and left us now to hazardry?
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Or come of an Automaton
Unconscious of our pains?
Or are we live remains
Of Godhead dying downwards, brain and ¢ye now gone ?

In the years when his work as a novelist was over, he com-
posed his epic-drama of the Napoleonic wars, The Dynasts
(1904-8). The range of the poem, with its Overworld,
and its widely extended human scene, was held within
Hardy’s control as completely as the brief, human inci-
dents of the lyrics. He created a drama too elaborate for
the stage, but one which will arouse many clear and mov-
ing scenes in the theatre of the mind for which it was
intended,
At a time when the vogue of the long poem was declin-
ing, Hardy boldly fashioned his great work, Two poems
only of the same period can be put in comparison with it.
C. M. Doughty (1843-1026), the explorer, whose prose
records of travel, Arabia Desertq (1888), influenced T. F.
Lawrence, published in 1906 the beginning of his long
poem, The Dawn in Britain. So different was this from the
tradition of poetry at the time that it has seldom had its
due. None of the ohvious charms is here, nor the softer
graces, but in language robbed of all rhetoric, and with
incident firmly, even gauntly, described, he built up a
vision of the early days of our civilization. The only other
poem of similar ambition is Robert Bridges’s The Testq-
ment of Beauty (192g), which at the time of the first pub-
lication had great popularity, Bridges had been writing
verse for over fifty years before he came to define his faith
in Reason and Beauty in this philosophical poem, which
Is written in a free measure that sometimes runs a little
too close to the harmonies of prose,
As one approaches the poetry of one’s own age the task
of criticism becomes more difficult, for contemporary or
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i ipath
. near-contemporary work arouses enthusiasm or antipathy

more easily than does the poetry of the past. rglﬁ:l mziiri
period in England has certainly not escape .cto e
sphere of controversy. All that (:311 ]1;:1: doirrllcg ht;::ztlsin s
i ; oets have attempted, know :
g::a:;el;a:hi judgement ‘will be m?riliﬁed. Asdthe_ tnhmit::--
teenth century closed, so romanticism (':losie : w;hidr;
A group of poets captured its last pha?c in y:cs el
have a melancholy beauty. It was as if they knew o
the words and symbols Wfl‘::}:l:' the;ly t;v.er;:s usl,;‘:ogmwiheir
be put away as old-fashione ings. fusts
i:;}lr;s the;) excluded the problefns of moria.h}tay larfld i};liﬁt
phy which troubled the ViCtOI‘lE.lnS, and in I"lf: ilp_ %Ovcs
lines they found images for their EIM? }Iln(;):;; t:;l:{ thcm,
ents in experience that ha ‘ .
?)I;i;r%l{:f\’rixllgzas a poet,pwas among the less 1fnportjlntt 1(1):
these writers, though his work as h:. dr;:;e:flii-:i; z:.;;mes °
notoriety attaching to his name, ave e
i reputation. Also, as in his drama, c wa
:z:ll:f;g:ii?; 1;0 raliaidly that had he continued to ;vnt; (1)1;1:
contribution might have been a memorable onel.) ;\rmian
effective was Ernest Dowson (1867-1 90?), the ho }::OW > i
and poet vagrant of the decade, who exjis,tt'.d' sor?é .nara}’
his translations. He is best known for his .1yr1t, t Y ara’s
which seems to add a new rhythm to English poetry:

Last night, ah, yesternight, betwixt her lips and ;11230

There fell thy shadow, Cynal:a! thy breath ?vas.s

Upon my soul between the kisses and the o

And I was desolate and sick of an old passion, -
Yea, I was desolate and b?wt‘.d rnyh’ca i

I have been faithful to thee, Cynara, in my fashion.

He brought to his verse the brevity and the lucid qualities

f Latin verse:
° * Sec page 187-8.
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They are not long, the weeping and the laughter,
Love and desire and hate,
I think they have no portion in us after
We pass the gate.

With a more classical severity Lionel Johnson (1867-
1904) built quiet, ordered lyrics, with a calm and reserved
bcaut‘y. L'ike Dowson he cultivated the bohemian life of
the nineties poets, and drank excessivly. There is an
carderhness in his verse far removed from the disorder-
liness of his life. Its quality can be seen in such a lyric as
By the Statue of King Charles at Charing Cross:

Comely and calm he rides
Hard by his own Whitehall:
Only the night wind glides:
No crowds, nor rebels, brawl.
Gone, too, his Court: and yet,
The stars his courtiers are:
Stars in their courses set;

And every wandering star,

Removed from these writers by his manner of life but
not unattached to them in mood was A. E. Housman
(1859-1936), Professor of Latin at University College,
Lf)ndon and later at Cambridge. A classical scholar of th;
highest ?rder, seemingly a remote and authoritative
personality, yet sensitive in one friendship to an extent
that affected his whole life. He produced two volumes of
verse, A Shropshire Lad (1896) and Last Poems (1922)
which though they have had some severe critics have’:
become among the best well-known verses of the period
To these must be added his lecture on The Name am}
Nature of Poetry (1933) where he confounded the more
::heoretica.l Cambridge critics by claiming Dr Watts’s
Soft and easy is thy cradle’ was ‘bad rhyme and all, poetry
beyond Pope’. All his verse was composed in shor’t lyrics,
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| delusively simple in vocabulary, with quick dramatic
' themes, as in a ballad, and often with a tragic emphasis.’
The verses are full of cunningly contrived memories of
| other poets and the vocabulary, when seemingly it is the
| plainest English, has Latin recollections. So the Latin
| summa rerum gives the ultimate effect to the concluding
| lines of his Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries:

What God abandoned, these defended,
And saved the sum of things for pay.

For the Shropshire poems, 2 Shropshire which he never
| visited, many influences combined, Shakespeare’s songs,
| Scottish border ballads, Heine, Kipling, memories of
| Wilde's trial and many others. It all combined into lyrics
-_ of poignant urgency: :
From far, from eve and morning

And yon twelve-winded sky,
The stuff of life to knit me

Blew hither; here am I,

Now — for a breath I tarry
Nor yet disperse apart -

Take my hand quick and tell me,
What have you in your heart.

He was a poet who, like Gray, might have been with the

greatest had he chosen to stretch his talent more fully.

Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) broke into English
verse with an entirely new manner as early as 1886 with
Departmental Ditties, followed by Barrack Room Ballads
(1892) ; The Seuen Seas (1896); The Five Nations (1903). As
with his fiction the impact was enormous; the novelty of
the Indian background, the uninhibited patriotism, the
doctrine of work, the interest in machines, had a topical
‘appeal. In addition there was technical excellence. Much
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(I){f what' Kiph'n'g believed in politically has disapcus wul
. € t;en\rl'saged 111-1perialism as a civilizing force, but oy
nuing interest in a poet does not depend on his it
as Dryden’s reputation shows. That Kipling has ulr " “
deservedly popular can be seen in T. S. Eliot’s A4 ( f}:“' :.I:-.;:f

i:;:mg 5 ;’erse (1941) with its appreciative introdu oy
s y,ﬁa.n Charles Carrington’s biography (1gs55). 11
often remembered that he left India when lic was

twenty-four. Much of the thought behind his ve
gased on South Africa rather than on India 'I: :i' ‘l.-"ll I:
‘ ﬂajfn the mnm‘ta:blc -quality of Kipling’s verse in &
reveal g c}::fs.sagc. ‘An immense gift for using words, un
amas afd m}":}cl)sﬂﬁrha_\nd power of observation witl his
v, tha is senses, the mask of the entertaiie,
e ym : at a queer gift of second sight, of tra
s g messages from elsewhere, a gift so disconcer (i
en we are made aware of it that henceforth we
never sure when it is not present: all this makes i .
writer ' impossible wholly to understand a uilI il
impossible to belittle.’ - B
. Of g}e lyrical poets c.)f' the early twentieth century s
‘ éz;: .een’ severely criticized. They were known s (1
theirr%:: poets (George V and not George VI), In.wl At
s Asek'.:ras‘ represented in Sir Edward Ml
- ‘fum ntho ogis. '.I‘hcy were said to lack profundity .
play with artificial emotions. Harold Mon i
1932) cref:\tcd a centre for them with his Poetry }I.’En{k{ ll i
jOhE l;)n'nkwater was the most typical, with Sm-“"':"::
gercl1 ¢ lyrics of rural life. Sir John Squire was a lyric wiil I
and a critic esteemed after the First World War: | i
Evgas traditional, but his enthusiasm and his j01;rrlzl-la'l1‘.!ll;'
'I';:Sn 1.1Mercug» added to the liveliness of the Iiterary‘.-,-. el ..h
b gh much of the attack on the ‘Georgians’ was Just, it
s been overplayed. D. H. Lawrence, for instance, bl
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bl of subtle competence in the Georgian books. Among

poets still remembered are W. H. Davies (1871-1940),
e prose Autobiography of a Super-Tramp appeared in
Wull, and who composed nature and love lyrics of a
Buije and compelling intensity; and Edmund Blunden
(b, 1196), an editor of John Clare, whose poems were a
detulled study of rural life. In prose he wrote Undertones
W/ War, one of the best personal narratives of the First
Wirld War. A more vivid talent for a time sustained
Maulph Hodgson, whose vision of nature was compared

iih that of Blake. James Stephens (1882-1950), though
llali, was associated with the group; his lyrics now seem
e tnemorable than his prose phantasy, The Crock of Gold
{igie). His fellow countryman George William Russell
{'ALL") (1867-1935) wrote lyrics which have a mystical
“ifect, Robert Graves (b. 1895) has had a more massive
" parper, Beginning with the ballad and imitations of
~ Bholton, he survived the First World War and with Laura

Widing became a ‘modernist’, only to return to earlier
s, though with much self-criticism. W. W. Gibson
wlonged to the ‘Georgians’, though his typical poems
were of industrial England and the lives of working men.
fdward Thomas (1878-1917), who wrote nature pocms
i the intervals of enforced journalism has survived better
than most, for the mid-century has appreciated his lucid
Verues.

I'ie major attack concentrated on Rupert Brooke
(17 1915). His Poems (191 1) were followed by 7974 and
(iher Poems published in 1915 after his death at Skyros. In
i jroup of sonnets he evoked the patriotism and idealism
ol that strange and tragic year of 1914. Brooke saw war as
# purifying, romantic experience, and death as heroic. A
generation living to experience the sordid reality of trench

warliwe turned against him. Whatever criticism may

]

—
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asse i
mntiiulgisiy?oenxs are read and new editions published
O:atside the controversies Walter de la Mare (18
195()) was welcomed by his contemporaries, and a.lw?;
V\;Lll.be wherever English lyric poetry is appreciated. TP):e
E usive features ’govcming his verse are found in his prose
ction of Memoirs of a Midget (1921). James Elroy Fleck .
(1884:191 5).also remains a rcwa.rd.ing poet, IS—,Iis e(;r(ljr
;‘irse, hf ;z:: Bndg:e of Fire (1907), showed the influence of thz
aI‘f:nc ’ drnasma.ns,' but his distinctive contribution came
ter hl‘S study of oriental languages and residence in tl
east, with The Golden Fourney to Samarkand (1913), a po 5
of new long exciting rhythms and a fresh exotic i’.rna.p eim
. The acceptance of these and other poets was d.istu%bey(i
y t;{vo events,* T, S.'Eliut’s (1888-1965) Prufrock in 1917
mar} ed a new way in poetry as assuredly as Donne did
in hlS' day. Further, the war itself was such a scarifyi
experience that the earlier romanticism became re etlyt:ntg
The change appears in the war poems of Siegfried gasson ;
(1886-1967), who moved from the country-gentle o
scenes of his prose, Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Mang( I 28")”?“
br?tcr satiric poems giving the realities of the wzr {’{;
tl‘us was not the final mood. Wilfred Owen (18q —I. 186
killed a week before the'Armistice, saw through 1}?@ b?tle)J
nesslte ‘passivity’. In ‘Strange Meeting’ he described t f-
sc_)lclhcrs, who have killed each other, meeting, and re Iy
nizing ‘the pity of war’. The publication of h,_is com "—'l‘-‘f'
poems and his letters established him as the maj e
the First World War, S
E\;e.n writers who began with melodious verse felt th
necessity for an expression closer to life. John Masefi l:;
(1878-1967) moved from the lyrics of Salt-Water Bal{st
5&902) to the uncompromising realism of The Everlastin
ercy (1911) and The Widow in the Bye Street (1gr2). H1§
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later series of vigorous narrative poems had a more

generous selection of theme: in Dauber (1913) he returned
to the sea, and in Reynard the Fox (19 19), with some
Chaucerian reminiscences, gave a vivid account of fox-

* hunting. He had a wide range, which, apart from the

above, includes the contemplative sonnets, and the
religious verse play of Good-Friday. Early in his long
career he wrote novels reflecting his years at sea: Odtaa
(1926) and the other novels have seldom had their
deserved praise. In 1911 he wrote a brilliant short study
of Shakespeare.

Others found more complex paths to new ways in

poetry. The earliest was Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844~
89), 2 Roman Catholic convert and a Jesuit. Few of his
poems appeared umntil Robert Bridges published a volume
in 1918 and even then recognition was slow. In the thirties
Hopkins became a major influence, and his notebooks
and correspondence increased the impression of strong
originality. Hopkins’s letters show how deeply he had
thought about poetry and he gave a profounder expression
to religious experience than any poet since the seventeenth
century. With technical audacity he had deviously re-
turned to the traditions of Anglo-Saxon poetry, employ-
ing a specialized and ingeniously invented vocabulary.
By ‘sprung rhythm’ and stress he varied the number of
syllables within the unit of verse and contrived surprising
rhythmical effects of brilliance. He sought to make a
poem as unified as a tune, and words and grammar were
subordinated to that effect. Outstanding among his poems
was The Wreck of the Deutschland, composed as early as
1875, and written when he was deeply affected by the
death of five Franciscan nuns on board the Deutschland.
No one was to write in Hopkins’s manner and few would
then have understood what he had written:
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I am soft sift
In an hourglass — at the wall
Fast, but mined with 2 motion, a drift,
And it crowds and it combs to the fall;
I steady as a water in a well, to a poise, to a pane,
But roped with, always, all the way down from the tall
Fells or flanks of the voel, a vein

Of the gospel proffer, a pressure, a principle, Christ’s gift.

Younger writers found in him a model for expressing the
complexity of modern experience. Hopkins himself
used his verse in other ways, to speak of the glory of
God in nature and to explore his own self-tormented
mind.

W. B. Yeats and T. S. Eliot dominated the first half of
the century. It is revealing of the modern literary scene
that neither of them was English, In W, B. Yeats (1865—
1939), the Irishman, two generations of poetry met, The
earliest verse, The Wanderings of Oisin (188g), employed
Irish legend, while later, in London, he grew decorative,
in a Pre-Raphaelite manner, though he ever remained
conscious of his Irish background. How well he wrote in
that romantic manner can be seen in the survival of “The
Lake Isle of Innisfree’ with something of its original fresh-
ness. Yeats realized that'poetry had to be adjusted to the
changes of his time, and this he achieved in an individual
way. Through Blake and Swedenborg he found a meta-
physical approach. Some of the sources he employed,
magic and the like, seemed unworthy, but the poetic
results were of profound beauty. Apart from this philo-
sophical change, much else was happening. He was pro-
foundly moved by the ‘troubles’ in Ireland, which re-

sulted in the Easter rebellion, as is seen in poems such as
‘Easter 1916”. Swift had now replaced the Pre-Raphael-
ites as a master and so he wrote in “The Scholars’:

'.' . I
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Bald heads forgetful of their sins,

_ Old, learned, respect:d:%e bald heads
Edit and annotate the lines ;
That young men, tossing on their beds,
Rhymed out in love’s despair
To flatter beauty’s ignorant €ar.

Yeats did not turn resentfully on the past, but out Oéﬁhsls
own need made verses, often austere yet always bf:au A
| At times severity is cast aside fora masterful magmﬁcmcg,l

as in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’:

That is no country for old men. The young

In one another’s arms, birds in the.'trem

— Those dying generations — at their song,
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all sl.mnmer long
Whatever is begotten, bom,l and dies.

Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect.

A.n aged man is but a paltry thing,
A tattered coat upon a stick, unless :
Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing
tatter in its mortal dress, ;
gfr:egcre singing school but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence;
And therefore I have sa.ilet.i the seas and come
To the holy city of Byzantium.
dominant, even arro
I ch verse he showed a .
czn:ol of his medium, using simple ph.t:asqs witha ma.s::g
that equalled that of Wordsworth. This later vet:se j::,;,wg
t its best in The Wild Swans at Coole (1919); e
?iobarrtes and the Danger (1921) ; The Tower (1928) ;;:;ed -
Winding Stair (1933). To his poetry must be 2

cal studies and ‘essays. He stands

oving i hi
:::111!: as ﬂfeu;‘:;g? 11;06 ical figure of the first half of the

gant
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twentieth century, of a stature beyond
iable.;l anc! strange beliefs he madi im:;cr;tzgv}zg ‘hoez:J:;f
o
g if:u ;::ioli a world where so much conspired for its
In the twenties and thirties a numb
t}{enlsclvc‘s from what had been a dor(;:nir(;igf?iﬁ;:agmd
of romanticism and re-established international conta 1ntm
F)utstanding in this development was T. S. Eliot bc 5
in 1888 in St Louis, Missouri, who resided.ind En,l OZIH
en.tcred the Anglican Church, and adopted British ni;n :
ality. He was encouraged and his imagination stimula?nd-
by a.n‘other American, Ezra Pound (b. 1885) )
. Itis c?ifIicult to know how much Amcrica.n oet
include in a history of English literature. Despiga A;lye:?
can memories in his verse, Eliot is an English oc:-
Pound, from Idaho, was an American exile bemmir; :
European, spending his active years in En:gland P i
aT1d’ Italy. In London in 1914 Pound launched th:a ‘Ians’
gist” movement, emphasizing the use of common s mc;;l-
new r%a.yth.ms, and clear images. There were En Iisplfe d,
Ant;erzcan adherents, including T. E. Hulme:g H atll)
(Hll‘da Doolittle), Amy Lowell, F. 8. Flint, and ’R' h d
Aldington. Eliot was influenced by T. E I,-Iulmc lc8§r
191 7), who attacked romanticism for its ;entiment( Il 3&
111us<?r?z faith in man’s ability to develop, and ura 3“
clas:uc;sm which would adequately define ,human ir%f Ny
fections. Pound’s early poetical autobiograph I—? Crf:
.'S”eafmyfz Mauberley (1920) had the witty andp c{:m ’*;g
1?:1lell.1gcnce, the agile and multifarious reference flrpl)'cl)':
English poets sought in the following decades L,a:\ llcl
co{lccntrated on the Canlos, his major poetical \:vorker )
T. S ]E}liot, both by verse and prose essays made.
volution in the taste of his generation. His ca;l oe ; ‘r'e-
Prufrock (1917) were satiric, sometimes. congcp a;:lvli
2
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dramatic and impersonal, with an underlying disparage-
ment of the so-called benefits of civilization. The title
piece, begun at Harvard in 1910 and finished in Germany
in 1911, is remarkable when the dates are realized. The
major influences were to be Donne, the later Elizabethan
and Jacobean dramatists, and Laforgue, with Dante also
frequently present.

In The Waste Land (1922) Eliot viewed the post-war
disruption of the European civilization that had so long
custained the Western world. Some find a sense of hope
and Christian reconciliation, but this is not the main im-
pression gathered from this ‘heap of broken images’;
rather it shows the bare emptiness of life without belief.
The brilliant transitions of theme and the multiple
reminiscence have been much admired, yet the poem was
originally much longer, for Eliot allowed Pound to remove
nearly half the text before publication. The influence of
The Waste Land has been immense: no poet, in his own
life-time, has seen erected such a verbal monument of
criticism over his work. The meaning has complex refer=
ences often half-concealed, which lead to commentary,
yet the poem is best read without the notes for the effect
made on the imagination. Involved and erudite as the
references are, the poem has also some of the most natur-
ally idiomatic passages in contemporary verse. There
followed in 1925 an edition of Poems including “The

Hollow Men’, which is closely related to The Waste
Land.

In 1927 Eliot joined the Anglican Church and in the
same year wrote the moving religious poem of ‘Journey of
the Magi’. He had already drafted as early as 1924 a
strange but absorbing dramatic picce about Sweeney,
which organized itself into Sweeney Agonistes (1932). In
these experiments he discovered himself as a verse drama-
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tist,* and despite some important volumes of verse, in-
cluding Ash Wednesday and Marina (1930), he concentrated
in the following years on drama. From his success in the
theatre he returned, after much thought on technique
and life, to the contemplative poem of ‘Burnt Norton® to
be followed by ‘East Coker’, “The Dry Salvages’, and
‘Little Gidding’, all published together in 1943 as Four
Quartets. These poems may yet remain the most durable
element in his achievement. They arise from Eliot’s
interest in F. H. Bradley’s philosophy and from his know-
ledge of the Catholic mystics, The major theme was time,
experience, and the possibilities of reconciliation. ‘Burnt
Norton® has quiet confident verses with reflections in 2
rose-garden (‘Only through time, time is conquered’).
‘East Coker’ was the Somerset village from which his
family emigrated to the United States and the poem
dwells in the past. In “The Dry Salvages’ (a group of rocky
islands off the coast of Massachusetts) he deals with his
own past in America, In ‘Little Gidding’ the war years
with the bombing of England are related to the past of
the village which had held a religious community in the
seventeenth century and had its church sacked by
Cromwell’s soldiers. Eliot is too close for any certain
estimate. His vision of the tragic half century in which he
lived and the dissolution of so many values still work too
powerfully amongst us. It is enough for the time being
that he was the major influence on his own generation
and that he created a poetic revolution.

Eliot had many imitators but no direct successors, yet
in the thirties writers who felt his influence dominated the
poetical “cene. At the centre were W, H. Auden (b. 1go7);
Stephen Spender (b. 1g909); Cecil Day Lewis (b. 1904):
and Louis MacNeice (1907-63); with Auden as the

* For T. S. Eliot’s dramas see pp. 1967,

I
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leader and poetically the most versatile. '_I‘heir impact was
considerable, though it did not always arise from whftt wag
most permanent in their work. For a time the}f fledwatt}:)
themselves to employ poetry in social ar'xd political pro c{
lems. Middle-class, public-school Enghsl;lmcn, ash.an;e
of their privileges, they viewed England’s economic c(i
pression, and despaired of the future. Auden EXPIESE
this forcefully, if crudely, using the old fifteen syllable
line, the line of Tennyson’s ‘Locksley Hall’:

Smokeless chimneys, damaged bridges, rotting wharves,

and choked canals, ) o
Tram lines buckled, smashed trucks lying on their sides

across the rails.

To them all, the Soviet Union wasa sy.stem of constFuc-

tion and hope, and behind the Soviet Unlor: lay Marxism,
to their minds a stronger and more .consmtent docfr}llx.m
than anything suggested by the English lcadfzrs. Neit Cli
attachment was profound or formal. Freud, in a gcn}tlaraf
way, was an influence, and D. H. Lawrence; hott ot
whom had hoped for a society “..!here human conL acd
would be full and complete. Poetically The 'chste .a:n
was a powerful influence, but they }aclfed El_lotc.'sh a?,l:iz:r:
gent qualities and did not follow Eliot into l‘us Chris .
loyaltics. When Auden arrived at Christianity 1t was y
another route. C. Day Lewis summet:'l up t?lexr x;e»\tre
“Post-war poetry was born among the rux.ns.,Its n:mnc_tlade
ancestors were Hopkins, Owen, and E]Jot. 'I:hJs ag:]til 11 -
was complicated by another factor with which Elio h
an American had no concern. They' had 2 comxkrln
realization that the public school and its empire-ma istigé
loyalties were anachronistic and yet they had an a.ta‘;heir
nostalgia for the junior common-room, showx; .u}[imatc
private jokes, and the pervading atmosphere of in
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male friendship, all of which constituted their most insular
element. Their loyalties coalesced in defence of the
Nationalist side in the Spanish Civil War. The issues of
that tragic engagement are now known to be complex, but
for these English poets here was the last heroic cause. If
there was failure here, nothing could be retrieved. Auden
f:xpr&:scd this in the chorus to his ‘Spain’. Cecil Day Lewis
in one of his most effective poems wrote of how the Basque
trawlers fought a rebel cruiser:

Freedom is more than a word, more than the base coinage
Of statesmen,

fﬁ\n even younger generation concentrated on the Spanish
issue and the young communist John Cornford wrote
some moving lyrics.

While the Spanish Civil War began the break-up of the
group, the war and the alliance of Germany with the
Soviet Union signalled its end. They lived to write other
poems, but the sharp impact they made in the thirties
was over. Auden emigrated to America in 1939, and one
who had been a leader and a very English poe;t wrote for
more than half his poetic life in New York.

The total assessment of Auden is difficult. Only Col-
lefzied Poems (1945) is easily available, yet by 1945 his
views and loyalties had so changed that some of his p‘oems
had been drastically revised. He found his way first from
Mafx .to humanism and then by 1939 adopted Christian-
ity ‘without its mythology’; by 1941 came a complete
acceptance of the Christian revelation. He remains a
Iyric poet, with an ear as keen as Tennyson’s for what is
.subtlc in English rhythms. The political poems had an
immediate impact, but they will not compare with the

outstfmdiug lyrics, such as the well-known ‘Lay your
sleeping head, my love’. Nothing of this could be learned
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from Eliot. In addition to the lyrics there was irony, satire,
and wit, as if Skelton were alive again. The American
poems, the work of a poet in isolation, are not sufficiently
known: Another Time (1940) with the effective poems on
the death of Yeats and Freud; New Year Letter (1941);
The Age of Anxicty (1948); Nones (1951); The Shield of
Achilles (1955). Here a Christian theme recurs with in-
fluences from Kierkegaard, a selection of whose works he
edited in 1955, and of Niebuhr,

While Eliot, Auden, and their associates drew the main
critical attention, many poets in the thirties and the
forties chose different ways. Edith Sitwell’s (1887-1964)
earliest work appeared during the First World War. She
wished to break through ‘the rhythmical flaccidity, the
verbal deadness’ that preceded her and she succeeded in
Fagade (1922); Bucolic Comedies (1923); and Gold Coast
Customs (1929). She and her brothers (Sir Osbert and
Sacheverell) were interested in the ballet and the quick
precision and alertness of dance music entered her verses,
The three Sitwells worked in close association, particu-
larly to produce a periodical, Wheels, which conducted
revolt in a gay manner, They all represented, would it be
for the last time, an aristocratic mood in English litera-
ture. Sir Osbert (18g2-196¢) later developed an individual
satiric style, as in Argonaut and Fuggernaut (1920). He was
also a short story writer of an entertaining distinction, as
in Tripie Fugue (1924); and a novelist, particularly in his
novel of Scarborough, Before the Bombardment (1926). His
main work in his later years, to which reference is made
elsewhere,* was his autobiography, which is a major
period picce. Sacheverell (b. 1897) is best known as
an art historian and a writer of landscape in prose in
volumes such as Southern Baroque Art (1924). His poetry

* See page 340.
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hac? the same evocative qualities as his prose, as in The
T.“kzrteenth Caesar (1924). Edith Sitwell’s later poems were
different. A Christian element prevails and tragic moods
occur, as in The Song of the Rose (1945) and The Canticle of
the Rose (1949), witnessing how saddened many civilized
men and women were by war and the atomic age.

Roy Campbell (1901-57) showed that not all poetry
had a left-wing angle: a South African, he enlivened the
scene with The Flaming Terrapin (1924), and after numer-
ous volumes, his Collected Poems appeared in 1949. Other
poets, despite social and political pressures, sought an
mtr.ospective exploration of the individual life. Kathleen
_Ram.e_ (b. 1908) in Collected Poems (1956) had this self-
inquiring talent, with a mystical overtone, derived from
her study of Blake. George Barker (b. 1913), whose
Collected Poems appeared in 1957, had since 1933 p;blished
verse, which, while showing an awareness of his age and
its predicament, yet was more personal in approach than
that of Auden and his group. Hugh MacDiarmid (b
1892)_ showed that there was an independent tradition 1'1:;
SCOtlElSh poetry, with his broadly based human sym-
pathxes;. while Edwin Muir (1887-1959), also a Scot but
in an m.tcmationa.l tradition, wrote with impressive
sincerity in his contemplative and philosophical poems
published as Collected Poems (1952). Henry Treece anci
G. 8. Fraser were among those wishing to move into a
freer world of the imagination, The dominant voice here
was that of Dylan Thomas (1914-53). His beautiful
voice was well-known to radio audiences to whom he read

not only his poems but essays especially prepared, such as
Quite Early One Morning (1954). Shortly before his death
he wrote a play for radio, Under Milk Wood (1954), which
was also widely performed in the theatre. He be;:a.me a
legend in his own life-time, and this makes it difficult to
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" reduce him to the size in which posterity will see him. He

began with Eighteen Poems (1934) and concluded with
Collected Poems (1953). From the first his work was re-
sented by Auden’s group. It was more complex than they
had been and ignored the temporal to deal with elemental
things. Some English critics failed to realize that Thomas
was Welsh, a non-Welsh-speaking Welshman from
Swansea, but aware of Welsh poetic traditions, which are
enigmatic and full of metrical and verbal complexities.
His verse was seldom without a meaning, but there was a
business on foot to make the reader work and to introduce
concealments that would puzzle the critics. Thomas’s
fanciful village of ‘Llareggub’ is quoted in learned works
without realization of what happens when the word is
spelled backwards. Whatever his ultimate position, his
lyrics have the enduring qualities of simplicity and un-
ageing themes: ‘And death shall have no dominion’; ‘A
Refusal to Mourn the Death, by Fire, of a Child in Lon-
don’; ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’; and others.
Poetry in the middle of the twentieth century was not 2
popular art. Most of the respected poets had but a small
audience, and their work was difficult’. Thus Herbert
Read (1893-1968) exacted much from his readers if they
were to enjoy his closely intellectual lyrics, and this was
true of many of his contemporaries. Read had much in-
fluence as a critic of art and literature, and, like Blunden,
he achieved possibly his most lasting success in a prose
narrative of the First World War, In Retreat (1925). One
poet broke through in the sort of popularity that Tenny-
son had once possessed: John Betjeman (b. 1906) made 2
special position for himself as a defender of the Victorian
Age in architecture, and of the shape of things past in
general. His Collected Poems (1958), published by Murray,
Byron’s publisher, had a large audience. This was fol-
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lowed by’ his verse autobiography Summoned by Bells
(1960) and High and Low (1966). Many say that he is far
from greatness, but, at least, he is a reminder that in the
past pocts were widely read. In the middle of the twentieth
century one leaves the poetic scene without any major
figure and with the sense that poetry has no dominating
place in the mind of England. Yet it may be in some
irrational way consoling to recall that such was the mood
of critical comment just before the beginning of the great
age of Elizabethan poetry. That some fresh approach is
being made can be seen in the poets of the ‘Movement’,
represented in Robert Conquest’s New Lines, where there
is a refusal to ‘abandon a rational structure and cbmpre-
hensible language’, and among the poets represented in
A. Alvarez’s anthology The New Poetry (1962).

CHAPTER 6

English Drama to Shakespeare

It is false to consider the drama merely as a part of
literature. For literature is an art dependent upon words,
but the drama is a multiple art, using words, scenic
effects, music, the gestures of the actors, and the organiz-
ing talents of a producer. The place played by words, or
the literary element in drama, will vary. In some plays
the gestures of the actors are of first importance and the
words play a negligible part. Here drama is approaching
the ballet, in which the gestures have been stylized and
the words have disappeared. In other plays the words
seem of first importance, as in some of G. B. Shaw’s plays,
where one actor speaks, and all the others must learn to
sit still and wait. The words used in drama may be either -
verse or prose, but whichever form is employed the
general purpose of the drama must be served. Many
writers of verse-drama have believed that a play can be
made out of a series of fine-sounding speeches. Swinburne
adhered to this heresy, which arose from a misunder-
standing of Shakespeare’s practice. Shakespeare knew
that the play must come first, and the words, however
brilliant, must be subservient to it.

The dramatist, more than any other artist, is depen-
dent on the human factor, and on machinery. The poet
or the novelist can proceed as long as he has writing
materials and paper, but the dramatist must have players,
a stage, and an audience. Some writers have written
dramas without a thought of the theatre, but this ‘theatre of
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the mind’ must be judged differently from the actual
theatre, with its physical and material problems.

The béginnings of the drama in England are obscure.
There is evidence that when the Romans were in England
they established vast amphitheatres for the production of
plays, but when the Romans departed their theatre de-
parted with them, The earliest records of acting in the
Middle Ages are concerned not with plays but with
individual players, jesters, clowns, tumblers, and min-
strels, Of these the most important is the ‘minstrel’, who
is a link between the Anglo-Saxon ‘scop’, who sang the
long poems of heroes, and the later theatre. Throughout
the Middle Ages, in his multi-coloured coat, the minstrel
must have been a familiar and welcome figure. He could
be found at the King’s court, in castles, at tournaments
and weddings, or in the market-places, gathering a
crowd, and speaking or singing his stories. It is recorded
that in the army of William the Conqueror, the minstrel
Taillefer died reciting the lay of Roncesvalles. On occa-
sion the minstrel could grow rich under wealthy patron=
age, and lands and valuable presents were assigned to
him, Yet the life of the humbler minstrel was at best a
hard one, tramping the roads, exposed to the weather,
and relying upon the generosity of such audiences as he
could find, Officially, the hand of the Church was against
him, and there was little hope that his soul would be
saved from dammation. At the same time the Church
must have seen that the stories of the minstrels encouraged
pilgrims in the more weary stages of their journeys. Some
clerics even imitated the methods of the minstrels, and
stood in public places mingling words of religious guid-
ance with secular stories, Monks, toc, were human after
all, and enjoyed the minstrel’s stories, and sometimes an
unfrocked cleric would himself turn minstrel.

|

ENGLISH DRAMA TO SHAKESPEARE 120

If the Church did not look kindly upon the minstrels,
and their less reputable companions, it was the Church
itself that brought back the drama into England. The
Church had condemned the theatre of the Roman
Empire, and its spectacles and themes gave every reason
for such an attack. Yet the ritual of the Church had itself
something dramatic within it, and by the tenth century
that ritual extended into the rudiments of a play, During
the Easter celebrations, such a biblical incident as the
visit of the three women to the Empty Tomb was simply
presented by priests, with accompanying words, chanted
in Latin. One group of priesis, or choir-boys, would
represent the Angels guarding the Tomb, Three other
priests would approach them. The first group chanted
in Latin:

Whom are you looking for in the sepulchre, ye women who
follow Christ?

The others would chant in reply:
Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified, O Heavenly beings.

Then the first group replied again:

He is not here: He has arisen as he said he would do.
Go! Announce it, since he has arisen from the sepulchre.

A similar set of words and actions was devised to present
the visit of the shepherds to the infant Christ. How the
Church came to countenance these dramatic representa-
tions is unknown. They seem a natural development of
Church services, and possibly it was hoped that they
would counteract the village celebrations of May Day
and Harvest time. Though their origin is uncertain, it is
clear that these liturgical dramas developed in a way
which the church could not have anticipated.

HEL—9
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At first, the liturgical play was merely a part of the
Church service, but by the thirteenth century it had
grown until every part of the Church was used in an
action which converted the whole edifice into one stage,
with the audience present amid the actors. Such a liturgi-
cal play on the birth of Christ is recorded at Rouen. The
three kings enter at the east, north, and south of the
Church and proceed until they meet at the altar, They
chant words descriptive of their actions and then sing an
anthem. A procession forms and moves towards the nave
while the choir chants, A star is lit over the altar, and the
kings approach it. A dialogue follows, and then the kings
sleep, to be awakened by an angel telling them to proceed
home another way. The procession re-forms, and the
Mass follows. It is difficult to visualize exactly the whole
action, but no modern stage, except possibly in Soviet
Russia, has made the theatre, the stage, and the audience
so intimately one. The producer of today may well re-
turn to this early drama to gain a conception of what a
new form of drama might be,

Such a spectacle was witnessed by many for the sake of
the spectacle alone, and there were signs that the higher
ecclesiastical authorities were disquieted. The Church,
which had reintroduced the drama, was discovering that
the dramatic element was growing stronger than its
religious purpose. What happened cannot be traced in
an orderly fashion, though the results are clear enough.
Between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the
drama became secularized. The ecclesiastical authorities,
when they found that the drama which they had created
was an embarrassment, removed it from the church itself
to the precincts. There, by a number of changes, it be-
came elaborated and secularized. The words themselves
were no longer spoken in Latin, but in English, and

'{
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instead of the brief liturgical speeches, a longer flramaUG
script was invented around the biblical narratives. The
actors were no longer the clergy, but members_ of the
medieval guilds, with each guild usually responsible for
one play. The guilds, as a cooperative eﬂ'ort, prepared
for certain Feast Days, notably for the testival of Corpus
Christi, a series of biblical plays to be performed at
various ‘stations’ in a town. Each play would be mounted
on a platform, fitted with wheels, and so .cquld be drawn
from one ‘station’ to another. These religious plz?.ys are
often considered by the historian of the theatre as impor-
tant solely in the history of the drama. Actually they are
important in themselves. Here was dlrama as g_e'numely
social activity, a cooperative enterprise, maintained by
guilds of craftsmen, employing their own members as
amateurs, N '
Records show that this dramatic activity was w1df_:-
spread. The number of plays whl.ch has sur\_nvcd is
limited, though probably representative. Four r‘nam cyclcs,
have been preserved, those of Chester, York, Towz.leley
or Wakefield, and Coventry. Of th‘m‘.e the York is .the
most complete: in a series of plays it presents the Bible
story from the Creation to the Day of '_]udgemer%t. 'gllle
plays in the four surviving cycles vary in dramatic s ﬂ;
though they all show sincerity and mdepeqdence, witl
pathos present at times, as in the play ot.Abra.hams
sacrifice of Isaac. They have a frfequcnt intrusion of
homely and comic characters, as In the treat.lrtent of
Noah’s wife as a shrew. One writer of these religious or
“Miracle’ plays stood out from all the rcs::, and he w?.;
responsible for five plays in the ‘Towneley’ or Wakf:ﬁfa
cycle. In one of his plays, the Secunda Pastorum, depicting
the visit of the shepherds to the infan'f Chrls't, he shcfws
his independence of the biblical narrative by introducing
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a sheep-thief named Mak, and his wife, and by giving
some r'ealistic discussion on the shepherd’s life and its
han?lsmps. It is difficult now to recapture the minds of tlul'
;:a.udlences who saw these plays. The main comic incidc—nll
in Secunda Pastorum shows how Mak and his wife dressed
up a StCtleI.l sheep as a baby and hid it in a cradle, where
finally it is discovered by other shepherds. Cm,xld the
dramatist have been unaware of the contrast that this
g'rc‘?tesql-xe visit to a cradle would have with the other
visit, with which this play concludes, where the same
shepherds visit the infant Christ? These religious plays
formed a great national tradition, which possibly we
helllve never fu‘lly appreciated, and England was duller
:)\; oc;e-‘f’urltamsm eradicated these pleasures from the
Late.r than these religious dramas were the ‘Morality’
pllays, in which the characters were abstract vices and
virtues. At first sight these seem less lively entertainments
than a play of Noah’s wife, or a sheep-thieving Mak
Some of the authors of the ‘Morality’ plays were how-.
ever, _able to make real and contemporary charac’ters of
the vices and virtues. So in a play entitled Mankynd, the
hero is attacked by three rascals, Nought, New-gyse ’and
_N9wadays, and, though: this assult has its moral pur,port
it is pre.sented on the stage as a comic and realistic attacl;
by a trio of gangsters, The possibilities of the ‘Morality’
play are best proved in England by the effectiveness anil
the long-continued success of the late fifteenth-centu
play of Everyman. Death summons Everyman to God; h?;
worldly companions gradually forsake him, until Gjood,
Deeds alone is left to accompany him on hi; last ordeal
'I_'hough the characters are abstractions, they have rela:
:uonshlps which are human, and though the whole action
is controlled by the lesson which is to be taught, the play
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has a natural development, often a genuine realism, with
a pathos direct and sincere,
1t is difficult to trace the development of the drama at

this period, because so much of the evidence is missing,

and the historians, who have presented a connected

narrative, have achieved a show of order only at the

sacrifice of truth. A variation developed in the morality

itself with John Skelton’s Magmificence, for this has a

secular theme. Some have thought that it was written asa

warning to Henry VIII for it shows how Magnificence

through bad advisers is led to extravagance only to be

rescued by Good Hope, Perseverance and other good

counsellors.

It is clear that, apart from the ‘Morality’ plays, there

existed short plays named ‘Interludes’. These were not
popular pieces like the religious plays, nor were they
allegorical as were the ‘Moralities. They were mainly
pieces to be performed in the houses of the more intelligent
Tudor gentry. It is known that Sir Thomas More enjoyed
them. One of the best is Henry Medwall’s Fulgens and
Lugres, which was discovered only in recent years. The plot
shows Lucres hesitating between a high-born and low-
born suitor and finally giving herself to the second. Such a
theme, though it has a moral flavour, is independent of
allegorical structure or of biblical narrative. Once such a
theme has been devised, the dramatist is free to go wher-
ever his talents may lead him. Fulgens and Lucres has some
interesting scenes outside the story, depicting characters
from the audience on the stage, in a manner vaguely
reminiscent of Pirandello. No other ‘Interlude’ is so
advanced in its structure. The author who took the
Spanish story of Celestina and converted it into Calisto and
Melebea, lost the raciness of the original in dull moralizing.
Many of the ‘Interludes’ attempted less and achieved
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more. One of the most simple and amusing is John
Heywood’s The Play of the Wether (printed 1533), in which
Jupiter tries to please all the contradictory wishes of man-
kind. In this piece there is less structure in the plot than in
Fulgens and Lucres, but there is an amusing dialogue; and
often the ‘Interlude’ aims at a connected series of enter-
taining speeches, supported with a minimum of characters
or plot: such is the Mery play betwene the pardoner and the
Jrere, the curate and ngybour Pratte (about 1520), in which
these four worthies compete in telling the biggest lie.
Johan the husbande Tyb kis wyfe and syr Fohn the preest (printed
1533) also has witty dialogue, but it has, in addition, the
rudiments of character and plot, a domineering wife, a
seducing priest, and a cowed husband.

These, and many other ‘Interludes’, gave entertain-
ment, with some instruction, to Tudor gentlemen and
ladies. Often the humour was crude, the action clumsy,
and the road back towards moralizing and allegory ever
open. Development in literature is seldom at an even
pace, but sudden and unexpected. It is difficult to realize
that these ‘Interludes’ were written in the century which
was to see the production of some of the greatest plays in
the national drama. F urther, the “Miracle’ plays, the
‘Moralities’ and the Interludes remained popular even
when the new, ambitious drama had captured the stage,
How the change from the rudimentary drama to the great
achievement that ended in Shakespeare came about has
naturally been a matter for speculation. While nothing
can explain the genius of Marlowe, or Shakespeare, the
changes in the form of the drama can be in part explained
by the revival of interest in classical drama. This influ-
ence has sometimes been discussed as if it were wholly
beneficial, but this is far from true. The Renaissance im-
posed a learned tradition, not always fully assimilated or
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understood, upon a nascent national drama. Whatever
was gained, the resulting drama was l?ss genumelyha
popular social activity than the "Miracle’ plays. Yer the
classical example gave dramatists a boldness and eleva-
tion of purpose, which the native drama had nowhere
achieved. In Kyd, and Mariowe, and Shakespea{"e, this
sense of the high potentiality of the drama o?‘,onmved to
reunite itself with much that was valuable in the oider
tive tradition.

m‘The classical drama gave exarnples both for comedy
and tragedy, and as far as England 18 conce.med thc::sc
models were, with negligible exceptions, Latin. Gemﬁe
Gascoigne, on the title-page of his Focaste, a.fﬁrms that }?
is rendering from a Greek piay by Euripides, though
actually he was translating trom the . Itahan. Engus.
comedy might well have develop@ w1thqut any Latgl
intrusion, and what is best in it remains native to the end.
Tragedy, on the other hand, could not wfall h,ave grown
out of the ‘Miracle’ plays and the ‘Morahues. , and bere
a new start is made in the sixteenth century with the help
of Latin models. The Latin models tor comedy were
Terence and Plautus and some of their influence can be
seen in Nicholas Udall’s Ralph Rowster Douster (abogt
1553) which was pertormed by Wlmitnﬁnster boys.h Thuzz
a play on the theme of the boasting characte.l:, the mi
gloriosus, of Latin comedy, and though much ofits humou:l'
parallels the ‘Interludes’, the classical model has helpg
Udall to build a full-length play, instejcxd o.i a comic
dialogue dependent on a tew tenuous situations. Hm:v
strong is the native element can be seen in Gaw Gw{anls
Needle (about 1550, printed 1575), a pla}f which 1s a little
earlier than Roister Doister, and can c]a:m.to be the first
extant English comedy. The central situation n the play
is trivial and farcical — the loss and discovery of a needle =
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but the dramatist had a gift for dialogue, a knowledge of
rustic life, and a distinct power in creating characters
which include the farm labourer, Hodge, a firmly drawn,
comic figure, natural and life-like,
In tragedy, the problem was more severe, and it is still
difficult to realize the strength of genius which allowed
Kyd, Marlowe, and Shakespeare to solve it. The main
model was Seneca, a philosopher of Nero’s time, whose
moral discourses were known in antiquity, and who was
also the author of a series of ‘closet’ dramas. He had
employed the Greek mythological stories, and much of
the outward semblance of Greek drama. But the religious
element in the Greek conception he had eliminated, and
for the conception of Fate he had substituted the more
human motive of revenge. The action, which was usually
sanguinary, was conducted by the reports of messengers,
and this classical economy allowed room for his long
rhetorical speeches, in which his taste for moral discourse
could be exploited. It was as if 2 romantic had re-written
classical drama to answer his own mood, and a romantic
with a taste for atrocities and for moralizing. Seneca was
a dangerous model, and yet this strange combination of
interests was not unsuitable to the Elizabethan mind.
Here they found in the Latin language what they might
presume to be the form and themes of the Greek stage,
and all this without the embarrassment of the Greek
language, which few of them understood. Their own
interest in crime, violence, and atrocity was confirmed
fully in this classical authority. The moralizing speeches
might at first seem more difficult to assimilate; but the
‘Morality’ plays, and indeed the main tradition of
medieval literature, had accustomed them to moral dis-
course, As for rant and rhetoric, they could enter easily
into any contest with their Latin preceptor. The major
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misfortune was that Seneca was not a dramatist, and the
. main problem which faced sixteenth-century writers,
| though they were not always fully aware of it, was to con-
| vert these Senecan speeches, and the skeleton of his

dramatic structure, and his sanction for violence, into a
drama that would stand the test of performance in the
theatre.

Seneca’s own plays were translated, published and ﬁ\'re
of them performed between 1559 and 1581. Mfaanwhﬂc in
1562 there was acted, before Queen Elizal?eth in the Inner
Temple, the first extant tragedy in English, Gorbaduc, by
Thomas Sackville and Thomas Norton. Though .Seneca}n
in manner, the play has an English theme, and its main
motive, of the dangers that follow an unsettled succession,
would be of topical interest in Elizabeth’s reign, to an
audience of lawyers and courtiers. Yet with its long,
heavy blank verse speeches, and its complete absence of
action on the stage, Gorboduc could appeal only to a
learned audience. The native temperament has shc.:wn
itself ill-adapted to such a complete elimination of action,
and even Gorboduc made a concession, by presenting a
certain dramatic movement in dumb-show between the

ts.
acT]:lis English desire for a play with a more vigorous
action is shown in the early popularity. of chromcle:- or
history plays, which are a peculiarly native producu?n.
The extant examples are probably not among the earliest
of the type. They are mainly remembered because sorme
of them presented an outline plan for Shakespeare in a
number of his plays: they include The Famous Victories of
Henry the Fifth (about 1588); The Troub!&mmf? Razgfw of
John, King of England (about I 590); and I{‘m]g L.ezr (.c.
1594). These and other chronicle plays ha.ve action in
plenty, but they are formless. The problem, if drama was
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to d'e?'elop, was to combine the vigour of this native
tradition with the ambition 1n styie and arrangement of
Senecan tragedy. ' '

'I"he solution of the problem was the outstanding
achievement of two dramatists, Thomas Kyd (c. 1557-
¢- 1595), and Christopher Marlowe (1564-93). Kyd, who
was probably writing a little before Mallbwe, ga\;e the
theatre, in The Spanish Tragedy, the play that it wanted. He
accf:pted as much of the Senecan tragedy as was con-
venient, and on this basis constructed a well-designed
pcfpular tragedy. He discovered how easily blank verse
might be converted into a usetul theatrical medium. He
uses horrors and crimes and the Senecan motive of
revenge, but his characters are distinct, his situations
theatrically effective, and his play a united design. The
ceptral‘theme in an elaborate plot is the revenge of
Hlerom.mo for the murder of his son Horatio, and the
drarna‘tlc interpretation of the old man is the most human
and s:kxlful portrayal which the English stage had seen up
to this time. Kyd was the author of a play on the Hamlet
gl;err{eko;‘_ Whi;h :1}:) copy is extant, but it is clear from The

anisit L rage at dh; i
4 d;g; ni'a v Shakespeare was deeply indebted to
: Christopher Marlowe'was a young Cambridge drama-
tist of wide reading, whose life was tempestuous and
whose fieath tragic. Apart from his brief career as a
flral:natlst, he seems to have been involved in political
mtngu.e as an agent, or spy, and there is some evidence
t?lat his opinions on philosophy and religion were con-
a'mdered dangerous. His most important work is contained
in four tragedies, composed between 1587 and 1593:
Tamburlaine the Great, in two parts; Dr Faustus; The j’eu;
of Malta; and Edward I1. Tamburlaine gives best the quality
of Marlowe’s imagination. As his hero, he chooses a
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fourteenth-century Tartar herdsman, whose conquests
outrival those of any of the heroes of antiquity. Fantastic-
ally ambitious, Tamburlaine is also grotesquely cruel.
Marlowe delights in these excesses, until sometimes he
seems to be satirizing his own manner, and the scene in
which Tamburlaine harnesses his chariot with kings of
Asia became a stock incident for parody in Elizabethan
drama. Marlowe is not content to portray Tamburlaine
merely as a master of cruelty and conquest. Tambur-
laine’s lust for power is given a philosophical sanction:
he is the single human personality, alone under the vault
of the heavens, challenging men and gods with his
strength. No enemy overcomes him, except Death, the
same enemy that Everyman had to encounter. The differ-
ence between Marlowe and the author of that ‘Morality’
play illuminates the contrast between the medieval and
the Renaissance outlook. The author of Everyman was
conscious of life in the world as a spiritual journey, in
which the only hope of success lay in a devout acquies-
cence in God’s will. Marlowe, though he knows Death to
be lurking in the shadows, challenges the divine rule,
believing that the ecstasy of earthly glory is its own re-
ward, whatever may happen. Such a conception of
character, depicted with such grandeur and boldness,
was without precedent in English drama, and Marlowe
had command of a ‘mighty line,’, a blank verse which
could record every gesture of magnificence. Such are the
lines in which Tamburlaine praises Zenocrate, who be-
came his wife:
What is beauty saith my sufferings then?
If all the pens that ever poets held,
Had fed the feeling of their master’s thoughts,
And every sweetness that inspired their hearts,
Their minds, and muses on admired themes:
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I# all the heavenly Quintessence they still
From their immortal flowers of Poesy,
Wherein as in a mirror we perceive
The highest reaches of a human wit,
If these had made one Poem’s period
And all combined in Beauty’s worthiness
Yet should there hover in their restless heads,
One thought, one grace, one wonder at the least,
Which into words no virtue can digest.

Many of the lines in passages such as these linger in the
memory of any audience of the play, though perhaps the
most significant may be found where Tamburlaine, seeing
himself aspiring as ceaselessly as the restless spheres them-
selves, finds his only consummate happiness in

the ripest fruit of all,
That pertect bliss and sole felicity,
The sweet fruition ot an earthly crown.

In Tamburlaine this quest of material glory is unem-
barrassed by conflicting values of a Christian world. This
problem Marlowe faces in Dr Faustus, by employing the
German legend ot the magician who for the sake of
ur.!iversa] knowledge sells his soul to the devil. If Tzmbur-
laine shows the will to ‘power in the face of material
(::bstacla, Dr Faustus examines the inner, more introspec-
tive, and spiritual consequences of such a quest. The play
is not wholly successful. The opening scenes, in which
Faustus barters his soul, are magnificent, and the closmg
presentation of the final hour of retribution reaches a
depth of pathos which Marlowe never equalled.

Ah! Faustus

Now has thou but one bare hour to live,

And then thou must be damned perpetually:
Stand still you ever moving spheres of heaven,
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That time may cease, and midnight never come3

Fair Nature’s eye, rise, rise again, and make

Perpetual day, or let this hour be but

A year, a month, a week, or natural day,

That Faustus may repent, and save his soul

O lente lents currite noctis equi.®
The weakness lies in the middle scenes, some of which are
crude, grotesque, and even farcical - so inadequate,
indeed, that some have doubted Marlowe’s authorship.
The Jew of Malta misses the high poetry of the earlier
plays, nor has it their grandeur in the conception of
character. It descends to melodrama, while it is so ex~
travagant that Marlowe might well have been satirizing
his own earlier work. Barabas, the Jew, has been unjustly
treated by the Christians, and in revenge applies a
Machiavellian attitude to mankind, which Marlowe
interprets as the perpetration of a series of crimes, so wild
and incredible that it is difficult to realize that even an
Elizabethan audience, with its taste for these delights,
could treat them seriously. Edward II is, in comparison, a
sober play, far more carefully balanced in its structure
than any of Marlowe’s other works, and, though it
misses the fire and glamour of Tamburlaine, it has a more
varied interpretation of character. Marlowe has conver=
ted a theme of English history from the formlessness of
the old chronicle plays into genuine tragedy. The central
figure, Edward IT himself, instead of being aggressive and
overpowering, as are Tamburlaine and Faustus, is senti-
mental and weak.,

Marlowe had given to tragedy the magnificent instru-
ment of his blank verse, which, though suitable for ‘brave
transhinary things’, would be found less serviceable for
everyday issues. He had also endowed tragedy with a

* (0, gently gently run you horses of the night.
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conception of character, and, in a more general way,
with the suggestion of unending possibilities of achieve-
ment. To the problem of how to build a plot, and to
present an action in a genuvinely dramatic manner, his
contribution had been less impressive. Though Kyd as a
poet could not compare with Marlowe, he had shown, in
the structure of'a play, a skill which Marlowe did not equal.
‘While tragedy developed in the hands of Marlowe and
Kyd, comedy had also proceeded beyond the rustic
humours of Gammer Gurton’s Needle. The most brilliant
intelligence to practise comedy before Shakespeare was
John Lyly (1554-1606), who was also the author of the
novel Euphues. Lyly looked to the Court for his audience,
and his players were child actors. It is difficult to realize
that the finely drawn sentiment of his comedies, their
delicacy, and their elaborate mythological themes belong
to the same age as the loud ranting of Tamburlaine, and
the blood-drenched stage of The Spanish Tragedy. Yet the
final attractiveness of the Elizabethan theatre lay in its
power of incorporating all of these, and sometimes within
the confines of a single play. A number of Lyly’s plays
have been preserved. They were produced at approxi-
mately the dates which follow, and published normally a
few years after the first performance: Campaspe (1584);
Sapho and Phao (1584) ; Gallathea (1585) ; Endimion (1588);
Midas (about 1589) ; Mother Bombie, Love’s Metamurphoses
(both about 1590); and The Woman in the Moon (about
1594). All of these plays are in prose, except The Woman in
the Moon, which is a verse play, and a satire on women.
They all use mythological subjects, except Mother Bombie,
which is a modern comedy. Lyly has seldom had full jus-
tice given to his achievement, for he is followed so soon by
Shakespeare. His originality and invention are remark-
able. He combined the realistic farce, the complexity of
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Latin comedy, and the allegory of the ‘Morality’ plays

into a new design, suffused with a gentle and dream-like

romanticism. With his eye upon the Queen, and his

audience of courtiers, he gave his mythologies a con-

temporary and topical reference. His greatest achieve

ment lay in the wit of his dialogue. If his plots were

artificial then so was his audience.

While Lyly works consistently in one manner, a nums«

ber of his contemporaries attempt a variety of moods.

Robert Greene (1560-92), a man of all trades in Eliza-

bethan literature, a poet, novelist, and pamphleteer,

wooed popular taste in imitations of Marlowe, though‘ S0

clumsily that his Aéphonsus and Orlando Furioso rea.d hk‘e
parodies. He discovered his dramatic identity in his
comedies, Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (about 1589) and
Fames 1V (about 1591). He contrived to make a plot in
which characters drawn from different social groups and
actions with varying degrees of credibility were drawn
into unity by an atmosphere of romance. In Friar Be?mn,
magicians mingle with courtiers and kings, and a Prince
of Wales woos Margaret, the dairymaid of Fressingﬁe.ld,
and in Fames IV the kings of England and Scotland live
in the same play as Oberon, king of the Fairies. Though
the road may be a long one it is leading towards 4
Midsummer Night’s Dream. Among the other dramatists of
the time George Peele (c. 1557-97) is a figure more diffi-
cult to define. His Arraignment of Paris, probably his
earliest work, is a mythological play, acted before the
Queen, and designed in every way for a courtly audience.
1t belongs to Lyly’s tradition, and though Peele has le.ss
sense of design, and less discrimination, he can offer in
compensation his lyrical and decorative talents as a poet.
His David and Bethsabe is an interesting link with the old
religious drama. He begins with a biblical theme, but he
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develops %t .for the sake of the narrative itself, and lor (hs
opportunities of employing his own fanciful verse. |1k
best-remembered play - and, among others, Mill
remem_bered it in Comus — is The Old Wives’ Tale, wheie a
charrrm.lg romantic opening is allowed to lead into &
dramatic satire.

By the nineties of the sixteenth century the theatie iy
England was fully established, but complicated conditios
g_ovcrped the activities of the dramatists. In London (1
situation, stated simply, was that the Court favourcd (1o
drama, but the civic authorities, partly from Puritan
scn:tfples and partly for social reasons, found it an un
nutlgatfad nuisance. Those who produced plays, wishiiy
to perform not only to the Court but to the pulili :
evaded the: civic authorities by conducting their perfo e
ances Dl?tSI'de the city walls. At first the plays were pes
formed in inn yards, but already in 1576 a theatre lial
been oorllstructed in Shoreditch, outside the city boun
dary. Within the city, the one playhouse in the sixtccnil:
century was Blackfriars, where at first only the child acioin
perfor.rned. The actor had to face many obstacles, for by
law his profession was not recognized, and he crjmhl i

treated as a rogue and a vagabond. As a device to over
come the difficulty the players wore the livery of retaincs
of some lord, or high official. The privilege kept them (i«
from the law, though it left them economically dcpclne len
on 'thc practice of their own art. So in the Elizabetlin
period the companies of players are known as the Queci's
men, the Lord Admiral’s men, or the Lord Chambr-
lain’s men, according to the great name that gave thein
legal status.

The .publjc theatre of the sixteenth century differed i
many important ways from the modern theatre. Wl
exactly were its main features is a continuing theme ol
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sntroversy. In the earlier period it was open to the sky,
i without artificial lighting, so that the plays had to be
petformed by daylight. The stage was a raised platform,
with a recess at the back supported by pillars, and roofed.
)1 the top of this roofed recess was a turret, from which a
Wumpeter could announce the beginning of a play, and
o which a flag would indicate that a play was in pro-
1ou, There was no curtain, and the main platform could
surrounded on three sides by the audience. A few privi-
lged persons were allowed on the stage itself. Hamlet, in
Klizabethan times, did not peer out from his lighted
loture-frame stage into a dark auditorium, but stood in
the light of day, on the raised platform, and delivered his
soliloquies surrounded by his auditors. A consequence of
this open intimacy of the platform was that scenery,
apart from a few essential properties, was impossible. The
poet with his words had to supply the atmosphere in
which the play was to live. Elaborate and expensive
gostumes gave colour to the comparatively empty back-
ground of the scene. At the rear of his main stage was a
atructure, with a door at each side, from which actors
gould enter, and also a curtained recess, in which an
action could be ‘discovered’. The auditorium was oval-
shaped, and the ordinary spectators stood in this space,
except for the portion occupied by the raised platform of
the stage. Around the theatre were galleries, in which
gpectators could sit, and one of these galleries passed over
the back of the stage. On occasion it could be employed
in the action for the upper wall of a castle, or for Juliet’s
balcony. Part of one of the lower galleries at the side of .
the stage was occupied by musicians, who so often con-
tributed with their art to the Elizabethan drama. In the
seventeenth century the enclosed theatre, on the model
of Blackfriars, developed in importance. These ‘private’

HiL—=10
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theatres were lit by artificial lighting, and more elaborate
stage devices were encouraged within them. In Charles
I’S.I‘Cl gn, mainly under the influence of that greatarchitect

Inigo Jones, courtly masques were popular, in which cven;
!:mphasis was given to décor and stage machinery. The
mﬂu'cnce of those courtly entertainments was reflected in
the increasing attention to scenic device in the ‘private’
theatre of the seventeenth century,

CHAPTER 7

Shakespeare

To the public theatre of the sixteenth century came

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) as actor, playwright,

and shareholder in theatrical undertakings. So much has

been written about his plays, and so much speculation

evolved from the few known facts of his lite, that any brief
treatment may easily be a rehearsal of common-places. Oof
his life, it is enough to say that, to any unprejudiced view,

it is clear that the Stratford man wrote the plays, and that

he had a wider reading and more opportunities for ming-

ling with the great than is sometimes realized. After the
obscure years he came to London, possibly in 1584, and
worked as an actor and an apprentice playwright. In the
years that followed, until the Globe was burnt down on
29 June 1613 during the first performance of Henry VIII,

the theatre dominated his life. Of his personality, it can be
affirmed that he had, in an absolute form, the intuition for
gathering every ‘unconsidered trifle’, and every weighty
matter, that could profit his art, with, in addition, the
concentration which is a necessary attribute of genius. Of
his art in its relationship to ideas, it cannot be disputed,
despite the divisions made in his plays by categorizing
historians, that he held to a consistent outlook. In human
conduct, he was everywhere possessed by the conception
of loyalty and disloyalty, and their consequences in human
life. In the exercise of the passions, which often entranced
with their delights, he contemplated the strange conflict of
reason and emotion, and the disorder that arose when
Teason was obliterated. He allowed his characters a

s

—_— SRS
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freedom to live their own lives to the uttermost confines of
good and evil, but he was ever conscious that they existed
. in a moral world, functioning under a divine Providence.
While this consistency is maintained, his art permits of an
almostinﬁnitcvaﬁetyofmood,and,ashcpmgm, the
vision deepens.
He wrote always for the con theatre, manipu-_
, lating the Elizabethan stage with great resource and
- “Invention. The speeches i which Hamlet addresses the ~
ayers that he felt the restriction of the actor’s ability
to interpret, and of the audience’s intelligence in apprecia-
tion. In addressing one of the actors he says:
I heard thee speak me a speech once, but it was never acted; or,
if it was, not above once, for the play, I remember, pleased not
themil]ion;'twucavia:etothegmml: but it was, - as I
received it, and others whose judgements in such matterscried in
thetopofmine,—nnaccl]entplay,welldigutedinthemes
set down with as much modesty as cunning, (IL.2)

Knowing the limitations of the actors’ art he still
admired them (‘they are the abstract and brief chronicles
of the time’), and he faced his contemporary audience,

; answered its needs, and contrived a drama which the
Court could appreciate and the public enjoy, despite the
competition of the bear-gardens. He was able to satisfy the
desire for dramatic pleasure at a number of different levels
of appreciation, sometimes even incorporating them in a
single play. Hamlet or Othello can give pleasure to those
whowishmelodramamﬂy,butbcyondthisthcreisthc
subtle presentation of character, and a language un-
equalled in its sources of suggestion. To, satisfy his
audience was his primary purpose, but this was not
enough, for he had to satisfy himself. It is clear from
Hamlet and Lear that he wrote out the play fully as his own
genius directed, knowing that deletion would be impera-

HAKESPEARE ‘
tive when his script reached the theatre. With his skill in
theatrical invention, he combined a genius ﬁ::r a_.pplymg
PO 'c.hnguagctodrama.lnthnmlyoomofluzntse_em?,
sometimes, that language intoxicated.hlm. This is
particularly true in his early and ingenious comedy of
" Love’s Labour’s Lost where he speaks of

Taffeta phrases, silken terms precise, f
Three-piled hyperboles, spruce affectation,
Figures pedantical (V.2)

. Gradually he disdplinedwmdsinc:ﬂﬁngl}rtodramahc -
purpose. Hehadarangcofimagerywhlchwasx.mm
com ive than in any other poet, and remains a
ofthcunivernlityofhishterest.l-?ewnot
mwareofthepowuwhichmrkodwi.thinh.lm. 3
Unfortunately, the conditions of his pcnod did not
permit of the regular and aut.horixed. pul.)hc:atl?n of h:}:
plays. Some ofthemwercpub]ish‘edmhn’hfetlmc wlm
one play in each volume. These Q.lartol,as.they |
called (because they are printed on a Quarto size page),
. were sometimes unauthorized and .mmpt copies,
' though the circumstances of the publication of the second
" Quarto of Hamlet show that Shakespeare, when he had the
chance, was not indifferent to the fate of his wc:rk. Aﬁe;
his death, two of his fellow p]aymjolml-l.anmg‘esal?o.
Henry Condell gathered his works togcthcrmthtf Fo
edition of 1623, Modern scholarship has come mcreu;
inglymrespectthcwaytb.eyawm'nphshedthudlﬁimd
task. Indaed,theyoouldbedesmbedasthetwo'mm
important men in Shakespeare’s world. What they did was
unusual. Ben Jonson, who was a scholar, had made an
edition of his works in 1616 and had been teased by

another playwright, Heywood, for doing so:

SO ey S
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Pray tell me Ben, where does the mystery lurk,
What others call a play you call a work.

But Heminges and Condell had the courage to proceed,
partly to preserve the rights of their Company but mainly
from affection and admiration for their old companion,
There are thirty-six plays in the Folio and if anyone wishes
to say that any one of them is not by Shakespeare, let him
prove it. Without the Folio editors we should have no
record of eighteen plays including in tragedy Macbeth,
Coriolanus, Antony and Cleopatra, in comedy no Tuwelfth
Night, As You Like It,and no The Winter’s Tale, or Cymbeline.

His earliest work was in the plays on English history. He
wrote, possibly with collaboration, three plays on the
reign of Henry VL. They were the beginning of his epical
treatment of English history, from the reign of Richard 11

+ to the reign of Richard III, No other group of his plays
illustrates his range so completely as the whole sequence of
the historical plays, though they were not planned as a
unit. In the earliest of them he shows some dependence on
contemporary models: Henry VI, Paris 1, 2, 3, have much
of the episodical method of the older chronicle plays,
though with an added firmness in characterization,
shown especially in the common people of the Jack Cade
scenes. In Richard II and Richard III, Shakespeare adapts
the history play to tragedy, following Marlowe’s example,
In the two parts of Henry IV he has liberated himself from
any contemporary example, and evolved a drama which,
while presenting history, allows for the comic scenes of
Falstaff and his company. Samuel Johnson, a Judicious
and never exuberant critic of Shakespeare, has brilliantly
summarized his achievement in these two plays:

None of Shakespeare’s plays are more read than the First and
Second Parts of Henry IV. Perhaps no author has ever in two
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P ys afforded so much delight. The great events are interesting,
for the fate of kingdoms depends upon them; the slighter occur-
‘rences are diverting, and, except one or two, sufﬁcicﬂ.ﬂjf ?rob-
" mble; the incidents are multiplied with wonderful fm'tlllfy of
" fnvention, and the characters diversified with the utmost nicety
| of discernment, and the profoundest skill in the nature of man.

A well-defined balance of character, especially between
| Hotspur and Prince Hal, gives a dramatic design to the
' historical material, while the human relations of Prince
| Hal and his father Henry IV bring an intimacy into the
' larger, public movement of events. Nor is Falstaff a mere
comic excrescence. He is given some of the most profound
| speeches in the play. His speech on ‘honour’ is in a.bsolur:e
contrast to all the values that Hotspur esteemed, to his
high-sounding rhetoric and the machinations of those who
control great events, and are responsible for war and all

its consequences.

Well, ’tis no matter; honour pricks me on. Yea, but how if
honour prick me off when I come on? how then? Can honour
settoaleg ?no:oranarm? no:or takeaway thegriefofawound?
no. Honour hath noskill in surgery, then ? no. Whatis honc:ur ?
a word. What is in that word honour? air. A trim reckoning!
Who hath it? he that died o* Wednesday. Doth he feel it? no.
Dothhehearit? no. *Tisinsensible, then ? Yea, to the dead. But
will it not live with the living ? no. Why ? detraction will not
suffer it, Therefore I’ll none of it. Honour is a mere scutcheon:
and so ends my catechism. (Part I, V.1)

Henry V, with its pageantry of national achimren}ent, isno
less original in design, and Shakespeare’s skill is seen by
his elimination of Falstaff at the very opening, so tha-t he
shall not delay with his great bulk the action which is to

- follow. Throughout the history plays, Shakespeare had

Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles, and other sources, to give

him the record of events, but the interpretation was his
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own. He presented consistently the conception that only
by loyalty could the State survive, and that this virtue
must be supremely the attribute of kingship. Without
loyalty, out of which order and rule develop, Chaos will
raise its ugly head, and once Chaos is come, no one will be
safe, not even the father from the hand of his son, or the
son from the hand of his father, as Shakespeare shows in a
symbolical scene in Henry VI, Part 3. In Henry V he allows
himself to escape the major theme in the exuberance of
patriotic allegiance and of conquering success. Some of
the verses have -become so commonplace by frequent
repetition that their quality has been obscured. But the
speech before Harfleur has a superb eloquence in blank
verse with the sense closely united with a quick and agile
imagery:

I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips,

Straining upon the start. The game's afoot:

Follow your spirit, and upon this charge

Cry, ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George"(IIL1)

In the Henry IV plays, through Falstaff, Shakespeare
matured his conception of comedy, but he had written
comedies before he came to Falstaff, Love’s Labour’s Lost,
possibly the earliest, is'a miraculous invention in which he
gives the semblance of courtly life, and graceful manners.
How keenly he studied words can be seen here in his satire
on all the contemporary affectations in style and vocabu-
lary. In The Two Gentlemen of Verona he made his first
experiment in romantic comedy, and, possibly dissatisfied
with his attempt, he tried the Plautian play of comic
situation in The Comedy of Errors, with the assistance of
twin brothers and twin servants. The play has ample
entertainment, though this derives from a mechanism of
mistakcnidmﬁtymthu-thanﬁ'omhumanvaluu, and in
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The Taming of the Shrew he returns tohumanity,or_half

‘returns, for the wooing of Katharina is comic animalism,
‘which the Elizabethan audience enjoyed without senti-
_mental scruples. All these early experiments combine to
- give A Midsummer Night’s Dream its magic. No play in
- Shakespeare is so original, so ingenious, or so pcxfectly
" designed. The romantic element is now played out light-

heartedly through the lovers, but romance is gently re-
buked by Reason operating through Bottom and his

 ass’s head. The romantic action is enriched by the faery

elements on one side, and by the rustics on the other, while

' themegimthataunmphmwhichShakes?carccan
~ construct distinctively for each dramatic action. How

deeply he was contemplating the nature of poetic language

_ can be seen by the speech of Theseus in the fifth act:

I never may believe
These antique fables, nor these fairy toys.
Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,
Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend
More than cool reason ever comprehends, -
The lunatic, the lover and the poet
Are of imagination all compact:
One sees more devils than vast hell can hold,
That is, the madman: the lover, all as frantic,
Sees Helen’s beauty in a brow of Egypt:
The poet’s in a fine frenzy rolling,
Dothp:lano:yﬁ-e’omhuvenmeanh,ﬁ'omurthmhum;
And as imagination bodies forth
'I‘heformsofthingsunkmwn,lhepoet’apeq
Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing
A local habitation and a name. (V.1)

. No passage shows more profoundly how aware he was ofhis

own art and how extensive was the range of experience and

invention from which his poetic images were drawn.
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He did not return to write any play similar to the Dream,

for in that kind he had reached perfection, The play seems
to have deepened his own conception of romantic comedy,
and in Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, and
Twelfth Night he brought to the romantic stories, not only
a subtle stage-craft, but excellent and well-devised
characters. Of these As you Like It, with its light-hearted-
ness played out on a background of very gentle melan-
choly -~ Rosalind and Touchstone against Jaques and
the Forest of Arden - has been deservedly one of the main
favourites of the English stage, In incidentals the play is
careless, or perhaps one should write carefree, but there is
an admirable control of atmosphere and of the central
intention. Much Ado showed that the romantic story was
always in danger of becoming too serious, though this is
saved by the good wit of Benedick and Beatrice, and by
the very witlessness of Dogherry. All that the romantic
comedy could yield is gathered into the beauty of Tuwelfth
Night, where amid the graces of the sentiment and
laughter, Malvolio emerges, one of the most finished
characters in all the plays of this period. Romantic comedy
existed in its own world, and once it faced the challenge of
réality some of its values seemed brittle; even false. Often
the characters seem to be struggling towards realism,
while their master restrains them, so that they shall dance
the pretty paces he has designed. Thus in The Merchant of
Venice does Shylock step out of that fairy world of Bassanio,
and the caskets, and the wooing of Portia, and Jessica, to
rise in tragic stature as the tormented Jew. 8hylock’s most
moving speech is expressed in a plain prose, completely
unadorned:

Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimen-
sions, senses, affections, passions ? fed with the same food, hurt
with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by
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‘the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and

" pummer, as a Christian is? (IIL.1)

Wet ultimately in The Merchant of Venice it is the wash of

goloured and romantic words that triumph, as in Lorenzo’s

gpeech to Jessica in the fifth act: ]
Look how the floor of heaven
Is thick inlaid with patines of bright gold:
' There’s not the smallest orb which thou beholdst
But in his motion like an angel sings,
Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubins;
Such harmony is in immortal souls;
But whilst this muddy vesture of decay
Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it. (V.1)

This fantasy world of romantic comedy would obyi-

‘ ously not satisfy Shakespeare’s whole nature. He con-
' tinued to employ its pattern in All’'s Well that Ends Well,
. and in Measure for Measure, where the vision which he had

to unburden was too profound for its moonshine delights.

. The contrast between the story and the vision gives these

plays a strange atmosphere, so that they have been named
‘the dark comedies’. In them Shakespeare seems for some
reason to be clinging to romantic comedy when tragedy
was his proper medium, 1/

It may have been the same mood which led h:m. to
Troilus and Cressida, where he seems to be contemplating
satirically the Grecian world which men had calleti
heroic.® His satire exposes the treachery of love, the deceit
of honour, and the uselessness of war, and in this play hope
is unknown. It is among the moredifficult of Shakespeare’s
plays and yet its theme and its thought have attracted
modern audiences. Never did Shakespeare declare more
clearly his faith that, if chaos replaces order, all will
perish. This appears in the great, though complex speech
* ]t is interesting to compare Chaucer’s treatment of the theme; see
page 25.
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of Ulysses, on ‘degree’, which opens with the following
lines:
Degree being vizarded,
The unworthiest shows as fairly in the mask.
The heavens themselves, the planets and this centre
Observe degree, priority and place,

Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,
Office and custom, in all line of order. (I.g)

The great period of Shakespeare’s tragedy is to be found
in the plays which begin with Hamlet, and include Othello,
Macbeth, King Lear, Antony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus.
These were all composed in the first six years of the
seventeenth century. It would, however, be false to con-
sider Shakespeare’s achievement in tragedy as confined
to these great plays. Already in the English history plays
he had found a form of tragedy, partly with Marlowe’s
aid, in Richard Il and Richard Ill. He had turned from the
romantic comedies to fashion the romantic tragedy of
“Romeo and Juliet. In Julius Caesar hie had combined Roman

tory with the interpretation tus’s char-
_acter. Tragedy, then, belongs not exclusively to any single
pumdoﬂmwork,butumthhmma]lstagcsol‘humea,
except the last, in Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale and The
Tempest. At the same. time, in the period of the great
tragedies, his vision seems deeper and his powers in verse
and dramatic genius are at their highest. The great
tragedies share some characteristics. Each portrays some
noble figure, caught in a difficult situation, when some
weakness, or bias, of his nature is exposed. Upon his action
While attention is concentrated on central action, -

whole world in which his hero

Shakespeare pactrays the whol ich hi
mn{a;s.Eachoft lays is so e that it can appeal to
different ces erent of ini

- —
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-Hmhisaahryof murder, suicide, madness, to those who

call for melodrama, but for others it is a most subtle

 analysis of character, and a play in which verse is used
with great skill.

Hanmlet, the earliest of the great tragedies, is the most

 self-conscious. The renaissance atmosphere of art, ostenta-

' tion, learning, and crime a play in which the
mw*m;ﬂ?m::mm scholar-prince,

clever, melancholic, mtmspectm: Like a character in life
itself, Hamlet may not be capable of full interpretation,
though it is clear that through him Shakespeare explored
the whole problem of action and the reflective mind.
Nowhere are the varying moods of the language more

. entrancing. There is much wit, as in Hamlet’s talk with

Polonius and the actors: there is the longest and most

'~ brilliant sentence in all the plays (‘This heavy-headed

revel eastand west’)* where Hamlet discusses drunkenness
and also imbalance of temperament, a theme on which all
the tragedies depend: there is throughout, verse charged
with imagery, as in Horatio’s concluding lines over
Hamlet:

Now cracks a noble heart. Goodnight, sweet prince,

And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest! (V.2)

' In Othello he showed that he could compose a much
more closely designed play, where the theme is as com-

~ pact as an argument. Never did his knowledge of the stage

show itself more completely, for the much-praised Iago
owes his existence only to his master’s knowledge of what

~ the stage can make credible. Ifthat fine villain stepped out

of the theatre, as so many critics encourage him to do, he

would fall into the hands of the veriest Dogberry of a

policeman. The verse served the action admirably in
.L+
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Othello and never more effectively than in the final scene
when Othello kills himself, Speaking of himselt he says:

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak

Of one that loved not wisely but too well;

Of one not easily jealous, but being wrought

Perplex’d in the extreme. (V.2)

It was that fine Shakespearian critic F. P. Wilson who
commented on the phrase ‘unlucky deeds’: ‘What
colourless words, we are tempted to say,’ he writes, ‘and
good critics have seen here the irony of understatement.
But in Elizabethan English “unlucky” means or can mean
ill-omened, disastrous; and “perplexed” means or can
mean grieved, tortured, the mind on the rack. There is no
hyperhole here but neither is there understatement. In the
noble and simple magnificence of Othello’s speech, the
emotion is fully and exactly stated.” Wilson’s comment
shows often it is difficult to comprehend Shakespeare’s
language without some knowledge of Elizabethan
~ English,

The poetryso effectivein Othelloreachesa greater height
of magnificence in Macbeth, though as a tragedy the play
has been over-praised.. No actor has made his reputation
by playing Macbeth, a part difficult in the later acts to
make interesting, and impossible to make convincing,
Lear, the ‘epic’ of the tragedies, is rugged, primitive, and
° Wagnerian. It cannot be appreciated if it is thought of in
the terms of the modern stage. Once scenery and all the
appurtenance of realism have gone, Lear may stand out in
the storm scenes as the greatest figure in our literature, but
the absence of the graces and variety of Hamlet, and the
incredible opening, will leave it the most admired, rather
than the best loved of the tragedies. It is a better play for
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the theorist than for the theatre. The language is more
complex and formidable than anywhere else in Shake-
speare. Even the mad language has a meaning, a secret
meaning which could not at any period have been avail-
able to the audience in the theatre, In no work did
Shakespeare so indulge his own creative activity to its
uttermost, independent of players or audience. Of course
there is more than enough for all of them but so much kept
in reserve, :
Antony and Cleopaira stands apart, for in none of the other
tragedies has love been given such a part in the plot, or
woman such a place amid the dramatis personae. Criticshave
often condemned the play as being too diffuse. How many
of these critics have ever seen it acted in its entirety ? The
two central characters, particularly Cleopatra, are among
the best observed and most realistic in Shakespeare. It has
not the complexity of language or motive of Macbeth or
Lear. Ithas a return to the comparative simplicity of all the
Roman plays where Shakespeare was guided as he was in
Julius Caesar and Coriolanus by Sir Thomas North’s trans-
lation of Plutarch’s Lives under the title of The Lives of the
Noble Grecians and Romans. In some of his most entrancing
passages he is following closely the language of North’s
prose. So he does in the most famous passage in the play
when Enobarbus describes Cleopatra’s barge:
The barge she sat in, like 2 burnish’d throne,
Burn’d on the water: the poop was beaten gold;
Purple the sails, and so perfumed that
The winds were love-sick with them; the oars were silver,
Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made
The water which they beat to follow faster,
As amorous of their strokes. For her own person,
It beggar’d all description: she did lie
In her pavilion — cloth-of-gold tissue —
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. O’er-picturing that Venus where we see
The fancy outwork nature: on cach side her
Stood pretty dimpled boys, like smiling Cupids,
With divers-colour’d fans, whose wind did seem
To glow the delicate cheeks which they did cool,
And what they undid did. (Il.2)

Coriolanus, in marked contrast, is a tragedy, political in
theme and austere in treatment, with an almost classical
economy in its closing scene,

What brought the tragic period in Shakespeare to a
close no one can tell. Some change of vision, perhaps even
a creative exhaustion, led him on to the changed atmo-
sphere of the last romances, Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale
and The Tempest. The elaborate and improbable romance
of Cymbeline seems as if Shakespeare had resigned: the
tumults and high passions are excluded and instead there
is gentleness, and a story as elaborate as it is fantastic. The
dead are only seemingly dead but this does not prevent
Shakespeare writing two of his most moving lines when
Arviragus carries in the body of Imogen, who is believed
to be dead:

The bird is dead
That we have made so much on. (IV.2)

It also permits him to write the most beautiful lyric in all
the plays, again over the seemingly dead body of Imogen:

Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,

Nor the furious winter’s rages;
Thou thy worldly task hast done,

Home art gone and ta’en thy wages:
Golden lads and girls all must,

As chimney-sweepers, come to dust. (IV.2)

In the early scenes of The Winter’s Tale he can be seen
handling again the ‘Othello’ theme, but the language

SHAKESPEARE 161

breaks under the pressure of his vision. Suddenly he
rejects it all, and enters into a pastoral world, beautiful
and genial, where instead of tragedy there is reconcilia-
tion. It can be argued that this last mood was always
present, and that it is only part of the Christian teaching
of atonement and forgiveness. Even at the close of Lear
there is an almost mystical recognition of pity and recon-
ciliation. Yet in these last plays all is changed, for the
reconciliation is made too easily. Through Lear’s world
there blew a storm, wild and uncontrollable, but the
storm in The Tempest answers Prospero’s every gesture.
This last play has, however, like 4 Midsummer Night’s
Dream, a miraculous quality, for it seems compact of
originality. The characters are half-allegorical, the theme
full of suggestions, the action a unity, and all made
beautiful, except for the evil of Caliban, and in him it
would seem that Shakespeare, having exhausted human-
ity in his previous creation, went outside man, and made
a monster all of his own devising. It may be surmised
that the change of style in The Winter's Tale and Thke
Tempest marked the adjustments he had to make from the
open stage of the Globe to the closed stage with its complex
contrivances. Though one is not on sure ground and it
may even be a little sentimental, it is difficult to resist the
temptation to think that in Prospero’s speech after the
Masque he is recognizing that the theatre is changing and
making his own farewell:

These our actors,
As T foretold you, were all spirits and
Are meltéd into air, into thin air:
And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve
HEL-1I
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And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on, and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep. (IV.1)

'
'%

CHAPTER 8

English Drama from Shakespeare to Sheridan

TuEe genius of Shakespeare should not allow the rest of
the drama of his age to be obscured. Contemporary with
him was Ben Jonson (1575-1637), a combative, powerful
personality, in almost every way a contrast to him. Jonson
was a classicist, a moralist, and a reformer of the drama.
He was the stepson of a bricklayer, and though he began
his education at Westminster School, he had to be re-
moved before his studies were completed to work in the
family trade. This he left to become a soldier and he killed
his men in single combat in the Flanders Wars, How he
gained all his learning is a mystery but its extent was
ultimately recognized by both the universities who gave
him degrees by ‘their favour not his study’. In the theatre
he began as an actor, and so graduated into becoming a
writer of plays.

In comedy he turned his back upon romance, and pre-
sented the London of his own day with a strenuous effort
towards realism, and an attempt to contain the action
within the ‘unities’ of time, place, and theme. His ideal
was that each play should have a single scene, and that its
action should take place in a single day:

The laws of time, place, persons, he observeth,
From no needful rule he swerveth,

Nor was he content that his excellence should escape the
attention of his audiences. In prefatory verses he will
thunder out the virtues of his play, like some dowager
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presenting estimable but ungainly daughters. While
Shakespeare is showing Belmont and the Forest of Arden,
Jonson depicts the rogues of Bartholomew Fair and
Thames Side. From his first successful play, Every Man in
his Humour (1598), he showed a consistency of method,
though with much development in skill. His characters
were, as he described them, ‘humours’ characters: one
element in their moral nature was displayed throughout

the play and exposed for ridicule. He defined the nature of

‘humours’ in his Prelude to Everyman Out of His Humour
(acted 1599, Quarto 1600):
) when some one peculiar quality

Doth so possess a man that it doth draw

All his affects, his spirits and his powers

In their confluctions all to run one way,

This may be truly said to be a humour,

The nearest approach to this method in Shakespeare is in
Malvolio, but Jonson used this ‘static’ type of character
with great success to emphasize the weakness and the
moral diseases of human nature. His gallery of ‘humours’
is so extensive that he is in a way the Dickens of the
seventeenth century, though without Dickens’s sense of
buoyant high spirits, or his sentimentality. The corruption
of the new wealth, which commerce was giving to the
middle classes, affected Jonson deeply enough for him to
add bitterness to his comedy.

In four plays his original mind, working within its self-
prescribed limitations, achieved outstanding success, and
they have been seen on the English stage less often than
they deserve: Volpone; The Silent Woman; The Alchemist;
and Bartholomew Fair. Of these, the most perfect in struc-
ture and delightful in its treatment is The Alchemist, the
most brilliant realistic comedy in the whole Elizabethan
theatre. Three rogues, Subtle, Face and Doll, have taken
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- account of the plague. They pretend that they have

magical gifts and play on the greed of a number of rogues
in an atmosphere more genial than in some of Jonson’s
other comedies. Volpone, a study of avarice on the heroic
scale, has a Rembrandtesque grandeur in colouring, to
which none of the other plays attains. So Volpone
addresses his gold:

Open the shrine that I may see my saint.

Hail the world’s soul and mine.

Bartholomew Fair is the most Dickensian of the plays, a
confident picture of Elizabethan ‘low’ life. The Silent
Woman, in lighter mood, approaches the comedy of
manners which was to delight Restoration audiences. In
tragedy, Ben Jonson was less successful. Sejanus and
Catiline can claim the pedantic virtue of being an attempt |
to write Senecan drama in English: they have the spurious
virtue that they attempt to keep to history. It is not
enough: the verses will not move; as Tennyson said, they
are like glue, and the characters will not come to life. In
comedy Jonson’s genius is found at its best, and his
influence was considerable. The Restoration dramatists
leaned strongly upon him. It is only to be regretted that
from the eighteenth century the idolatory of Shakespeare
has deprived Jonson of the place which should be his upon
the English stage. Apart from his plays Jonson excelled in
the production of courtly masques. In 1605 he prepared
the Masque of Blackness for which Inigo Jones did the
designs, and in which the Queen and her ladies appeared.
In addition he made a notable contribution in non=
dramatic verse, both in the lyricand the ode. He also wrote
criticism, and though he made reference to Shakespeare’s
seemingly unlearned methods and rapid and unrevised
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writing, he spoke generously of his achievement on his
death.

Jonson is at once the clearest personality and the most
original of the dramatists of Shakespeare’s age. He was
also the most learned, unless that claim were challenged
by George Chapman (1559-1634), who is more famous
for his translation of Homer than for his dramas. Of his
life little is known but he had a long and varied career both
as a dramatist and a non-dramatic poet. He had early in
his career a deep admiration for Homer (‘Of all the books
extant in all kinds, Homer is the first and last’). He began
publication of the lliad in 1598 and concluded it in 1611.
There followed his translation of the Odyssey (1614-15).
The two translations were published together in a great
folio volume in 1616, It was a copy of this that Keats read,
and discovered that whatever its limitations it was in itself
_ a poem. There is evidence that Chapman did a number
of jobs of all work in the Elizabethan theatre, but his
most distinctive achievement was in three historical
tragedies: Bussy D’ Ambois; The Revenge of Bussy D’ Ambois;
and The Tragedy of Biron. He chose French history as his
background, though mingling it freely with his own
invention, and in the Bussy plays his scene is a contem-
porary one. In Bussy, he drew the proud character on
Marlowe’s model, allowing him a bold licence in speech
and action as he asserts himself in the French Court. As
one reads Chapman’s plays one can only wonder that any
audience found them intelligible. The speeches which
crowd from his pen are full of elaborate metaphors, phrase
tumbling after phrase, until the mind is bewildered by a
brilliant but confused riot of words. The reader, who has
the leisure to turn over the sentences, dissecting them into
orderliness, finds himselfin the presence of a philosophical
mind, but the audience in the theatre, unless it was far
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more intelligent than any contemporary audience, must
have found itself baffled. Yet Dryden spoke unjustly of
Chapman when he described his style as ‘a dwarfish
thought, dressed up in gigantic words’, for his intellect
was powerful.

While the drama of the early seventeenth century has
certain common characteristics, it is not difficult to
distinguish a number of distinctive types. The element of
realism, which Jonson mastered, was pursued by a num-
ber of writers. Thomas Dekker (¢. 1570-1632) combined it
with a genial vein of romantic sentimentality. In The
Shoemaker’s Holiday he gives the happiest pictures of the
workmen and apprentices of London, and in Simon Eyre,
the shoemaker who became Lord Mayor, he glorifies the
workers in whom he delights. So Simon Eyre ‘the true
shoemaker’ genially boasts: ‘Prince I am none, yet am I
nobly born, as being the sole son of a shoemaker’, Later, in
the more profound play of The Honest Whore, he added
pathos to his sentimentality, and employed his realism in
an alert portrayal of character. The first part was pub-
lished in 1604 and the second in 1630. Like all of Dekker’s
work it is deficient in its main structure, but individual
scenes have a profoundly moving quality; such are the
temptations and repentance of Bellafronte, and of her
faithful father who, as Hazlitt commented, is one of those
characters who ‘raise, revive and give a new zest to our
being’. While Dekker depicted the citizens, Thomas
Heywood (¢. 1573-1641), notably in 4 Woman Killed with
Kindness, adapted tragedy to the sensibilities of the rising
middle classes. The values contrast with the heroic

~ standards of Shakespeare’s Othello; for high tragedy,

Heywood substituted sentiment and introspective moral-

'. ity. Frankford allows an impecunious friend Wendoll to
- stay in his house, and Wendoll seduces his wife and is dis-
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vision. He extends no mercy to his characters, as his
treatment of the Duchess of Malfi shows, but sometimes,
in a few lyrical lines, he suggests that he is aware of the
merciless nature of the universe, and the sadness that
existence should be thus, So Bosola, the evil and melan-
cholic figure says to the Duchess when he is tormenting
her:

Hark, now everything is still -

The screech-owl, and the whistler shrill

Call upon our Dame, aloud,

And bid her quickly don her shroud.

Much you had of land and rent,

Your length in clay’s now competent,

There s also the superb line when Ferdinand sees the body
of the Duchess for whose death he is responsible:

Cover her face: Mine eyes dazzle: she died young.

His admiration goes out to the characters who defy the
sordidness of life and, risking all the dangers of retribution,
live beyond good and evil, in magnificence. So the White
Devil, in her trial scene, stands out as the greatest figure in
his plays: sheis an adultress and a murderess, but she has a
corrupt nobility, and in a world where all is corrupt that
is the equivalent of nobility itself,

The two tragedies have certain similarities: both the
plots are connected loosely with events in sixteenth-
century Italy. In The White Devil the Duke of Brachiano
falls in love with Vittoria Corombona, wife of Camilo who
is nephew of Cardinal Monticelso. She leads Brachiano to
kill both her husband and his wife. The trial scene,
magnificent though it is, does not form the climax of the
play. For Brachiano rescues Vittoria, only later to grow
Jealous of her and to overwhelm the characters in a
tragedy in which they are all killed. Rupert Brooke, in his

. S
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essay on Webster, emphasized the force and consistency of
his vision: ‘Maggots are what the inhabitants of this
Universe most suggest and resemble. The sight of their
power is only alleviated by the permanent calm, friendly
summits and darkness of the background of death and
doom. For that is part of Webster’s universe. Human
beings are writhing grubs in an immense night, And the
night is without stars or moon. But it has sometimes a
certain quietude in the darkness: but not very much.’

Cyril Tourneur (1575-1626) in The Revenger's Tragedy
and The Atheist’s Tragedy drew a world more abnormal
than that of Webster. In The Revenger’s Tragedy he depicts
a Court governed by lechery and cruelty. So corrupt are
the characters that they seem symbols of the vices rather
than human figures. These unnatural puppets he moves
with the precision of a master of some macabre ballet,
and this certainty of theatrical intention gives an intensity
to the whole action. Like Webster, he is a poet, and the
verse, by its imagery, suggests a world where, beneath
the light of the torches, one can see the sinister faces, the
monstrous intrigues, the scenes of horror, and the lurking
figure of the Revenger.

While Webster and Tourneur can best be remembered
for one type of play, there are some dramatists of this
period who are versatile in a bewildering way. Many of
them worked in collaboration, and it is difficult to assign
any exact responsibility for authorship. Such problems
occur in considering Thomas Middleton (¢. 1570-1627),
who wrote comedies, including the uproarious 4 Chaste
Maid in Cheapside, and tragedies., Outstanding is The
Changeling, a play in which he collaborated with William
Rowley. This tragedy seems a compound of Shakespeare
and Webster: its theme is romantic and its characters
evil, but around the central figure of Beatrice, despite the
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fact that she has instigated a murder, the more human
valufr; of Shakespeare are retained. She is forced by her
passion to place herself in the power of a vicious and
merc.:iless lover, De Flores, and her horror and loneliness
despl.t(? her crime, arouse pity in the audience. ,

Pluhp Massinger (1583-1640) shared much of the
versatfhty of Middleton. Yet, so far as the history of the
stage 15 concerned, his foremost success was a comedy.
entitled 4 New Way to Pay Old Debts, Here, in Sir Gilcs’
0'verreac.h, he portrays a miser who combines miserliness
with cruelty and a love of power. Massinger shares Jon-
?on’s power of showing human nature as diseased, but
in ‘the severity of the satire Massinger exceeds Jonson.
It is almost as if he had taken a terrified glance at the
heartlessness of the rising commercial classes, and attemp-
ted to .Shame them into some kindliness of heart by this
scarifying picture of their vices.

In thf: years before the theatres were officially closed by
the Puritans in 1642, there was little new development in
the drama, Rather it would seem that the old themes
were being played again, though with added excesses
Compared with Dekker, or Shakespeare, or Jonson tht;
drama of those later years is decadent. It insists 1;p0n
unnatural passions, .intricate crimes, and devices of
horror. It can be redeemed only when it is handled by a
poet, anfi the remarkable feature of the whole drama of
?hat pcfmod is the excellence of the poetry which was at
its sexvice. So did John Ford (1 586-1639) in *Tis Pity
Shf.r a Whore and in The Broken Heart employ poetry to
bring pat'hos and a tender feeling to plays whose themes
dwell amid incest, horrors, and perversities. In the middle

of the complex intrigue of The Lover’
_ ver
introduce such lines as: A
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Minutes are numbered by the fall of sands
As by an hourglass; the span of time
Doth waste us to our graves.

So did James Shirley (1596-1666), as he touched again
many of the types of drama that had preceded him, bring
verse to endow them with a brightness which they would
not otherwise have possessed.

With the Civil Wars the greatest period in English
drama came to a close. Nothing was the same again in
England after that conflict, and the drama never again
had the same brilliance, or the same contact with the
whole of the national life. When this drama began with
Marlowe, men were near enough to the Middle Ages to
be touched by the living terrors of sin and death, and
near enough to the Renaissance to feel its magnificence,
and the new and perilous adventures which were indi-
cated to the spirit of man, Almost unseen, the powers of
commercialism were contaminating that world with new
and gross values. If magnificence were to survive, it had
to dwell apart, removed from life. It had existed as a
wraith in the masques of the Stuart Courts, for Charles I,
whatever his weaknesses, had enjoyed and encouraged the
arts. The masque was a dramatic artifice in which poet
and stage designer met to make an entertainment with
dances, music, and elaborate scenic devices. The court
was fortunate that for the words of the masque it could call
on poetssuch as Jonson, Chapman, and Carew, and for the
design upon a great architect such as Inigo Jones, The

scenic elaboration of the masque had its effect on legiti-
mate drama, as can be seen in Shakespeare’s Tempest. But
in the seventeenth century the vision of the dramatist did
not keep pace with the mechanical devices at his disposal.
The national spirit in the drama had disintegrated, and,
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though much that is brilliant is to follow, the old way
could never return.

When Charles IT came back with the Restoration of
1660 the theatres were reopened. Actually the break
between 1642 and 1660 was not complete, for entertain-
ments of one kind or another had continued, The main link
between the periods was Sir William Davenant (1606-68),
son of a vintner of Oxford and some would say Shake-
speare’s godson. In the earlier Jacobean age he had seen

active service, and Charles I had made him laureate in
* succession to Ben Jonson. As early as 1656 he was organiz-
ing entertainments in ‘private places’ but after May 1660
all subterfuge over performances became unnecessary,
With the reopening of the theatres the older writers were
not forgotten: Jonson’s plays reappeared on the Restora-
tion stage ; Shakespeare was no less a favourite, though his
plays were modernized to meet the fashions of the day.
Spiritually the change was profound. The Restoration
was not only the period of Charles’s Court, but the age of
Bunyan, of the Royal Society, and the philosophy of
Locke. Further, to do justice to Charles IT it must be
remembered that he encouraged the Royal Society, as
well as being a leader in the indulgences of his Court. The
drama did not represent the whole of the age, for it became
only an entertainment of the Coourt, and those that aped
its fashions. It answered only to one side of men’s needs,
Samuel Pepys was a very regular playgoer, and much that
Pepys saw upon the stage he practised himself outside,
when opportunity arose; but Pepys, the founder of the
Navy, could not have discovered in that theatre anything
to answer the deeper and more creative part of his nature.

It was in comedy that the Restoration found its peculiar
excellence. The comedies of that period were many and
varied, but it was in the work of three writers, Etherege,
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" Wycherley, and Congreve, that the one distinctive type,
. the comedy of manners, was evolved. Sir George Etherege
. (1635-91), after earlier and less successful attempts, in The

Man of Mode first discovered the formula. In a comedy
absolved from all obligation to portray a moral world, and‘
from which romantic elements were excluded, he gave a
witty portrayal of elegant ladies and gent.lem‘cn of the day
in their conversation and their amorous intrigues.
The more powerful mind of William Wych-f:rley (1640-
1716) penetrated deeper into the world which E.'.therege
had displayed. He presents the same clegant, immoral
scene, but he portrays it with mockery and satire, He has
a more virile and boisterous nature than any other
writer of the period, and a greater restlessness. In the
drama he has studied Jonson, and he knows Mc!liérc’s
plays, and borrows from them without attempting t?
adapt his own violent nature to the graces of Moli¢re’s
world, With four plays he has held a permanent place on
the English stage: in Love in a Wood (1671).and ‘wa
Gentleman Dancing-master (1672) he is still experimenting,
but The Country Wife (1672—3) and The Plain Dealer (1674)
show him fully in possession of his powers. He had
studied his world closely, and Jonson’s mode had taught
him to depict character in strong and viviq. colours. He
was also influenced by Moliére. The Plain Dealer, for

* instance, owes much to Moliére’s Le Misanthrope, though

his central character Manly ‘an unmannerly seajdog’ has
not the delicacy of Moliére’s Alceste. The intrigue, th'.c
gaiety, the foibles, all these he conveyed, though one is
conscious, amid the laughter, of his contempt: His satire is
founded not on moral scruples, but on his cynical mockery
of the human puppets who pursue their pleasures and find
them so illusory. :
William ‘Congreve (1670-1729), the most elegant of
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the trio, drew back from the depths which Wycherley had
exposed, and returned to the surface gaiety of Etherege.
At the same time he conducted his comedies with a
brilliance of dialogue which Etherege had never achieved.
He had made his reputation suddenly and easily at the
age of twenty-five with The Old Bachelor (1693). Three
comedies followed: The Double Dealer (1694) ; Love for Love
(1695) ;and The Way of the World (1700). With these he had
written one tragedy, The Mourning Bride (1697), before, at
the age of thirty, he turned his back upon the stage.

His greatness as a dramatist lies in the completeness of
his vision. It is the vision of a very shallow world, but he
has an exquisite accuracy in depicting its values. The
triumph in his world is not of good over evil, but of the
elegant over the inelegant, of the witty over the dull, of
the graceful over the boorish. Sentiment is never allowed
to intrude, nor morality, in an assembly where the right
artifice in manners, fashion, and conversation gives the
only passage to success. Judged from the standard of
morality, as Lord Macaulay was later to judge it, this
world is false. These fashionable doors have been closed
to hush any cry from suffering humanity that might dis-
turb the gaiety that goes on within them. But one would
not condemn a ballet because it does not arouse the same
emotions as King Lear, or Mozart because his music was
not that of Beethoven. Congreve’s greatness as an artist
lies largely in the fact that he knew what he excluded, so
that this brilliant, selfish world might display all its bright
colours unimpeded. This he did with admirable success
in the spontaneous humour of that adroitly constructed
comedy, Love for Love. With greater deliberation he
achieved a more subtle effect in The Way of the World,
where in Millamant he made one of the great comic
figures of the English stage. In 1697 he wrote his only
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tragedy, The Mourning Bride. Now forgotten and unacted,
it drew from Samuel Johnson the comment thatit had ‘the
most poetical paragraph’ in ‘the whole mass of English
poetry’. This was the description in generalized and
classical terms, by Leonora, of the chill silence of an aisle
in a temple which she is entering:

All is hushed, and still as death. *Tis dreadful!

How reverend is the face of this tall pile,

Whose ancient pillars rear their mobile heads

To bear aloft its arched and ponderous roof,

By its own weight made steadfast and immoveable

Looking tranquillity! It strikes an awe

And terror to my aching sight; the tombs

And monumental caves of death look cold,

And shoot a chillness to my trembling heart.

The brilliant indecencies of Restoration comedy did not
pass without criticism. Jeremy Collier (1658-1726), in the
Short View of the Immorality and Profaneness of the English
Stage, brought the weight of the Church and middle-class
society to bear against the drama, in an elaborate and
scholarly indictment. It cannot besaid that any immediate
improvement is apparent, though gradually, in the
eighteenth century, middle-class morality has an increas-
ing hold on drama. Before this calamity, Sir John Van-
brugh wrote The Relapse (1696), in which it would be
difficult to find any concession to Collier, unless it is in the
few touches of sentimentality. Vanbrugh was an astonish-
ing personality, who apart from his successes in the theatre
was the baroque architect who designed Castle Howard,
his own Haymarket Theatre, and Blenheim Palace. In
1706 George Farquhar produced The Recruiting Officer
which extracted comedy from the processes of recruiting
in a country town. This was followed in 1707 by The
Beaux’ Stratagem, which in a way is a link between the
HEL-12
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manners comedy and the broader world of the eighteenth-
century novel, Here, instead of the London drawing-
rooms, are the inns on the coaching road and the country
house, and with the gentlemen mingle ostlers and high-
waymen. Farquhar had not only wit but an independent
mind. He was in some ways a rationalist in advance of his
time. When Archer has captured the thief, Gibbet, and
threatens to shoot him this exchange takes place:

ArcuER: Come rogue, if you have a short prayer, say it.
c1sBET: Sir, I have no prayer at all: the government has pro-
vided a chaplain to say prayers for us on these occasions.

Nothing in the Restoration drama matches the comedy.
The ‘heroic drama’ of that age is now remembered only
in the text-books of literature. In this strange form the
motives of love and honour were exaggerated to incredible
lengths, and the characters were given grandiose and
ranting speeches, which they declaimed in regular heroic
couplets. The psychologist may find these plays interest-
ing, for they suggest that an audience whose life was
governed by cynicism found some relief in this dream-
world picture of a fantastic conception of honour. The
one notable thing about the heroic drama is that Dryden
devoted his great talents to it. Of this kind his best play
was his Aurengzebe (1675). Much of his prose, which began
in 1668 with An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, was concerned
with the heroic play, and it is to be regretted that such an
admirable writer was restrained by such a poor subject.
The heroic play was too bizarre a fashion to live long.
Dryden in All for Love, re-telling the Shakespearian story
of Antony and Cleopatra, had given up the rhyming
absurdities of the heroic play for a closely presented action
in blank verse, With even greater success, Thomas
Otway returned to the Elizabethan manner in The

DRAMA FROM SHAKESPEARE TO SHERIDAN 179

Orphan (1680) and in Venice Preserved (1682). Dryden’s
contribution to the ‘heroic drama’ was among the least of
his achievements. Elsewhere in this volume will be found
an assessment of all he achieved as a non-dramatic poet
and a critic.* It may be recalled that apart from ‘heroic
dramas’ he wrote comedies, They were not his most
spontaneous productions but in them are embedded some
of his most delightful lyrics. In Marriage & la Mode (1672)
he sums up with grace the whole atmosphere of Restora-
tion comedy:
Why should a foolish Marriage Vow,
Which long ago was made,
Oblige us to each other now,
When Passion is decay'd.
We lov'd, and we lov’d, as long as we could:
*Till our love was lov'd out in us both:
But, our Marriage is death when the Pleasure is fled:
*Twas Pleasure first made it an Oath.

To this may be added the charming lines from The
Spanish Friar (1681):
Farewell ungrateful traitor,
Farewell my perjured swain,
Let never injured creature
Believe a man again,
The pleasure of possessing
Surpasses all expressing
But ’tis too short a blessing
And love too long a pain.

The drama of the eighteenth century does not reach the
same high level as the novel. One has to wait late in the

~ century, for Goldsmith and Sheridan, to find writers who

make any permanent contribution to the English stage,

. and even then there is nothing to equal Tom jones or

* See page 53
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Tristram Shandy. Of a number of reasons which might
be invented in explanation it is at least certain that the
Licensing Act of 1737 restricted the freedom of expression
by dramatists and drove a number of good men out of
the theatre. Henry Fielding had been a dramatist before
that date, and without Walpole, and the Licensing Act,
his more mature genius might have gone into the theatre
instead of the novel. From 1737 to the present day the
theatre has been hampered by the restrictions of censor-
ship.* Further, it was clear also that the middle-class
commercial classes were gaining sufficient ascendancy to
impose their obtuse views on the themes that would be
acceptable in the theatre. If the century can make no
claim to dramatic supremacy, it possesses two names
which stand pre-eminent in our acting tradition. The
art of the actor is pathetically ephemeral, and he is in
danger of being forgotten as soon as the applause has
died away after his last exit, but despite this the names of
Garrick and Mrs Siddons have become a permanent
part of the English tradition. In the same way in the
early nineteenth century Edmund Kean as an actor is far
greater than any dramatist of the period.

Outstanding in the early decades of the century is John
Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (1728). The permanent appeal
of the lyrics of Macheath, the highwayman, of Polly, and
of the whole of this ‘Newgate pastoral’, has remained to
the present day, but it had an added piquancy to audi-
ences who could detect within it a satire on Walpole. The
Beggar’s Opera was imitated both by Gay and by others,
but it has no parallel. Comedy in the early eighteenth
century suffered a sad decline into sentimentalism, The
history of sentimentalism is unwritten, yet without it the
interpretation of modern England is incomplete. Senti-

* Theatre censorship was abolished in 1968,
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" ment may be defined as feeling, and in the eighteenth
_century, against the background of its many crudities and
barbarities, there developed both in life and in literature
an increase of this power to feel. In religion it can be
discovered in movements such as Methodism, in social
life in an increasing realization of the hardships which the
. majority of mankind had to suffer. Its dangers are
obvious, for it leads to emotionalism instead of mysticism,
and to charity instead of genuine reform. It clouds the
reason, substitutes pathos for tragedy, and obscures the
harder issues of life in a mist of tenderness. In literature
its effects were numerous, and, in comedy, disastrous, An
~ early exponent of sentimentalism was Richard Steele,
. who had been Addison’s collaborator in The Spectator.
In plays such as The Tender Husband (1705) he extolled
the domestic virtues, and it is significant to notice how
different is the audience to which he appeals from that of
Wycherley or Congreve. The genuine intrusion of middle-
class values into the drama comes with George Lillo
(1693-1739), whose The London Merchant or The History
of George Barnwell, produced in 1731, depicts the life of an
~ apprentice with all the seriousness which in the earlier
drama had been restricted to those of rank.

Forgive us then, if we attempt to show
In artless strains, a tale of private woe,
A London ’Prentice ruin’d is our theme

The play, with its moral emphasis and its melodramatic
‘theme, made a wide and immediate appeal. It was recog-
 nized that a new element had entered into drama, even if
. the dramatist who introduced it was obviously not of the
first rank. The innovation is far more important than the
play, for this way leads, however indirectly, to the modern
social and realistic drama.
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The depths of sentimentalism were reached by drama-
tists such as Hugh Kelly and Richard Cumberland. The
curious can turn to such a play as Cumberland’s The
West Indian (1771) to find how every human issue can be
obscured in the welter of emotion. From such depths the
drama was rescued by Goldsmith and Sheridan, Oliver
Goldsmith (1728-74) might have been one of the greatest
figures of our literature, if he had only taken more pains.
His early play The Good-Natured Man (1768) reads feebly
now, though its intentions of mocking the excesses of false
charity are obvious. Ske Stoops to Conguer (1773) has pre-
served its place on the stage, and particularly on the
amateur stage, until the present day. In a way it is the
great example of comedy of amateur genius in the lang-
uage. It goes back to the atmosphere of Farquhar’s Beaux’
Stratagem, and brings back a breath of genuine humanity

to a drama stifled with excessive emotions. Its plot, though -

recklessly improbable, is adequate to maintain the humour
.of the situation and the bluntly clear delineation of the
characters. Hardcastle and Tony Lumpkin are at once
types and individuals and, like all the great comic charac-
ters, images of their age, and yet recognizable as human
figures once the fashion of their own time has disappeared.
Far more distinction attaches to the comedy of Richard
Brinsley Sheridan (1751-1816), who in his extraordinary
career was at one time Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs
and Secretary to the Treasury. Unfortunately he was early
distracted from his career as a dramatist, so that his fame
depends on three comedies, The Rivals (1775), The School
Jor Scandal (1777), and The Critic (1779). With Sheridan
something of the brilliance of Restoration dialogue
returned into comedy, though without the narrow and
immoral Restoration world. Instead, a more genial and
romantic atmosphere is created, as if some memories of
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Shakespeare were descending into eighteenth-century
Bath. The characters are firmly presented, with clarity
reminiscent of Jonson, though the atmosphere in Sheri~
dan is gayer. Some concessions to sentimentalism he felt
bound to make, but the ironic spectator need not take
them too seriously, There is no depth in Sheridan’s
world, no new interpretation of human nature, In this
he is nearer to Wilde than to Jonson. It must always be
remembered how short was his career as a dramatist. The
Rivals shows an ease and mastery which in a first play is
almost incredible, Already in The School for Scandal he has
improved on this brilliant beginning, both in the balance
of the action and the technical perfection of the scenes,
The main memory from his plays is of the verbal dexterity
and the laughter which his well-planned scenes can
create. Distinctive his comedy undoubtedly is, though its
quality cannot easily be described. Often its elementsseem
reminiscent, and -yet the whole is strikingly individual,
He was sufficiently realistic to portray the late eighteenth
century as no other dramatist had done, yet with the
geniality of romance. He is unembarrassed by any
message, unless it be that the generous and open-hearted
spirit is in life the most commendable. It may be that the
recognition of this quality has added to the enjoyment
which successive generations of audiences have found in
his plays.



GHAPTER 9

English Drama from Sheridan to
the Present Day

THE drama of the early nineteenth century was on the
whole deplorable. While poetry and fiction were drawing
upon the genius of the romantics, the theatre was the
home mainly of irregular spectacle, melodrama, and
farce. Even the revivals of the more creditable drama of
earlier ages were presented with but little taste or under-
standing. Most of the romantic poets attempted drama,
but with little success. The one outstanding exception
was, surprisingly, Shelley’s The Cenci (1819), though the
theme of incest made the play impossible for the stage.
A number of reasons have been assigned to this decay of
the drama. A simple external reason can be found in the
monopoly held by the two houses, Covent Garden and
Drury Lane, for the performance of serious drama. They
had become too large for the subtle.effects of the actor’s
art, and the managers had been led to numerous expedi-
ents to maintain solvency. The Act of 1843 for regulating
the theatre removed the monopoly and allowed the
smaller theatres to produce drama equally with the two
patent houses. As a result, in the sixties, a number of new
theatres were built in London,

The decline of the drama cannot be assigned to any
single cause. The prosperous middle-class society had no
genuine appreciation of drama as an art, and the actor,
with a few notable exceptions, remained a member of a
profession without honour. The home was a prescribed
centre of early Victorian life, and in the home the novel
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the universally favoured form of literature. Dickens,

who had talents as an actor, would in another age have

| exercised them in the theatre. As it was he had to content
" himselfwith the concoction of amateur performances. The

audiences which gathered to the nineteenth-century

" theatre had not the intelligence, or the imagination, of the
" better elements among those who came to the Globe or

Blackfriars to see Shakespeare and his contemporaries.
The Queen took a certain pleasure, and the Court
naturally followed her taste, so that in the sixties and on-
wards the position of the theatre improved though .only
modestly. Further, dramatists contrived to obtam a

. profit-sharing arrangement instead of lump sum pay-

ments. If the system had existed earlier in the century
Dickens, Thackeray and other popular fiction writers
might have been able to bring their talents to the theatre.

The danger in the nineteenth-century theatre was,
above all, that it was unrelated to the life of the time. The
changes in the structure of society had so modified the

‘- human personality itself that a new interpretation was

essential. Lillo in the eighteenth century had a dim
recognition of this, but he had inadequate powers as a
dramatist, and no one followed his lead. In England, in
the nineteenth century, the most valiant attempt to bring
the drama closer to life is found in' the work of T. W.
Robertson (182g-71). He had begun writing as early as

. 1845 but there was little to distinguish his work .from th-at
| of his contemporaries until he produced David Gan:sr:k
| (1864), based on one of his own novels. The play, w}}lch

. has elements of realism, was popular, and is still occasion-

ally revived. He was encouraged to give a fuller scope to
his intentions and in 1867 he produced Caste, for which he
is best remembered, When read today the play seems
crude and vulgar, with sentimentality and melodrama
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corrupting the vision of comedy, but, on the stage, the
whole comes to life: the characters live, the action seems
real, and often very moving. First produced in 1867,
Caste was a great advance, though when it is remembered
that Ibsen wrote Peer Gynt the same year one is reminded
of the danger of confusing talent with genius. Caste was
only one of Robertson’s plays.

Much has been written of the influence of Ibsen on the
English drama, but apart from G. B. Shaw it is difficult to
find anyone deeply affected by the great Norwegian, His
work towers over all that the English stage has produced
in the modern period: with his poetic plays, Brand and
Peer Gyni, we have nothing even to offer in comparison,
while his social and psychological dramas from The Doll’s
House, Ghosts, and An Enemy of the People to When We Dead
Awaken are far more subtle in stagecraft, and profound in
thought, than anything in the modern English theatre.,

The descent from Ibsen to Henry Arthur Jones (1851-
1929) and Sir A, W, Pinero (1855-1934) is steep. Both
combined a keen estimate of what would constitute a
commercial success with a desire to give their audience the
deeper eflects which they knew drama could achieve. It is
true that Jones's most popular play was a melodrama,
The Silver King, but he did attempt ‘problem’ themes in
such plays as Saints ‘and Sinners and Mrs Dane’s Defence.
Compared with Ibsen, these are the work of an amateur
cobbler who has never mastered his tools. Yet they are a

marked advance on work produced earlier in the century,
and as such their contemporaries saw them, Pinero,
generally a more attractive and able figure, was far more
admitinhmdlingthemochanismofthestage, though,
again, compared with Ibsen, he is a bungler. He attempts
to deal with real situations, though most of them have an
odd air of theatricality. His best-known play, and one of
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themmteﬁ‘octive,isthconcenotoriom%.?wndes
Tanqueray (1893), which treats of the marriage of ‘a

- woman with a past’. It can at least be urged that it was far

perior i i the
superior to most plays of the period and it has borne

test of revival on the modern stage. Pinemhadave{'ylong
and successful career, beginning in thclatcsevenucsa?d
extending to The Enchanted Cottage of 1922, He is the major
link between the past and the modern stage. The return o1

i ly in the
-intelhgcneetothcﬂleau-ccanbeseenmofeclwry
 comic operas of Gilbert and Sullivan. Their work seems to
 prepare the audience for the comedy of Oscar Wilde and
. G. B. Shaw. Wilde (1854-1900) had been ridiculed by

i 7 i he shared
Gilbert in Patience, but as a writer of comedy
with Gilbert a verbal wit which had been dead on the

. English stage since Sheridan, His imprisonment, in 1895,

: : In
for homosexual practices, was a disaster to the theatre.

four zomed.ics, Lady Windermere's Fan (1892), A Woman of
No Importance (1893), An Ideal Husband (1895), and The

 Importance of Being Earnest (1895), he had shown not only

i brilliance but the rapidity with wl:nch he was
i ghhjsart.lnadditionthemuhtyqfhn
talent was shown by Salomé, his play in French, p}!bhshed
in 1894. His earliest comedies were enmeshed in melo-

. drama, but from this he was working his way out to The

2 Sa ith a light,
Importance of being Earnest, which is compact wi
comic artifice in the very spirit of Congreve. There are few

.' moresupcrbpassagcsofslmoomodytha.nwi}mlady
. Bracknell questions John Worthing to see if he is worthy

of the hand of her daughter. She has discovered, approv;
ingly, thathchasatownhousc,aco.nntryatat?,ant
ample investments. Things become a !n-‘.tle more dlﬂitml‘ :
when he confesses that he has lost both his parents. Bothi;’
says Lady Bracknell. ‘That seems like ::arcleasnm
Finally he has to confess that he was ‘Found’.
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Jack: The late Mr Thomas Cardew, an old gentleman of a very
charitable and kindly disposition, found me and gave me the
name of Worthing, because he happened to have a first-class
ticket for Worthing in his pocket at the time. Worthing is a
place in Sussex.

LADY BRACKNELL: Where did the charitable gentleman who
had a first-class ticket for this seaside resort find you?

jack: [gravely] In a handbag,

LADY BRAGKNELL: A handbag?

JAcK: [very seriously] Yes, Lady Bracknell. T was in a handbag —
a somewhat large, black leather handbag, with handles to it
— an ordinary handbag in fact.

LADY BRACKNELL: In what locality did this Mr James, or
Thomas Cardew come across this ordinary handbag?

Jack: In the cloak-room at Victoria Station. It was given to him
in mistake for his own.

LADY BRACKNELL: The cloak-room at Victoria Station?

Jack: Yes. The Brighton line.

LADY BRACKNELL: The line is immaterial,

His audiences were less tolerant than those of Congreve
80 his choice of theme had to be more limited. For Con-
greve’s gay amorality he created a sense of irresponsible
verbal charm, witty and wholely delightful. As his
biographer Hesketh Pearson wrote: ‘It ridicules every-
thing that human beings take seriously: birth, baptism,
love, marriage, death, burial, illegitimacy, and respect-
ability ; yet so light-heartedly and so absurdly that only a
humourless clergyman would take offence at it.’

The twentieth century showed a talent in the drama
with which the nineteenth century could not compete.
H. Granville-Barker and Vedrenne produced seasons of
plays at the Court Theatre, which brought an enlighten-
ment into production, and a discipline into acting.
Harley Granville-Barker (1877-1946) was himself a
dramatist, who explored contemporary problems with a
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brave and unyielding realism. That he had a romantic
element appeared in the very early play, The Marrying of
Ann Leete which he had completed as early as 1899, and
again much later, and more obviously, in Prunella, where
he collaborated with Laurence Housman, The distinctive
quality comes through in the realistic tragedies. The
Voysey Inheritance (19o5) shows a young lawyer carrying on
his father’s frauds to save the family reputation. Waste
(1907%), which proved unacceptable to the Censor, deals
with the death through an illegal operation of the mistress
of a promising young politician. The Madras House (1909),
the most successful of his plays, portrays the thwarted
lives of women at the beginning of the century.

John Galsworthy (1869-1933), who was actually a
better artist as a novelist than as a dramatist, also based
his plays on social and contemporary problems. His
success with audiences in the theatre began with The
Silver Box, performed in 1906, the year of the publication
of The Man of Property, the first of his Forsyte series. There
followed Strife (1909) and Fustice (1910) and his success
continued in his later plays, including Loyalties (1922). He
seems sometimes to have formulated his selected social
problem rather blatantly, and his characterization is
simple, while the theme is pressed home with a heavy
emphasis. Though his plays are well constructed, the
mechanism tends to remain apparent. His sense of pity
was controlled usually by his intelligence, but it was
always in danger of becoming excessive. After his death
Galsworthy’s plays collapsed in public esteem. Mean-
while, The Forsyte Saga, first through radio readings and
later by television dramatisation gave him a popularity
unparalleled by any of his contemporaries. St John Ervine
in his earlier plays, notably in Jane Clegg (1911) and john
Ferguson (1915), continued the realistic tradition with
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great sincerity, and with less obvious intentions. Further,
John Masefield, in The Tragedy of Nan (1go8) gave a
poetic quality to domestic realism which is reminiscent of
seventeenth-century drama.

St John Ervine worked with Irish dramatists whose
work was produced in the Abbey Theatre in Dublin.
One of its originators was Lady Gregory, herself a
dramatist. W. B. Yeats (1865-1939) brought his poetical
gift to the service of the movement, and though he re-
mained a lyrical writer rather than a dramatist, in The
Countess Cathleen (1892) and The Land of Heart’s Desire
(1894), he evoked the mysticism and folk-lore of the Irish
imagination. Greater as a dramatist was John Millington
Synge (1871-1909), who had travelled widely on the
Continent before he was encouraged by Yeats to seek in
the Aran Islands the rhythms of a simple and unadulter-
ated language for drama. In The Playboy of the Western
World (1907) he gave a comic interpretation of Irish
character, governed by a deep, even poetical, under-
standing. In tragedy, his short play, Riders to the Sea, in
which a mother acknowledges the dark power of the fate
that will destroy her last son, had a Greek quality, com-
bined with a simplicity befitting its peasant setting.
Deirdre of the Sorrows, the play upon which he was working
at his death, shows what a loss was suffered when he died
before he was forty. That the Irish drama did not die with
Synge can be seen in the work of Sean O’Casey (1880~
1964). His background was very different from Yeats’s
aristocratic associations. As a child, he lived in the sordid-
ness of the Dublin slums; he knew Jim Larkin the labour
agitator, and he involved himself in the Irish Citizen
Army. In 1923 The Shadow of @ Gunman was produced in
_the Abbey Theatre at Dublin: it showed O’Casey’s

originality, comedy mixed with tragedy and a vocabulary
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where the language of the Dublin slums mingles with that
of Shakespeare. Funo and the Paycock appeared in 1924. In
1926 The Plough and the Stars led to a riot at the Abbey, for
O’Casey could see not only the tragedy of the Dublin
tenements but the self-seeking of those who exploited
rebellions. When in 1928 the Abbey Theatre rejected his
The Silver Tassie, which had an uneven brilliance, he
settled in England. There followed intermittent successes,
outstandingly Red Roses for Me (1946), but the exile did not
write as convincingly as the Dubliner. At his best his plays
had a compelling mixture of realism with romance and
symbolism, and prose employed with poetic imagination.
The Irish theatre has been admirably described by Ellis
Fermor in The Irish Dramatic Movemsnt. Among its minor
writers were Lennox Robinson with his comedy The White
Headed Boy, and Lord Dunsany in A Night at the Inn (1916).

English diama was not confined to the social realism
of Granville-Barker and Galsworthy. The fashion is to
despise Sir James Barrie (1860-1937), but it is dangerous
to dismiss one who invented a mythology in a play of
permanent popularity. This Barrie did in Peter Pan (1904).
His sentimental phantasy becomes less acceptable when
extended to ordinary life, but this need not disguise the
craftsmanship of plays such as The Admirable Crichton
(1902), and Dear Brutus (1917). Somerset Maugham,
already successful as a short-story writer and novelist, cap-
tured the stage in 1919 with two sophisticated comedies,

- Casar’s Wife and Home and Beauty, where cynicism and

commentary mingled. Many comedies followed, among

. them The Circle (1921), the most finished and mature,

which has the style of a Restoration comedy, and Our
Betters (1923), showing how heartless and degenerate is
the world he portrayed. Maugham’s work is reminiscent
of Restoration comedy but with less gaiety.
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All this must take second place to the achievement of

George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950). His career was the
longest in English dramatic history; beginning with
Widowers’ Houses in 1892 it continued to 1939 with In
Good King Charles’s Golden Days, while ten years later in
1949, when he was ninety-three, Bugyant Billions was per-
formed at the Malvern Festival, which was so closely con-
nected with his name and work. Shaw first entered the
theatre as a dramatic critic, and the volumes of Our
Theatre in the Nineties show his brilliant commentary on the
stage of that period. His intellectual equipment was more
profound than that of any of his contemporaries. He alone
had understood the greatness of Ibsen, and he was deter-
mined that his own plays should also be a vehicle for
ideas. His temperament had nothing of Ibsen’s grimness,
If he saw, with unusual clarity, the ills of the world,
he possessed an inalienable Irish capacity for jest and a
verbal wit equal to that of Congreve or Wilde. Nor has it
been sufficiently realized how great an influence Wilde
had upon his early work as a dramatist. The combination
of wide social enthusiasms with a gift for comedy was, to
say the least, unusual, and it is thus that Shaw’s plays have
a quality all their own.

William Archer has described Shaw, as a young man,
sitting in the British Museum Reading Room, with
Marx’s Das Kapital and the score of Tristan und Isolde set
out before him. The picture is not an unfair image of his
work, Tf he had Socialism, the Fabian Society, sex, ethics,
religion as themes crowding up for admission into his
plays, he had also a genuine artistic gift for form. He was
impatient of clumsy workmanship in the theatre, though
for him mechanical perfection is not enough: to compare
his comedies with those of Jones or Pinero is to realize at
once his advance in construction, and in the management

DRAMA FROM SHERIDAN TO THE PRESENT DAY 193

of his characters. Hisoriginality had tended toobscure these
more ordinary virtues, but his own essays show how
closely he had studied every detail of theatrical work-
manship. In the early plays the originality lay largely in
the conception of character. He would take a conven-
tional stage type, reverse it, and then prove that the
reversal was the truth. Thus, in Arms and the Man, for the
romantic stage soldier he substitutes the mercenary, who
knows fear and hunger; in Mrs Warren’s Profession he
replaces the romantic courtesan with the woman who is
conducting the profitable, but unpleasant, trade of
prostitution. Also, he allowed his characters to speak all
of what was in their minds, however disconcerting it
might be,

This reversal of the ordinary conception of character

has remained the most consistent feature of his satirical

~ comedy, and he has employed it in plays from Caesar and

Cleapatra to St Foan. It gave his drama a vague classical
quality, akin to the ‘humours’ characterization of Jonson,

He had, from the first, accepted a burden in his dramas,
beyond the presentation of plot and character. He had
signed a contract with himself, and with the spirit of
Ibsen, that each play should present a problem and dis-
cuss it thoroughly, Character, thus, never comes first in
his plays, and, among the early comedies, in Candida
(1895) alone, where he follows Ibsen in championing
woman’s freedom, does he show a character who is
memorable apart from the sentiments she has to convey.
Aristotle gave plot an importance in drama before
characterization, and so does Shaw, but for a different
reason, His fable must be so chosen that it will allow him
to discuss the theme he has set himself. Some critics sug-
gest that his plays have no plot. If so, he was cleverer
even than he was reported to be, Actually, the conception

HEL-13 ]
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of plot varies from one play to another. Sometimes he
approaches the ordinary story plot, as in The Devil’s
Disciple, or in St Foan, but occasionally he reduces the
story to a minimum as in Geiting Married. Probably the
most acceptable plays of the middle period were those in
which he discovered a balance between the two methods,
as in Major Barbara, or The Shewing-Up of Blanco Posnet, or
John Bull’s Other Island. Though he used his plays for
discussion, he accompanied them with prefaces in which
he explored the themes more fully. In some instances, as,
for example, Androcles and the Lion, with its prefatory essay
on Christianity, the major burden of the discussion has
been left to the preface. On the whole, the later plays of
the post-war period, Heartbreak House (1920), The Apple
Cart (1929), Too True to Be Good (1932), The Millionairess
(1936), and Geneva (1938), showed an increase of dis-
cussion, with very great skill in using a pattern of plot to
keep the talk in sound dramatic order. Of these plays
Heartbreak House has had the most continuing success on
the stage. It marked Shaw’s return to the theatre after the
First World War, It is his portrait, influenced by Chek-
hov’s The Cherry Orchard, of how England drifted into the
First World War. His half-crazed, half-prophetic Captain
Shotover says: “The Captain is in his bunk, drinking
bottled ditch-water; and the crew is gambling in the
forecastle. She will strike and sink and split, Do you think

the laws of God will be suspended in favour of England

because you were born in it?’

It is difficult to gain any just perspective in estimating

a great and, for many, still a contemporary figure.
‘Whether Shaw survives or not is a matter for posterity,

Despite great changes in taste in the theatre his plays still

hold the stage. The brilliant philosophical comedy of
Man and Superman has already lost something of its first
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dazzling freshness, and the same is true of Back to Methuse-
lah. Neither has the same survival value as Pygmalion, in
which Shaw gives a human and modern variation of
the old fairy-tale theme, of the poor little girl who is
transformed into a lady. It would be interesting to know
whether he would have agreed for Pygmalion to be trans-
formed into the ‘musical’ of My Fair Lady: he would
certainly have been interested in the fortune which under
his will this production brought to the Royal Academy of
Dramatic Art, to the British Museum, and to the National
Gallery at Dublin. When a writer has given his generation
so much it is wrong to complain, and wrong to have
regrets, One can but express the wish that he had not
suppressed the romantic element in himselfso completely.
In St Foan it colours his work, and occasionally he makes
use of ‘fancy dress’ devices in the other plays, as if he had
suddenly persuaded himself of the necessity for colour.
His greatest gift was his verbal wit. It was also his
greatest temptation. To some, he secems only a mental
mountebank, who enjoyed railing at the things which
others respected, or held sacred. Such a view is obviously
false. Much in the plays is fiercely serious, and the pre-
faces are all arguments, conducted with honesty and
close reasoning. Comedy was not idleness with him, but
the weapon with which he fought the inert and compact
majority. The warning which he extended to his genera-
tion was in most ways unanswerable. Civilized man
must either develop or perish, as the primeval beasts had
perished before him. “The Life Force’, or God, would not
tolerate that man should continue with his cruelty, his
corruption, and ineffectuality. That central theme he,

- illustrated through every phase of life, from education

and social conditions to politics, international affairs,
and religion. That he has had a profound effect need not
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be denied, but there remains a suspicion that the message
would have been clearer if the wit had been less. Our age
needed a new Aquinas and we were given G, B, Shaw,
Without humour, the vision of life as he saw it would
have led him to the scaffold as a revolutionary. Perhaps
some future age, looking back on this time, will feel that
it would have been better had it been so, though, of
course, Shaw had a right to his own opinions on this, as
on other matters, and he expressed them. A younger
generation came to find other ways in the theatre and to
denigrate his achievement, But his survival value has been
formidable. Pygmalion as the ‘musical’ My Fair Lady intro-
duced him to a wider audience than he had ever known in
his own lifetime, and the plays themselves frequently
reappear on both the professional and the amateur stage.
The thirties were marked by an enterprising develop-

, ment in verse drama, which succeeded in the theatre. As
early as 1924 T.. S. Eliot (1888-1965) drafted a play about
Sweeney, and the fragments were united in Sweeney
Agonistes (1932). From Prufrock to The Waste Land his
verse had dramatic intuitions, but after Sweeney Agonistes he
was interested in the theatre and this became a preoccupa-
tion for over thirty years, For a pageant play, The Rock
(1934), he composed only a scene and choruses, but
audiences attracted him and he was fortunate in finding a
well-integrated theme for Murder in the Cathedral (1935). In
the theatre he faced the problem of immediate intelligi-
bility. On this occasion, his audience was integrated, for
the play was performed in the Chapter House of Canter-
bury Cathedral. It remains the most popular of his works
and, while repeating motives of his non-dramatic verse, it
was intelligible to audiences who would find his non-
dramatic verse difficult. To write asuccessful play in verse
on the Christian theme of the death of Thomas Becket was
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an achievement; Eliot was tempted towards the drama,
almost as Tennyson was tempted towards the long poem
and the ldylis,

Of his later plays the first, Family Reunion (1939), owed
something to the story of Orestes pursued by the Furies,
though Eliot transformed the values with the Christian
concept of redemption, repeating some of the motives of
his poem, ‘Burnt Norton’. There followed a gap of ten
years after which he made a deliberate attempt to capture

‘the audiences in the commercial theatre: The Cocktail

Party (1949); The Confidential Clerk (1954); and The Elder
Statesman (1959). Much was abandoned. For instance,
The Cocktail Party no longer employed the chorus, apart
from one chant; the verse was simplified and its rhythms
so disguised that sometimes they seemed near to prose.
The settings were contemporary, and Eliot contrived
plots with a stage effectiveness and a scene much as one
would expect in a drawing-room comedy, though the
theme was profoundly serious and theological. He ex-
posed the spiritual vacuity and defeatism of post-war
society and showed how the Christian life was to be lived
either by ordinary people in a routine life or by saints in
martyrdom. Despite its gloom the play had a dramatic
adroitness that carried contemporary audiences. If The
Cocktail Party was superficially a comedy of manners, The
Confidential Clerk went back to the old theme of mistaken
identity, while The Elder Statesman had many elements of
melodrama. This was a lively intrusion into the commer~
cial theatre, but only in Murder in the Cathedralis there a play
that will be regularly replayed for ordinary theatregoers.

Eliot was not alone in this revival of verse drama., W. H.
Auden, collaborating with Christopher Isherwood, had
followed The Dance of Death (1935) with The Dog Beneath
the Skin (1935), The Ascent of F6 (1936), and On the
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Frontier (1938). These plays were performed mainly to
special audiences. They confirmed the ideas and the
political agility of Auden’s non-dramatic verse, but they
made no major impact. The Ascent of F6 alone had a strong
central theme, describing how an expedition was sent to
conquer F6, a mountain previously unclimbed. As verse
experiments these plays were exciting, for they attempted
to release drama from the idle themes of the commercial
theatre. They employed dancing and mime and great
liveliness, But it did not all develop as might have been
hoped.

Christopher Fry (b. 1907) achieved success with verse
drama in plays which captured London audiences. Per-
formed at various times, they were published as The Boy
with a Cart (1939); A Phoenix Too Frequent (1946); The
Lady’s Not For Burning (1949); Venus Observed (1950); 4
Sleep of Prisoners (1951). At the height of his popularity
he was compared with Elizabethan dramatists for brilli-
ance of imagery and felicity of language. He had an
individual style, and the verse, with coruscating gestures,
gaiety, and daring, seemed a welcome contrast to the dull
prose of realistic drama. On reflection it became clear that
his verbal exuberance was not accompanied by dramatic
depth and English critics realized this when 4 Sleep of
Prisoners, possibly his most serious work, failed when pro-
duced in France. Four English soldiers, locked in a
bombed church, were shown through their dreams, but
there was a danger of complexity and verbiage. The
Lady’s Not for Burning, a more popular play, showed Fry’s
talent in verse and dramatic adroitness. Only those who
saw these plays against the thinness of the ordinary drama-
tic production of the commercial theatre can realize the
degree of delight that they gave on their first appearance.

Among the dramatists of the thirties, who survived to
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obtain audiences in the post-war period, was the Scot,
‘James Bridie’ (1885-1959). He had considerable range,
using in Tobias and the Angel a miracle play theme, while
in The Anatomist he provided a more realistic setting on a
Scottish background with the body-snatching activities
of Burke and Hare. In The Sleeping Clergyman (1933), one
of his most elaborate plays, he dealt with three generations,
while Mr Bolfry, a play that had much popularity, showed
the devil arriving in the Western Highlands dressed as a
Minister of the Church of Scotland. In these and other
plays he displayed high competence as a dramatist,
though perhaps never reaching the degree of originality
which was hoped of him.

J. B. Priestley’s (b. 1894) contribution to the drama, like
his contribution to the novel, is likely to be underestimated
because of his facility and popularity. Some of his drama-
tic work, as in Time and the Conways and I Have Been Here
Before, showed his interest in the time theories of Dunne
and Ouspensky. In addition he wrote plays of social
commentary including Johknson Over Jordan (1939), They
Came to a City (1943), The Linden Tree and An Inspector
Calls (1947). Priestley had identified himself with the
movement towards improved social conditions, as demon-
strated later in the Welfare State, and discovered a lively
method of conveying his themes dramatically. His pro-
duction was prolific and his plays found wide acceptance,

. and some of them have a gift of comedy and observation
~ which give an element of permanence to Priestley’s

contribution.

Little that was effective in drama came from the theme
of the First World War, though R. C. Sherriff, until then
unknown, had a major success with Journey’s End (1928), 2
trench warfare play with an all-male cast. Clemence
Dane in A Bill of Divorcement (1921) dealt with war’s
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aftermath and the problem of the law and insanity.
Charles Morgan’s plays brought to the drama his long
study of the theatre as a dramatic critic, and in three
plays: The Flashing Stream (1938), The River Line (1952),
The Burning Glass (1953) he displayed himself as an
intellectual in the theatre. Each play has an important
theme, but the characters are thinly devised and the
whole has an air of remoteness; the ideas are serious, but
the dramatic expression is ultimately ineffective. The
Flashing Stream, which was a pre-war consideration of
scientists in a world of catastrophe, represents his work at
its best, but even here the ideas overcome their dramatic
presentation.

It might be urged that the thirties and the forties were a
period rather of great actors than of great dramatists. On
the stage were men such as John Gielgud, Laurence
Olivier, Ralph Richardson, Donald Wolfit, and Robert
Donat, and, with the end of the war, they gave perform-
ances of distinction, mainly in Shakespearian plays.
During the war the State had found funds for the arts
through C.E.M.A. (Council for the Encouragement of
Music and the Arts) and this had been established with a
Royal Charter in 1946 as The Arts Council of Great
Britain. It supplied resources to the Old Vic Company
and others and this led to fine productions of plays from
the classical repertory of the English theatre. At the end
of the war the arrangements of the theatre at Stratford
were developed under the direction of Sir Barry Jackson.
As a result, there were almost continuous performances
both in Stratford and in London. There is little, though,
during these years, of new dramatic work to stretch any
of these actors, and it cannot be asserted that the English
stage matched the best of what was being produced on the
Continent or in America.
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It is difficult to know which of the popular writers to

~ include. The successful entertainer was Noel Coward

(b. 1899), who in a comedy, Blithe Spirit (1941), approach-
ed Wilde in verbal felicity. In Cavalcade (1934) he cap-
tured contemporary audiences with a national panorama.
Terence Rattigan (b. 1912) began in farce and once
extended himself unsuccessfully to deal with Alexander
the Great. He found acceptance with The Browning
Version (1948) and The Deep Blue Sea (1952). In Separate
Tables (1954) Rattigan portrayed a study of lonely and
defeated characters in the setting of a contemporary
boarding house.

The theatre had suffered with the war and in 1940
Hitler contrived to do what even the Puritans had failed
to achieve by closing the London theatres. Only the little
Windmill Theatre with a programme of non-stop variety
remained open. By 1941, particularly after Germany’s
attack on the Soviet Union, London had some relief and
managements began to consider new plays, but the break
in tradition had been formidable. By 1942 London theatre
productions were approaching normal, but the public ven-
turing out in the black-out preferred revivals to new plays.

The major theatrical adventure of the post-war years
was the establishment of a company at the Royal Court
Theatre, which was Vedrenne’s old theatre where Shaw
had made his early successes. Here the London Theatre

. Group under George Devine’s courageous direction

found new English authors and also produced plays in

 translation. Another independent and lively direction
~ came from Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop, which

functioned at the Theatre Royal, Stratford, in East

To the Royal Court Theatre in 1956 came John

. Osborne’s (b. 1929) Look Back in Anger, which caught the
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imagination of a generation. He broke into the theatre
with what seemed an authentic picture of a post-war
society. Here was a turning point in the modern English
theatre. In Jimmy Porter, the angry, almost hysterical,
often self-pitying young man who finds society cruel and
unjust, and his own world a chaos, many of Osborne’s
contemporaries seemed to find an image of their own lives.
Porter is not merely an orphan of the upheaval of war, he
is, or at least sees himself, as a victim of the change in
English society. He has been to a University, but, without
the will or the resources, has discovered no profession and
is living sordidly with a friend on the proceeds of a sweet-
stall. He is married to Alison, whose family belongs to the
old Anglo-Indian tradition which has now come to an
end. He rages at Alison as if he were to make her the
image against which his despair is to be expressed. Yet he
is compulsively attached to her and she to him, and in an
ending not without sentimentality, they are left together.
The world from which the play emerged was fresh to the
English stage, the dialogue brilliant and contemporary,
the action dramatically effective, The mind behind it all
was violent, yet poignant and arresting, The dramatic skill
was confirmed by The Entertainer (1957) which, showing
Archie Rice, a shabby,flamboyant, self-deceiving charac-
ter of the decay of the English music-hall, seemed by some
strange symbolism to image a decay in England itself.
Osborne had the good fortune that Laurence Olivier gave
a brilliant interpretation of Archie Rice. Osborne had
written in 1954 Epitaph for George Dillon, which was pro-
duced at the Royal Coourt Theatre in 1957. This was a
brilliant play on a realistic contemporary theme, once
again set in the shabbiest lower-middle-class setting. The
dialogue captured all the rhythms, deficiencies, and
abruptness of conversation with great dramatic effective-
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ness. Osborne gave an image of the sheer dreariness of
this type of life and the complete absence of power of his
characters to escape from it, At its centre was George
Dillon himself, rebellious, faithless, who once sought to be
an artist and once had a vision of something better than
the sordid scene in which now he played a parasitic part.
Luther, first produced in 1961, showed John Osborne
operating in sixteenth-century Germany instead of mid-
twentieth-century England and instead of Jimmy Porter
and Archie Rice there was the historic but much in-
dividualized figure of Martin Luther, Some of the main
values remained, but there was a broadened view and
the obsessive class hatred was less apparent. In Luther
Oshorne portrayed a sense of physical and spiritual
uncertainty, of self-torment, of debasement, the challenge
to imperial authority, with an underhand admiration
for it, and at the end the break-down into sentiment,
Osborne is still an exciting writer, capable of new
developments. In Inadmissible Evidence (1964) he studied
a sex-absorbed solicitor defending himself in a semi-
symbolical court, and there is again a freshness of
approach in A Patriot for Me (1965), a quasi-historical
study of a homosexual Austrian officer.

In approaching contemporary work, criticism has to be
hesitant. In the long tradition of English literature much
has been sorted out by the taste of successive generations.’
Who can say what the end of the century will think of
current elements in the theatre ? All that can be recorded
is that liveliness is there. It arises from a generation
facing life in the post-atomic age, disillusioned, at once
alert and quick, addicted to sordid scenes and periods
of despair, It appeared in Samuel Beckett’s (b. 1906)
Waiting for Godot (1956), by some regarded as a pro-
found illumination of the contemporary dilemma and
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by others despairingly as a portrayal of sordid nihilism.
The same mood surrounded Arnold Wesker’s (b. 1932)
trilogy of Jewish life Chicken Soup with Barley (1958),
Roots (1959), and I'm Talking about Ferusalem (1960). It
has infected Harold Pinter (b. 19g0) in The Carelaker
(1960), though he may yet prove to have a more varied
talent. All the portrayal of the incoherence of life in a
sordid setting was gathered by a young Salford dramatist,
Shelagh Delaney, into A Taste of Honey (1959). There is
among many young writers a determination to make the
theatre a vehicle for unrelenting realism. Much that is
brilliant and effective has been achieved, as for instance
the record of the Royal Court Theatre demonstrates. But
there are some who feel that the range of the theatre has
been restricted. As the dramatic critic, Harold Hobson,
wrote in 1959: ‘It is time someone reminded our advanced
dramatists that the principal function of the theatre is to
give pleasure. It is not the principal function of the
theatre to strengthen peace, to improve morality, or to
establish a social system, Churches, international associa~
tions and political parties already exist for these purposes.’
So the debate continues.

CHAPTER 10

The English Novel to Defoe

THE story is the most widely distributed form of litera«
ture. Epic, ballad, anecdote, romance, they are all stories.
At the same time, the novel as we know it today is a late
growth, and a special form of story-telling: some would
place its origins in the eighteenth century with Richard-
son’s Pamela. Certainly it cannot, in England, be traced
back earlier than the sixteenth century, with Sir Philip
Sidney’s Arcadia, and most modern readers would feel
that this work fulfilled few of the requirements of a novel.
1t is necessary, then, to distinguish the novel from story-
telling. The novel is a prose work, while most of the early
story-telling was in verse. Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde
has many of the features a modern reader would expect in
a mnovel, except that Chaucer writes in verse. Verse
returns into popularity from time to time as a method of
story-telling. Scott and Byron in their verse romances
had the last popular success of this kind; but Scott
showed that prose gave possibilities of width and back-
ground to the story with which verse cannot compete.
Width and background are two ways in which the novel-
ist djstinguishes his art from that of the story-teller. He is
not only telling a story, but portraying something through
the story. Along with the story, the novel gives a portrait
of character, or of social background, or, in more modern
work, records a stream of consciousness, Whatever ambi-
tion governs the novelist, he will do well to remember
that he began as a story-teller, and this origin he can
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never altogether escape. Thus the novel can be described
as a narrative in prose, based on a story, in which the
author may portray character, and the life of an age, and
analyse sentiments and passions, and the reactions of men
and women to their environment. This he may do with
a setting either of his own times, or of the past. Fur-
ther, beginning with a setting in ordinary life he may use
the novel for fantasy, or some portrayal of the super-
natural.

The novel may be the last form of literature to establish
itself, but since the eighteenth century its success has been
almost alarming. In the ‘circulating libraries’, fiction had
its own methods of distribution, and already in the
eighteenth century there are frequent complaints about
the excessive amount of time spent in novel-reading. Yet
this attachment of a large public to the novel is not sur-
prising. For many, it is the only outlet to a large experi-
ence. For others, it is an indirect satisfaction of some need
for a philosophical or moral guidance, not set out in rules,
but worked out, experimentally, in conduct. Apart from
all this, the novelist’s art is a great one, touching life every-
where, and using not only description, but the dramatist’s
gift of dialogue. It is the form in literature which has
explored most fully the life of the ordinary man, and
found it worthy of portrayal. For some reason, it is the
form of literature in which women have competed suc-
cessfully with men, and the novel of the future may lie
more with woman than with man. It is probable that the
reading public for the novel today contains a majority of
women. Yet in the second half of the twentieth century it
must be admitted that the popularity of the novel seems in
decline, One cannot successfully read a novel and watch

television, and many of the readers of even the more
intelligent novels have been lost in that way. It would be

—
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excessive to suggest that the best in the novel is becoming
the province of a minority audience, yet for the future this
does not seem an impossible conclusion.

Though the novel is a great art, it is also an art which
admits of much mediocre talent. The history of the novel
is difficult to describe, because the number of novels is so
great. Stated generally, the history of the novel shows an
increase in complexity, and a growing dissatisfaction
with the story merely as a story. The different types of
novel cannot be easily defined, for they are so many.

“Probably the most valuable distinction is between the

novel which deals with the writer's own age, as H. G.
Wells did in Tono Bungay, and the novel which uses 3
historical setting. The former is often Tealistic, and the
latter frequently incorporates adventure of the spectacu-
lar kind. This realistic and contemporary novel is slower
in its growth historically than the romance, but once it
develops it has a great hold on the public imagination.
In itself, it has many divisions, almost as many as
Polonius’s divisions of the drama in Hamlet: comic in
Pickwick Papers; sociological in Charles Reade’s Never Too
Late to Mend; philosophical in Meredith’s Diana of the
Crossways.

The other convenient division of the novel is accord-
ing to form, and here the complexity is no less great.
The novelist may tell a story in a straightforward manner,
narrating events in their chronological order. Few
novelists have been satisfied with this, though some
writers, such as Anthony Trollope, seem to gain by order-
ing the narrative in as simple a way as possible. With
some novelists, the form of the narrative holds the atten-
tion first, as in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, and Sterne isa
precursor of the modern novelists who have experimented
with form, notably Dorothy Richardson, James Joyce,
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Virginia Woolf, and particularly, though in a diluted way,
Anthony Powell in his series of brilliant novels The

Music of Time. The experiment need not be so extreme
as in these writers, or so deliberate. Thomas Love
Peacock and Aldous Huxley have both, in separate
but allied ways, departed from plain narrative to make
the novel a vehicle for ideas and conversation. In the
eighteenth century Samuel Richardson discovered, by
.accident, that the best way I st way in Mﬁ
;analysis of sentiment in the novel was by letters, One re-
turns here to the realization that th i a mixed form.
When the novelist uses dialogue an uces description
10 a minimum he apww
and Prezudwe contains all the essential dialogue for a play on
that theme, and so does Meredith’s The Egoist. At the
other extreme, the novel draws towards the essay and the

discourse, in such reflective works as Walter Pater’s -

Marius the Epicurean,

In the pages that follow, the history of the English
novel has been traced through the works which seem
most clearly to show these aspects of its development.
The beginning, though it is no beginning, can be made
with Sir Philip Sidney (1554-86) at Wilton, the beautifil
house of his sister, the Countess of Pembroke, writing The
Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia, for the purpose of amusing
his friends. This is a complex romance, of shipwrecked
princes, beautiful princesses, chivalric adventures, and a
pastoral setting, an ideal world, the day-dream of a
courtier. It remained popular until the cighteenth cen-
tury, and when Richardson, the bourgeois printer,
named his serving-maid heroine, he called her ‘Pamela’,
in memory of a character in Sidney’s story. A very differ-
ent work came at the same time from that very brilliant
young Cambridge man John Lyly (1554-1606), who

THE ENCGLISH NOVEL TO DEFOE 209

would be better remembered also as a writer of comedies
had not Shakespeare followed him so closely. His
Euphues (1578), and his Euphues and his England, reduce
story to a minimum, but they are brilliant in the discus-
sion of manners, sentiment, and moral reflection. Some
of his matter he borrowed from Castiglione’s The Courtier,
an Italian guide-book to gentlemanly behaviour. Lyly
dedicated his work to the ladies of England, a prophetic
anticipation of the large number of women readers the
novel was to possess, A third group of Elizabethan writers,
who lived much lower down the social scale, wrote for
money, though, as their lives suggest, the payments must
have been small, despite all their efforts to follow popular
taste. Robert Greene (¢. 1560—92), dramatist, pamphlet-
eer, poet, and bohemian, composed a number of pieces in
which he merely popularized the effects of Sidney and
Lyly. These included Pandoste (1585) which Shakespeare
used for The Winter’s Tale. He also developed a manner of
his own in describing the ‘low’ life of Elizabethan London,
the thieves, rogues, drabs, their tricks, and their victims.
Thomas Lodge (1558-1625) also tried fiction both ways,
with a story in Sidney’s manner, entitled Rombmds. (T 5902,
and with realistic pamphlets. More entertaining is
Thomas Deloney (1543-1600) who describes the work of
craftsmen, in narratives that are simple, anachronistic,
but grounded in realism. In Fack of Newbury he shows the
life of the weavers, and in The Gentle Graft he tells the
whole story of the shoemakers with some vivid and
seemingly authentic scenes. With these Thomas Dekker,
who was also a dramatist, portrayed contemporary life
in a number of tracts, of which the most successful is the
Guls Horn-Booke (160g), in which the ‘low’ life of London is
paraded.

* Realistic though these writers were they had little form

HEL-T4



210 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE
in their narratives, but some progress in this direction is
made by Thomas Nashe (1567-1601). In Jack Wilton he
constructed a chronicle of adventures, many of which he
had encountered in his own stormy career. His rogue
hero begins his career in the army of Henry VIII, and in
his travels meets a number of living people. Here is the
nearest approach to the realistic novel which the six-
teenth century has produced.

It is strange and unaccountable that these beginnings
of fiction in the Elizabethan age do not develop, as might
be expected, in the seventeenth century. The religious
controversies, the social dissensions, and ultimately the
Civil Wars, left a trail of innumerable pamphlets, and
some have thought that the energies so absorbed left no
leisure for prose fiction. Yet the early seventeenth century
is not without its contribution to the history of fiction.
The most important new element came from France in
the elegant, far-fetched, and interminable romances of
Madeleine de Scudéry, whose Le Grand Cyrus was trans-
~ lated in 1653-5 and proved popular. The primary appeal
?{thuerommmwasto the aristocracy, but others en-
joyed them. Sentiment, character, and theme were all
elevated and idealized in a prose imitation of the Greek
heroic poetry and the Greek romances, These volumes
c!ea.lt with adventures entirely removed from ordinary
life, and in attempting to describe them Englishmen first
began to use the word ‘romantic’,

The second half of the seventeenth century had more
numerous developments, If the novel itself made little
pf?g:m,wedobegintohcarthevoioeofthcprivate
citizen describing his own life. Samuel Pepys and John
Ev?lyn, in their diaries, are recording the type of material
wh.!ch novelists were one day to use. The attitude to life,
which led them, and others, to note the everyday detail
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of existence, is developing the atmosphere which will one
day make fiction so acceptable. ;

The greatest fiction writer of the seventeenth century,
and one of the great figures in our literature, who would
have himself disclaimed all title to being a novelist, was
John Bunyan (1628-88). Son of a Bedfordshire trades-
man, he was asoldier in the Republican Army, a preacher,
a mystic and a prisoner for twelve years for refusing to
submit at the Restoration. His earliest work is his moving
spiritualautobiography, Grace Abounding (1666). The first
part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, written during one of his
terms of imprisonment, was published in 1678, and a
second part followed in 1684. Equally effective, though
less well known, were The Life and Death of Mr Badman
(1680), the counterpart to the story of the good pilgrim,
and the spacious and magnificent Holy War (1682). When
modern critics look for the proletarian writer they forget
that Bunyan is our supreme example, and it is well to
remember that he was not concerned with the class-
struggle but with the struggle for a man’s soul, which for
centuries in our literature seemed vastly more important.
Without regular education, and undisturbed by literary
traditions, he had before him one great model of prose in
the English Bible. From his religious meditation he gained
the supreme experience of man’sstruggle in the world with
sin, and he had that profound sense of evil and guilt in the
personality which is common to most mystics.

In The Pilgrim’s Progress he determined to recount the
vision of life allegorically, as the narrative of a journey.
Allegory may be anything from a dull mechanism to a
great and lively work of the imagination. Bunyan was
endowed with a gift for detail and anecdote, for the
description of scenery and the invention of conversation.
This he combined with his allegory, so that his narrative,
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despite all its spiritual meanings, is a realistic story, con-
temporary and authentic. Some have tried to seck sources
for his work but the wisest course is to accept his own
verdict that it was the result of inspiration. The union of
this realism with his spiritual experience can be seen by the
exactness with which he describes in Grace Abounding the
incidents which led to his conversion. A moving work, of
great psychological interest, it portrays, on the basis of his
own experience, the way to faith from the first conviction
of sin through all the struggles and setbacks. It is useless to
look for antecedents for Bunyan’s work, though his
allegorical method is ultimately medieval, nor can one
usefully seek for followers. He was unique, and his work
entered into that part of our literature which transcends
its age and is permanent.

With all these earlier developments of the novel, it is
left to the eighteenth century to consolidate fiction as a
form of literature, and from that time onwards there has
been no cessation in novel-writing. A beginning is made
with an enthralling and mysterious figure, Daniel Defoe
(1660-1731), to whom the English public, with all its
tasIr;e for bwg'lgop]lzéc has gever taken kindly, Educated in
a Dissenting at Stoke Newington, Defoe,
&ombeinganinuha@tihlewriter,wasaGovemz::
agent, both for the Whigs and the Tories, and, some
mp‘aect,forbot.hatthcsametimc. He was a speculator,
an inventor, a bankrupt, a traveller, and a journalist.
Onu:_he endured the pillory, and he was on several
occasions imprisoned. Though his moral nature was not
strong, he kept reserved, very compactly, in one corner
of his mind, the Puritan values in which he was educated.
Noyel-wrir.ing was only one of his activities, and he came
to it late in life, and rich in experience. Qutstanding
among his earlier productions is The Review (1704-13),
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which marks the turning-point in the history of our
journalism and periodical literature. Apart from the
short narrative of the Apparition of Mrs Veal (1706), which
reads like a work of imagination, but which Defoe wrote
from the results of his researches, his first work of fiction
is Robinson Crusoe (1719). Published when Defoe was
sixty, its success encouraged him, and there followed, in
rapid succession, a series of volumes among which are:
Captain Singleton (1720); Moll Flanders (1722); Colonel
Facque (1722); A Journal of the Plague Year (1722); and
Roxana (1724). Defoe’s outlook on the novel is best
illustrated through A Journal of the Plague Year, which
was once considered as a work of the imagination con~
structed from cleverly invented incidents. Actually,
apart from a slender fictional centre, it depended on
memories of the Plague which were still circulating in
Defoe’s childhood, and on his own research among docu=
ments. Further, the subject was topical when he wrote,
for there was a threatened recurrence of the scourge. He
regards the novel, not as a work of the imagination, but
as a ‘true relation’, and even when the element of fact
decreases, he maintains the close realism of pseudo-fact.
He writes with a knowledge of his audience, mainly the
Puritan middle classes, and selects themes which will
have an immediate appeal to them. Superficially, these
two conditions would appear to detract from his original-
ity, but there exists in him a talent for organizing his
material into a well-conducted narrative, with an effec-
tive eye for detail, in a style ever simple and welcoming,
‘but never obtrusive. The combination of these qualities
has given Robi its immediate and continuous
appeal. The story had its basis in fact, in the adventures
of Alexander Selkirk, the sailor who lived alone for years
on the island of Juan Fernandez, and this initial circum-
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stance is supported by Defoe’s wide reading in works of
travel, and by his own multifarious experience. The skill
of the novel lies in its detail, in the semblance of the
authentic. Form, in its subtler sense, does not affect
Defoe: his novels run on until, like an alarm clock, they
run down; but while movement is there the attention is
held. While he has some interest in mental states, Defoe
reveals less of the mind of Crusoe than one would expect,
and it would be interesting to see how Henry James
would have re-told the story. The dullest part of the work
lies in the moral and religious reflections, and here Defoe
was making use of that part of his mind which retained
unadulterated Puritan values. He also knew that his
audience would like it. The success of Robinson Crusoe
obscures the lively merit of the moral, but picaresque,
novels which follow. Captain Singleton, with piracy and
Africa as its background, is a vivid tale, and the ‘female
rogues’, Moll Flanders and the more elegant Roxana,
are among the most lively of his creations.

How well Defoe could write, and yet how simply, is
seen in the passage where Robinson Crusoe, believing
himself to be alone on his island, first sees a footprint in
the sand:

It happened one day, about noon, going towards my boat, I was
exceedingly surprised with the print of a man’s naked foot on the
shore, which was very plain to be seen in the sand. I stood like one
thunderstruck, or as if I had seen an apparition: I listened, I
looked round me, but I could hear nothing, nor see anything, I
went up to a rising ground, to look farther; I went up the shore
and down the shore, but it was all one; I could see no other
impression but that one. T went to it again to see if there were any
more, and to observe if it might not be my fancy; but there was
'no room for that, for there was exactly the print of a foot, toes,
hocl,andcverypartofafoot:howitcamelhithcr[knewnot.nnr
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could I in the least imagine; but, after innumerable fluttering
thoughts, like a man perfectly confused and out of myself, I came
home to my fortification, not feeling, as we say, the ground [ went
on, but terrified to the last degree; looking behind me at every
two or three steps, mistaking every bush and tree, and fancying
every stump at a distance to be a man. Nor is it possible to
describe how many various shapes my afirighted imagination
represented things to me in, how many wild ideas were found
every moment in my fancy, and what strange unaccountable
whimsies came into my thoughts by the way.

When I came to my castle (for so I think I called it ever after
this), I fled into it like one pursued ; whether I went over by the
ladder, as first contrived, or went in at the hole in the rock, which
1 had called a door, I cannot remember; no, nor could I remem-
ber the next morning; for never frightened hare fled to cover or
fox to earth with more terror of mind than I to this retreat.



CHAPTER I1I

The English Novel from Richardson to
Sir Walter Scott

Derok had no contemporary, no immediate successor,
and the next development in the novel, and possibly the
most important in its whole history in England, comes by
accident. Samuel Richardson (1689-1761), the son of a
joiner, came to London, and was apprenticed as a printer.
He remained a printer throughout his life, and followed
the path of the virtuous and successful apprentice, even
to marrying his master’s daughter. He was asked to pre-
pare a series of model letters for those who could not
write for themselves. Richardson told maid-servants how
to negotiate a proposal of marriage, apprentices how to
apply for situations, and even sons how to plead their
father’s forgiveness. This humble task taught Richardson
that he had at his fingers’ ends the art of expressing him-
self in letters, and in the years that followed he published
three long works, on which his reputation rests: Pamela
(1740-1); Clarissa (1747-8); and Sir Charles Grandison
(1753-4).

In each instance, the central story is a simple one.
Pamela was a virtuous servant, who resisted the attempts
at seduction of the son of her late mistress, and, as a
reward, gained from him a proposal of marriage, which
she gleefully accepted. Clarissa, again, was virtuous but a
lady. Tormented by the pressure of her family, who urged
on her a detestable suitor, she fled from home to the pro-
tection of the attractive Mr Lovelace, who, once he had
her in his power, declared his attentions in a manner
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~ which even her virtuous upbringing could not mistake.

Nor was he content with declarations. For when these
failed, he forced himself upon her, and, as an indirect
consequence of his actions, she died. Sir Charles Grandi-
son was a model gentleman, who rescued one lady, and
was betrothed to another, a situation which he controlled
with incredible delicacy, to the apparent satisfaction of
all parties.

From the outset, the themes of Richardson’s novels
have been attacked on account of their self-satisfied and
calculating middle-class morality. Pamela is accused of
having made virtue pay dividends by marriage, and even
Clarissa is alleged only to have reserved payment for
another world, making a long-term investment with eter-
nity, while Sir Charles, despite his aristocratic glamour,
is a prig. Judged merely as a writer of stories, Richardson

- would not stand high, but, as has already been suggested,

the novel is a story told in a special way. It is Richard-
son’s ‘special way’ that declares his genius. The novelty of
form, by which he revealed his narrative through letters,
came by accident, but, though never self-conscious in his
art, he must have realized that this was his ideal method.
Further, it is evidence of genius to realize a new medium
when chance has revealed it. For his strength lay in the
knowledge of the human heart, in the delineation of the
shades of sentiment, as they shift and change, and the
cross-purposes which trouble the mind moved by emo-
tion. Lyly had a little of this in Euphues, and Chaucer much
of it in Troilus and Criseyde, and Richardson is in their
tradition. In Richardson analysis of sentiment becomes
the dominant motive, and is pursued with a minuteness
and patience which the art of fiction in England was
seldom to parallel. Content with his humble servants, and
his middle-class figures, he evoked the minute incidents of
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their lives, through which their emotions were realized,
with the absolute clarity of a master. Nor were the moral
and religious values which adversely affected the themes
themselves without their value, for they allowed him to
see in the detailed incident an importance arising from
its spiritual significance. His realism in narration was
combined with a skill in dialogue which has seldom had
its due recognition. Nor, as might be imagined, is the
portrait one of continuous gloom: liveliness, pleasantries,
even wit, intervene. But the mastery exists in the absolute
integrity of the picture of sentiment and of pathos.
Richardson was an artist and a Puritan, and, while the
Puritan invents the stories, the artist is in almost absolute
control of the detail. Criticism has often been too content
to mock at the stories without recognizing the great
master who controls their slow and deliberate unravelling.
Nowhere in English criticism has Richardson had com-
plete recognition of the greatness of his art. Yet his work
was immediately popular and, particularly in Clarissa
Harlowe, he gained an audience that was European:
Rousseau was indebted to him for his treatment of senti-
ment, as was Goethe in Werther.

Richardson has suffered from the appearance of a con-
temporary who disliked his work, and who took an early
opportunity of satirizing it. Henry Fielding (1707-54)
was of an aristocratic family, educated at Eton and
Leyden, a reader with a wide and genuine taste for the
classics, and a dramatist, until Sir Robert Walpole’s
Licensing Act of 1737 drove his plays from the stage. He
was a journalist, a lawyer, and a Justice of the Peace
serving at Bow Street. Ill-health drove him to Lisbon
where he died, and is buried.

In 1742 he published Joseph Andrews, to ridicule
Richardson’s Pamela. He contrived this satire by reversing

THE NOVEL FROM RICHARDSON TO SCOTT 219
the situation in Richardson’s novel. Instead of the virtu-
ous serving-maid, Fielding presents Joseph, the chaste
servant, whom Lady Booby so tempts from the path of
virtue that he has to run away. At this moment in the
story, Fielding became so engrossed in his own narrative,
and the exercise of his own comic gift, that Richardson is
almost forgotten, There follows a series of adventures on
the road, where Joseph is accompanied by Parson
Adams, a clerical Don Quixote. The comedy is admirably
contrived, with the Hogarthian figure of a pig-keeping
parson as one of its main delights. Fielding’s purpose in
this first novel is nowhere a simple or direct one, Apart
from the motive of satire, he is attracted, in a learned way,
by the contrasts between the novel, with its picture of
humble, contemporary life, and the classical epic. With
this in mind he calls his novel ‘a comic epic in prose’, and
it leads him, with encouragement from Cervantes, to
introduce a burlesque element into the style and fre-
quently into the incident. It was the motive of satire
which completely dominated his second narrative, The
History of Jonathan Wild the Great (1743), in which he took
the life of a thief and receiver, who had been hanged at
Tyburn, as a theme for demonstrating the small division
between a great rogue and a great soldier, or a great
politician, such as Sir Robert Walpole.

Underlying the humours of Joseph Andrews there lay a
view of life, seldom disclosed openly, but of obvious im-
portance to Fielding himself. It could be discovered in
the difference between the calculating moral code of
Richardson, and the generous and warm-hearted ap-
proach to life which Fielding admired. When Joseph lay
‘naked on the roadside, all the members of a passing
coach, good Richardsonians, would neglect him from
some motive of prudence or modesty, all except a coach~
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boy, afterwards deported for robbing a hen-roost, who
threw him his coat, with an oath. The contemplation of
the more intricate relations of good and evil, and the
anomaly that generous impulses frequently exist in those
whom society condemns, grew in Fielding with such
emotional intensity that they gave a depth to his second
novel, Tom jones (1749). Nothing in his work compares
with this great novel, so carefully planned and executed
that though the main theme follows Tom Jones’s life from
childhood onwards, the reader is kept in suspense until
the close as to the final resolution of the action. For the
modern reader the heavy pseudo-epic apparatus of com-
mentary can be tiresome. The story itself is elaborate,
with most diverse social elements. But, if one is prepared
to deal with all this lightly and to bold on to the main
theme, Tom Fones is a profound portrait of what Fielding
considered to be a full man,

Fielding’s last novel, Amelia (1751), is less even in its
success. He idealizes the main woman character, and
this leads to an excess of pathos, which deprives the novel
of the balance which Tom Jones possesses. Yet, with
Fielding, the novel had come of age. He had established
it in one of its most notable forms, middle-class realism.
He had endowed it with a conception of form, and made
it an art not unworthy of comparison with the pictorial
art of Hogarth. In Tom Jones he had drawn one of the
great human characters of our literature. Background
alone was lacking, and was to remain absent until Scott
gave it lavishly in his fictions. Above all, he had less
reticence than Richardson, and less than any of the
novelists that succeeded him in the nineteenth century.

Tobias Smollett (1721-71) was Fielding’s contempo-
rary, though he is not of equal stature. Born in Scotland,
he studied medicine, and served on a warship as a ship’s
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surgeon. If he brought to the novel nothing that was new
in form, he was able to introduce a new background, in
accounts of the sea in the livid days of the old Navy.
Irascible and insensitive, he had an apparent enjoyment
of the rough naval life, of its cruelty and the wild practi-
cal joking. To this he added, in a rather incongruous way,
a superficial element of sentiment. His own lack of success
in life, as a writer and a dramatist, increased a natural
irascibility in his temperament. In his first novel, which
was greeted with success, Roderick Random (1748), he
portrays the life of his rogue-hero until his marriage with
the loyal, beantiful, and incredible Narcissa. The picture
of the reckless and ferocious sea life in this novel is his most
solid claim to be remembered. Peregrine Pickle (1751) is,
again, the novel of a rogue who follows a depraved life
until he marries the virtuous Emilia. More attractive than
this ‘hero’ are some of the minor characters such as Coms-
modore Trunnion and Boatswain Pipes. The background
is still vividly drawn and includes a picture of the cruelties
of pre-Revolutionary France. With these two novels
Smollett had exhausted his own experience, and in
Ferdinand Count Fathom (1753) he draws a fantastic villain,
who seems an anticipation of the figures in the ‘novel of
terror’ which was soon to follow. Smollett salves his con-
science by portraying a moral regeneration before the
close. The rest of his work is less impressive: Sir Lancelot

Greapes (1762) is an eighteenth-century English version of

Don Quixote; in Humphrey Clinker (1771) he modifies
Richardson’s epistolary manner, and writes in a more
humorous and equable manner than in his earlier novels.
Smollett had less intellectual integrity, less depth of
vision, than either of his predecessors, but his violent and
boisterous stories were widely enjoyed, and in popular
estimation he lived long enough to influence Dickens.
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Of the eighteenth-century novelists, the strangest, arl
the most variously judged, is Laurence Sterne (1715 611)
The great-grandson of a bishop, and the son of a soldior,
he was educated almost in the barrack-room, but |
found his way to Cambridge and to a Master’s degres
He was ordained, and obtained a living in Yorkshire, |
though he read theology and published sermons, he h(
also studied the works of his ‘dear Rabelais and dearey
Cervantes’, Even in the eighteenth century, when there
were many odd clergymen, Sterne would have stood | wh
in a competition to select the oddest. His Life and Opinions
of Trisiram Shandy, Gent (1759-67) is a novel without
predecessors, and the product of an original mind, and
immediately popular. Judged by ordinary story-telling
standards Tristram Shandy is preposterous. The reader has
to wait until the third book before the hero is born, and
even then his future life remains undefined. The narra-
tive consists of episodes, conversations, perpetual digres-
sions, excursions in learning, with unfinished sentences,
dashes, blank pages, fantastic syntax, caprices in humour,
bawdy, and sentiment. In the midst of all this there are
characters clearly identifiable: Tristram’s father, Cor-
poral Trim, Doctor Slop, and My Uncle Toby, the
veteran of Marlborough’s campaigns and the clearest
source of the sentimental in the novel, A warm, human
quality prevents them from being caricatures and they
will later be remembered by Dickens in his early years as
a novelist. At first sight it all seems a perversion, a wanton
destruction of form, but to Jjudge thus would be to judge
superficially. Sterne is asserting, however indirectly, that
the orderly narratives of events, with their time and space
reftlism, have little relation to the disorder of the human
I].llfld, where sequence is not logical but incredibly cap-
ricious. In Tristram Shandy he is led to describe this earth
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A planet made up of the sweepings of all the rest, and the
gruity of life, which drove Swift to black moods of
satire, affected him also, but in a different way. It accounts
for his broad facetiousness, for his Rabelaisianism, his
tecognition of the comic in the very physical figure of

* an, Nor is this comedy left in detached aridity. While he

laughs at the odd experience which is human life, he
fecls for mankind, afflicted and suffering. The sentiment
Irequently seems excessive to the objects which arouse it,
for even the fly on My Uncle Toby’s plate must be con-
#idered as a subject for compassion. To this indulgence
In sentiment the name sentimental may be attached, and

 the term was used by Sterne himself in the title of his

Sentimental Fourney (1761), where he portrays a journey
through France with a quieter mood than is present in
Tristram Shandy and with less display of learning, though
the humour that invigorated the earlier work is not

~ forgotten.

After the work of these four masters, the stream of
fiction broadens continually, until it reaches the flood
with which no single intelligence can contend. Even in
the late eighteenth century the developments are too
diverse to be easily described. Some works stand alone.
Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas (1759), though nominally an
Abyssinian narrative, employs the story only for the
philosophical argument, which is a trenchant attack upon
cighteenth-century optimism; it parallels in intention,
though not in outward form, the almost contemporary
Candide of Voltaire. Nor does Oliver Goldsmith’s The
Vicar of Wakefield (1766) belong to any one school.
Despite all its coincidences and improbabilities this has
remained a popular and individual work. Goldsmith had
a gift for comedy and for character, a dramatist’s eye for
effective situations, and an abundance of sentiment,
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whichmemtha&omiummmthan&omany
literary origin. These he combined with a genuine sensi-
bility for the poor, and for all human sufferings, so that
in its prison scenes his narrative anticipates the later
social purposes to which the novel was to be directed.
Nor were English readers dependent solely on native
products, for in that free-trade in ideas with France
which is continuous throughout the age, a number of
French novels were introduced to English readers: Mari-
vaux’s Le Paysan parvenu and Marianne were welcome to
those who had enjoyed Pamela, while a parallel for the
sentimentalism of the English novel could be gained in its
lavish use by Rousseau in La Nouvelle Héloise.

The most direct English successor to Richardson was
Fanny Burney (1752-1840), daughter of Charles Burney,
thcmusician,whoinherymlthwaspctteda.ndpmisodby
Johnson. She lived to be a lady-in-waiting to Queen
Charlotte, and to marry a French ¢émigré, General d’Ar-
blay. Evelina, her first and best novel, which took the town
by storm in 1778, describes, with admirable illustrative
incidents, the entry of a country girl into the gaieties and
adventures of London. It can still be read with amuse-
ment, though the praises of Johnson, Burke, and Rey-
nolds now seem strangely excessive. To compare Miss
Burney with Richardson is to lose critical balance, for
Richardson could create, while Miss Burney had only a
tenuous store of invention to support her own observa-
tion and experience. As a consequence her work, instead
of improving, declines. Cecilia (1782), though more com-~
plex, is less natural and less effective. In Camilla (1796)
she had already developed her gargantuan syntax, falsely
described as an imitation of Johnson’s style. In her last
novel, The Wanderer (1814), her style has become a
disease. Hm-D:hgrandI;mahowhaakiuhreporﬁng
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events with a lively eye for any dramatic mudent.
popular, and gained its most lachrymose exposition in
Henry Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling (1771), in which
the hero is for ever weeping under the stress of some
pathetic scene or emotional excitement. Re-read today
the novel seems almost a parody, but it was?optﬂar, and
though it portrays sentiment with a fantastic excess, the
author has a broad humanitarian sympathy, everywhere
apparent. If Rousseau is to be discovered as one of the
influences on Mackenzie, he was clearly the foremost
teacher of Thomas Day, whose incredible life is worth
reading, and whose Sandford and Merton (1783-9) is still
remembered, if only by name. This story of-thc wu.l::s
boy from Jamaica, oorruptedbyfalsekmdnmdi
lmry,andthehonestl‘armer’sm,shomanovd. v;;
ted into argument anddidacticim:.l.Henrmeoke,mth
Fool of Quality (1766-70), provided a.nothc:r of these
educational novels in which two personalities are con-
trasted. Though he may have derived .much t‘mm Rous-
seau, he represented suﬂidmo;lxeﬂgmmng humanitarian=
ism to attract the attention ey.

llmrlAmi‘:l these later eighteenth-century developmcntﬂ.
one is notable for the dubious path down which it invited
readers and authors to tread. Thenovelol‘tu-ror’,orfhe
‘Gothic’ novel, leads into that underworld of ﬁcuon
which continues into the tales of horror and crime so
popular today. Whatever may be its value by.any
artisticstanda.rd,the‘tcrror’taleatu'acwds-trongmu.ld%
and its influence worked upwards into the higher regions
ofart,aﬂ‘ecth:gﬁxcwmpositionsofﬁcottandthc
Brontés, and the poetry of Shelley

The origin of this type of fiction can be mcribc(‘lito

Horace Walpole's (1717-97) The Castle of Otranto (1765).

HEL-1§5
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Horace, son of Sir Robert Walpole, knew much of the
great world which his father so long dominated. But his
mind, brilliant without deep convictions, was wearied by
the intrigue and perpetual search for power that sur-
rounded him. Fortified by a number of sinecures, he
indulged himself in antiquarianism, and a numerous
acquaintance, which included Gray, the poet. Of his life
he has left a record in a voluminous correspondence, one
of the most varied and entertaining collections of letters
in the language. His antiquarianism had its emotional
aspects, for he is the clearest example in the eighteenth
century of a widespread sensibility, particularly among
men of wealth and leisure, arising from a disillusionment
with the increase in commercialism and rationalism in
their time. A release was sought in allowing the imagina~
tion to contemplate, in solitude, the relics of medieval
art to be found m the ruins of abbeys and castles, often
existing within a gentleman’s own estate. The same long-
ing for the antique world led to the revival of a taste for
ballads and chivalry, for the whole wonder and mystery
which successive generations have found in the Middle
Ages, Walpole carried out the medieval cult more com-
pletely than most of his contemporaries, and at Straw-
berry Hill he constructed a Gothic house, where he could

dream himself back into the days of chivalry and monastic

life without any practical obligation to either discipline,
From these medieval day-dreams The Castle of Otranto
resulted: set in medieval Italy, the story includes a gigan-
tic helmet that can strike dead its victims, tyrants, super=
natural intrusions, mysterious and secret terrors. It is as
if all the poetry and character had been removed from
Shakespeare’s Macbeth, only to leave the raw mechanism
of melodrama and the supernatural. That the story was
popular is intelligible, but that Walpole should ever have
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thought his pasteboard structure a solid and important
work of art is difficult to credit. No one could have fore-
seen how long would be the catalogue of his imitators.
William Beckford (1759-1844) was another gentleman of
fashion and wealth, who had built himself a Gothic
edifice, Fonthill Abbey, and who had written a romance
of mystery. As Fonthill was more extravagant than
Strawberry Hill, so is Vathek (1786) a more bizarre com-
position than The Castle of Otranto. Walpole, though he

- day-dreamed, had a sound sense of the material world,

but Beckford seemed actually to live in a territory of
fantasy. Vathek is an Oriental story of a caliph who pur-
sues his complex cruelties and intricate passions, aided by
his mother and supported by an evil genius. Ofte'n pas-
sages of beauty occur, but the main impression i of a
faritastic world of lavish indulgences. Its strength lies in
its consistency, and in the suggestion that through the
narrative Beckford was giving some image of his own
grandiose and perverted mind.

Ot the later practitioners of the ‘terror’ tale the most
able and popular was Mrs Ann Radcliffe (1 764—1!?23),
of whose five novels the best known are The Mpysteries of
Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797). She accepfcd t.hc
mechanism of the ‘terror’ tale, but combined it with
sentiment and with sentimental but effective descriptions
of scenery. In this way she brought the ‘terror’ tale into
contact with the interest in nature present in eighteenth-
century poetry. The Mysteries of Udolpho gives the. formula
of her work in its most unadulterated form: an innocent
and sensitive girl in the hands of a powerful and sadistic
villain named Montoni, who owns a grim and isolated
castle, where mystery and horror stalk in the lonely
corridors and haunted chambers. It is true that before
the end of her story Mrs Radcliffe delights in presenting
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a rational explanation of her horrors. Her work not only
attracted the circulating-library readers, who are satir-
ized by Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey; but it infected a
number of powerful minds. Byron at Newstead Abbey
was a2 Montoni who had cqme to life, while for Shelley
these ghosts of the ‘terror’ tale became so real that he
actually saw them. Charlotte Bront&’s Rochester in Fane
Eyre was only a Montoni modified into a middle-class
setting, nor could Emily’s great novel Wauthering Heights

. have been written had not her imagination been stimu-

lated from this strange source.
Though Mrs Radcliffe was pre-eminent in her success,
many other writers practised this popular manner.
Matthew Gregory (‘Monk’) Lewis (1775~1818), who had
read Goethe and the German romanticists, employed all
the worst of his reading in The Monk (1795). He used a
modification of the Faust theme for such a portrayal of
sensuality that contemporary taste was offended, though
the book was very popular. It brought him fame all over
Europe and the friendship of Scott, Byron and the Prince
Regent. Far more honest as an artist was Charles Robert
Maturin (1782-1824), whose Melmoth the Wanderer (1820)
had a wide influence in France. One of the most com-
petent of the ‘terror’ tales was Frankenstein (1817)
written by Mrs Shelley with a hint from Byron and
Shelley. It describes the invention by Frankenstein of a
mechanical monster, with human powers but of a terrify-
ing aspect. Of all the novels of this type it is the only one
that has a steady public today. These volumes filled, in
this period, some of the need which is met in the twentieth
century by the less respectable forms of science fiction.
The nineteenth century was to produce works of fiction
of far greater significance than the ‘terror’ tales. Seldom
has the novel been conceived with such deliberate and suc-

g
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cesstul art as in the novels of Jane Austen (1775-1817),
daughter of the Rector of Steventon. Her brother aerved
at the Nile and Trafalgar, but her own life was spent in
a narrow world at Steventon, Bath, Chawton and Win-
chester, where she died and is buried. From the first she
seems to have realized the scene which she could portray,
and nothing can tempt her outside. For the past shehad no
curiosity, and the events which stirred the Europe of her
day left no impression on her pages. In the same manner
she detached herself from the weaknesses of her pre-
decessors. As her French admirer, Louis Cazamian, has
written: ‘All Jane Austen’s work is transfused with the
spirit of classicism in its highest form, in its most essential
quality : a safe, orderly harmony amongthcpowmofthn
mind, a harmony where of necessity the intellect is para-

e

mount.” To the ‘terror’ tale she presented the assault
direct in Northanger Abbey (not published until 1818), and
she combined with her satire of the ‘Gothic’ 'sch‘ml a
deeply studied picture of imaginary horror working in the
human mind. The moral outlook of Richardson left h‘cr
unimpressed, and her art is the more detached for its
absence. Sentimentalism found her equally unmoved. Her
observation, with whatever difference of scale, has the
‘negative capability’ of Shakespeare. More than anyone
since Fielding, she regarded the novel as a .fo:?m of art
which required a close and exacting dm'c:plme. The
resulting narratives are so inevi table‘in thEI.'l‘ movm_nent,
so precise in their realism, that they give the impression of
casc,butthe&dﬁtyisagmmthcreader,cxac?edﬁtfm
the fundamental brainwork of the author. Her integrity
as an artist is shown by the fact that she had continued to
write and to revise novels even when he:rmrkse?emed
unlikely to find acceptance from the publishers. Pride and
Prejudice (1818), which shows her early manner, probably
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remains her most popular work. The characters are all
familiarly known to a wide circle of readers: Mrs Bennet,
the match-making mother, Collins, the sycophantic
clergyman, the imperious ‘great Lady’ Catherine de
Bourgh, and Elizabeth, the gay, clever young woman
whose Prejudice is matched with the Pride of Darcy, the
aristocrat who conceals a goodness of heart beneath a
haughty manner and an almost Brahministic power of
detecting class distinctions. Much of the novel is in dia-
logue and its opening has a brilliant immediacy:

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in
possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.

However little known the feelings or views of such a man may
beonhisfirst entering the neighbourhood, this truthisso well fixed
in the minds of the surrounding families, that he is considered
as the rightful property of some one or other of their daughters,’

‘My dear Mr Bennet,’ said his lady to him one day, ‘have you
heard that Netherfield Park is let at last?*

Mr Bennet replied that he had not.

‘But it is,” returned she; ‘for Mrs Long has just been here, and
she told me all about it.’ '

Mr Bennet made no answer.

: ‘Do not you want to know who has taken it?* cried his wife
impatiently.

*You want to tell me, and I have no objection to hearing it.’

This was invitation enough,

‘Why, my dear, you must know, Mrs Long says that Nether-
field is taken by a young man of large fortune from the north of
England; that he came down on Monday in a chaise and four to
see the place, and was so much delighted with it, that he agreed
with Mr Morris immediately; that he is to take possession before
Michaelmas, and some of his servants are to be in the house by
the end of next week.’ A

The narrow circle which her novels were to portray is here
defined, the aristocracy and such classes beneath as may,

Y
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in varying degrees, have some claim upon their intimacy

and patronagz. In the first place her art exacts that the
novel shall have a classical precision of structure, This
central design is manipulated through incidents exactly
defined in their realism, and all regulated for their func-
tion in the narrative as a whole. Added to this is the gift of
phrase, humorous, illuminating, economical, through
which all is related, so that each incident can be enjoyed in
itself, apart from the added pleasure of realizing its true
proportion and place in the growing structure of the
theme. She had, further, a gift of dialogue, which failg her
only in the longer speeches. Background and description
she eliminates, except where the balls and parties, the
formal calls and visits are necessary for the narrative.
Sense and Sensibility (1811), her other early volume, again
presents two contrasted characters, and there is the same
skill in the structure of the plot, though possibly the
contemporary flavour of this novel makes it less universal
in its appeal.

Three other novels followed, and the critics of Jane
Austen have disputed their merit in comparison with her
earlier work. Mansfield Park was published in 1814,
Emma in 1816, and Persuasion followed in 1818. Without
entering into controversy, it can be asserted that these
later novels lack the continuous comedy, and the sem-
blance of spontaneity, which Pride and Prejudicé possesses.
In compensation, they have a more complex portrayal of
character, a more subtle irony, a deeper, possibly a

“-warmer-hearted attitude to the players on her scene. Jane

Austen respected the novel as a great art. In Northanger
Abbey (1818) she had satirized the ‘terror’ novel, and
in her own work she substituted her cleverly worked
realism and comedy. Her letters show how conscious she
was of what she was doing, and of her own limitations:
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‘I must keep to my own style and go on in my own way:
and though I may never succeed again in that, I am
convinced that I should totally fail in.any other.” The
complete control of her world gives her work a Shake-
spearian quality, though the world she controlled was
smaller.

Seldom has a single age been presented with two artists
of such different range and outlook as Jane Austen and
Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832). Never was a writer more
generous than Scott to good work among his contempo-
raries, nor a critic more catholic in his taste. He praised
Jane Austen, and distinguished her art from his own
‘bow-wow’ manner. He was born in Edinburgh, the son
of a lawyer, and though he employed himself in the same
profession, he had early an enthusiasm for literature, and
for the antiquities of Scotland. A series of ‘raids’ into the
Highlands stored his mind with legend, which was to be
invaluable to him later as a novelist, and his researches
led him to publish The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border
(1802-3). From being a collector of poetry he became
himself a poet. A series of verse romances, beginning
with The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805), rewarded him
so well financially that he saw in literature a way of pay-
ing for the growing expenditure which the satisfaction of
his expensive tastes incurred. Of an upright domestic
morality, he was free from the entanglements which have
encumbered some writers of his imaginative intensity,
His weakness lay elsewhere, and arose, in part, from the
very generosity of his nature. He wished to be a ‘laird’, to
associate with the aristocracy on terms of equality, and
to be the master of his own broad acres.

In satisfaction of this desire he acquired Abbotsford as
his home, and even before he was a novelist he was
entangled in publishing ventures with the Ballantynes,
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raising funds to meet his perpetual plans for iricreasing
his mansion and his mania for buying land. Throughout
his career as a novelist, this pressure for rapid and success-
ful production pursued him, until he was overtaken by the
tragedy of his commitments when in 1826 Constable and
the Ballantynes were involved in bankruptcy. It is idle to
speculate what sort of an artist he would have been had
he not possessed this passion for lavish expenditure, To
remove it would be to deny him a part of his nature. It is
more profitable to record that his Fournal, written in the
period of the collapse, is the most moving of all his works.
Nor is it without interest that his success, combined with
his ever-pressing needs, increased the rewards of fiction
to the author to a scale without precedent.

Until the later years, this rapidity of production left
little trace on his composition. If he wrote with a mini-
mum of revision, he still wrote well, and his mind was
so crowded with stories, characters, and incidents, that
invention came without apparent effort. His energy was
phenomenal, and some have suspected that certain of the
novels must have been written in his earlier years, and
hoarded until he had committed himself to his secret and
anonymous profession. His performance is the more
remarkable when it is remembered that he combined
authorship with a number of legal and official duties,
while to his guests at Abbotsford he seemed the gentle-
man of leisure, ready to while away the vacant hour in
sport and entertainment. The solution, partial though it
must be, lies in the fact that his journeys to the Highlands
had stored his memory with the background, and much
of the material, from which the best in his fiction was to
develop. These had been invaluable years of preparation,
though Scott was probably unconscious at the time of the
use to which he would apply them.
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Scott, though he had some antecedents, including
Maria Edgeworth’s picture of Irish life in Castle Rackrent
(1800), may be said to have invented the historical novel.
Instead of the contemporary scene, and the detailed
study of middle-class life, he steps back into the past,
frequently using weli-known characters, and constructing
a narrative which is at once an adventure and a pageant
of an earlier world. Where Fielding and Jane Austen had
been content with characters and their immediate sur-
roundings, Scott invented a background for his scene,
with landscape and nature descriptions, and all the
picturesque details of past ages. Though the central
theme often introduces the leading personalities, the most
secure element lies in his pictures of ordinary people,
particularty the Scottish peasants whom he knew so well,
and in whose portrayal his notable gift tor comedy had
free exercise. In variety of scene and in the wealth of
characters he equals Shakespeare, and yet when their art
is compared much 1s found miss'ng in Scott. The con-
tinual impoverishment of English speech, m its frank
description of the passions and the crudities of lite, de-
prives his style of the range which Shakespeare possessed,
Nor did he penetrate into the hidden piaces of his charac-
ters’ minds. Their conduct and emotions are governed by
simple motives. If he is rich in comedy, he approaches
tragedy seldom, and with unequal success, nor did his
happy nature know the agony of a tormented or thwarted
soul. His history, too, is pageantry without a deeper
understanding of the institutions which have affected
men’s lives. It is significant that in his treatment of the
Middle Ages, the Church, the dominant institution,
escapes consideration. For mystery he had a great gift
sparingly used, but the metaphysical and the mystical
leave hum untouched. '
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While it is convenient to use the label ‘historical
novelist’ for Scott, the term, without examination, is
misleading. His earliest novel, Waverley (1814), dealt
with the Jacobite rising of 1745, and though in one sense
historical, he was able to formulate the background from
the memories of living people whom he had met in the
Highlands. This Scottish element, with Jacobitism, the
Jast medieval movement in Europe, as its main theme,
is the most secure element in his whole work, and he
recurs to it frequently: in Guy Mannering (1815); The
Antiquary (1816); Old Mortality (1816); The Hearl of
Midlothian (1818); and Rob Roy (1818). In these novels
it is difficult to dissociate memory from imagination.
These both serve his creative purpose equally, and the
central narrative is supported by the strong humanity,
and the frequently comic portrayal of lowly Scottish
types. When Scott departed from the Scotland which he
knew so well into the Middle Ages, he lost much of his
power, Ivanhoe (1819) and The Talisman (1825), a history
of the Crusades, were among the most popular of his
novels, but they are superficial and theatrical compared
with the certainty and depth of the Scottish novels. The
same is true, though less obviously, when he crosses the
Border to narrate the fortunes of Elizabeth and James I
in Kenilworth (1821) and The Fortunes of Nigel (1822).
Once he had exhausted the popular appeal of a period,

" he hurried to seek another. Among these novelties a cer-

tain pride of place must be given to Quentin Durward
(1823), which deals with the France of Louis X1, for in
that novel he captured the attention of Europe. Never
was his narrative more vivid, and in Louis he portrays a
character more subtle than is usual with him, In this
novel, though he has gone to France, he has taken his
Scottish archers with him. More than once he returned
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from these wanderings, geographical and temporal, to
employ Scotland as his scene. Saint Ronan’s Well (1824),
where he experiments with the novel. of manners, is
interesting without being completely successtul, but
Redgauntlet (1824), in which he bids farewell to the Jaco-
bite theme, shows how Scotland was supremely his sub-
Ject. In his work as a novelist he has given a wider enjoy-
ment than any writer, with the possible exception of
Dickens. Since his day the knowledge of the past has
increased, but the inaccuracies in his portraits are still
unlikely to trouble anyone who is not a specialist. In the
nineteenth century the novel as a form developed in depth
and structure, and as a consequence Scott’s reputation
suffered. His followers in the historical novel are innumer-
able, andinclude Bulwer Lytton, Dickens, Thackeray,
Reade, and George Eliot. Nor was his influence confined
to England alone, for from France and Russia, and across
the Atlantic to America, Scott was admired. -

One novelist in this age stands apart from his con-
temporaries. Thomas Love Peacock (1785-1866) was a
friend of Shelley, but a satirist of romanticism. He inven-
ted a novel'which could contain irony, and conversation,
and a mockery of romantic excesses. His characters exist
as shadows only, but shadows with entertaining voices.
His plots are only excuses for the voices to be heard
exchanging the talk which Peacock has invented for
them. Peacock himself had a wide learning, both classical
and medieval, and in Maid Marian (1822) and the Mis-
Jortunes of Elphin (1829) he shows that he understands the
attractions of romance. Few who have read his novels
come away without entertainment, and Headiodlg Hall
(1816), Nightmare Abbey (1818), Crotchet Castle (1831),
encouraged writers as different as George Meredith and
Aldous Huxley to try new ways in fiction,

CHAPTER 12

The English Novel from Dickens to the
Present Day

Ix the nineteenth-century novel Charles Dickens (1812~
#0) is pre-eminent. In most ways he is the greatest
novelist that England has yet produced. After his pre-
liminary Sketches by Boz (1836), he published Pickwick
Papers (1836—7), the supreme comic novel in our language.
The comedy is never superimposed, for it is an effortless
expression of a comic view of life. Dickens seems to see
things differently, in an amusing and exaggerated way,
and he plunges with much exuberance from one adven-
ture to another, without any thought of plot or design.
He is hampered by his age, which demands sentiment
and reticence, but in the space that is allowed to him he
scampers as if he knew no restraint. Had he the en-
couragement of a less squeamish age he might have been
Shakespearian. Dickens enjoyed life, but hated the social
system into which he had been born. There are many
indications that he was half-way towards being a revolu-
tionary, and in many of the later novels he was to attack
the corruptions of his time, Yet his age exacted its penalty
in demanding that his novels, if they were to be popular,
should keep to the conventions of middle-class society in
morality and in vocabulary. Never was he less embarras-
sed by restrictions than in the exuberance of Pickwick
Papers. In Oliver Twist, which followed in 1837-8, pathos

is beginning to intrude on humour, and Dickens, appalled

by the cruelty of his time, is feeling that he must convey
a message through fiction to his hard-hearted generation.



238 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

His invention is still abundant, as he tells the story of the
virtuous pauper boy who has to submit to perils and
temptations. The strength lies less in the pathos than in
the ‘low’ scenes, in the humour and satire of which the
figure of Mr Bumble is the centre. With Nicholas Nickleby
(1838-9) plot grows in importance, and Dickens shows
his talent for the melodramatic. He draws his characters
with the same firm lines as Ben Jonson had done in the
seventeenth century. Satire 1s abundant m the Yorkshire
school scenes, while much that 1s best lies in the humour
of the theatre of Vincent Crummles and his company. The
O!d Curiwosity Shop (1840-1) showed pathos transcendent
over humour, especially in the death of little Nell: one
feels that the only ritual known to Dickens’s middle-class
audience was the pageantry of tunerals, Barmaby Rudge
(1841), with its picture of the Gordon Riots, is Dickens’s
first attempt in the historical novel, and here plot, which
had counted for nothing in Pickwick Papers, becomes in=
creasingly important. Betore Martin Chuzzlewit (1844) he
made his Ame ican journey and the American scenes in
this novel gave offence. Yet all of Dickens is here: Peck-

sniff and his daughters, Sarah Ganip, Tom Pinch, the .

gentle, kindly Dickensian figure Mark Tapley, vigorous
and virtuous, a great variety of character and incident
all well-msnaged. Between 1843 and 1848 he wrote his
Christmas Books, including A Christmas Carol. This, the
most popular perhaps of all his works, shows his belief in
human kindliness worked almost to mysticism. Dombey
and Son in 1848 displayed by its increased control of
pathos how much his art had developed since The Old
Curiosity Shop. In David Copperfield (1850) he brought the
first phase of his novel-writing to an end in a work with
a strong autobiographical element, and with such
firm characterization as Micawber and Uriah Heep.
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- *Of all my books,’ Dickens wrote, ‘I like this the best.’

Bleak. House (1853) is the most conscious and deeply

'- - planned novel in Dickens’s whole work, and clearly his

art has moved far from the spontaneous gaiety of Pick-
wick Papers. It was followed by Hard Times (1854), a novel
dedicated to Carlyle. While in all his work Dickens is
attacking the social conditions of his time, here he gives
this theme a special emphasis. He satirizes in Coketown
and Mr Gradgrind the whole laissez-faire system of the
Manchester school and suggests that its enlightened self-
interest is unenlightened cruelty. A social bias again
governs Little Dorrit (1857), in which Dickens attacks the
Circumlocution Office and the methods of bureaucracy:
the picture of prison life, which was a comic motif in
Pickwick Papers, is now a serious theme in the portrayal of
the debtors’ prison in the Marshalsea. With 4 Tale of
Two Cities (1859) he returned to the historical novel and,
inspired by Carlyle, laid his theme in the French Revolu-
tion. None of his works shows more clearly how wide and
unexpected were the resources of his genius, He completed
two other novels, Great Expectations (1861) and Our Mutual
Friend (1864~5), before his premature death in 1870, and
he left unfinished the manusecript of The Mystery of Edwin
Drood.

Dickens had driven himself to death. From 1858 to
1868 he had given dramatic readings of his novels in
England and America. They were profitable, and, despite
the weariness of the journeys, he delighted in the ap-
plause. An audience to Dickens was like a potent wine,
and, to make sure of the potency, he had to please the
audience. This was true, not only of his dramatic read-
ings, but of the novels themselves. Shakespeare satisfied
his audience, with no sacrifice of vision, but Dickens knew
more than he revealed. His own nature was involved in a
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high emotionalism which prevented him from reaching
t.-he sense of tragedy of a Dostoyevsky, or that full vision of
life which makes Tolstoy supreme among the novelists of
the world. Short of this he had everything. Like all great

a“r__ti_sts he saw the world as if it was an entirely exper=
ience seen Tor the first time, and he had an extraordinary
range of language, from comic mvention to great elo-
quence. He invented character and situation with a range
ﬂ.ﬁtT'E'aTd been unequalled since Shakespeare, So deeply
did he affect his audiences'that the view of life behind his
novels has entered into the English tradition. Reason and
theory he distrusted, but compassion and cheerfulness of
heart he elevated into the supreme virtues, He knew in his
more reflective moments that cheerfulness alone will not
destroy the Coketowns of the world. This reflection he
kept mainly to himself, and his intense emotionalism
helped him to obscure it. When Dickens died in 1870
somethi ne out of English Tife that was irreplac
b, o eight g AT e s e s
merc::alist.n of the century, calling men back to laughter
and kindliness, and the disruption of the cruelties in which
they were entangling themselves. .

William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-63) and Dickens
were such near contemporaries that it is natural that
tl'm.r work should have often been compared. In educa-
t1c.m and ' social status they were widely separated.
P’Cke.m had little regular education: his father was often
in prison for debt and he himself had early started to
earn his living in a blacking factory. Thackeray, born in
Calcutta, the son of an East India Company oﬂi:;ial had
the benefits of Charterhouse and Cambridge. Di::kens
when he was poor knew the meaning of poverty, but for
'ITl_ackeray to be poor merely meant that for the time one
relied on credit. Dickens was excitable, while Thackeray

R e
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~ was lethargic and had to drive himself to composition.
" Throughout his whole life Thackeray was a journalist.

Up to 1854 he was a regular contributor to Punch, and
later he was editor of The Cornhill. As a novelist he began
late with Vanity Fair (1847-8) when he was thirty-six.
Ten years later he was working at his last considerable
novel, The Virginians (1857-9). For one brilliant decade
the bright yellow shilling numbers in which his novels
were published became a feature of English life. In those
years he had published Pendennis (1848-50) ; Henry Esmond
(1852); and The Newcomes (1853-5). In 1863 he died.
He was only fifty-two, and life seemed to have much to
offer him. Only a year before he had built himself a
mansion in Kensington. His tastes were extravagant and
his income had to keep pace with them. Not for him the
little house at £40 a year with ‘a snuffy little Scotch maid
to open the door’ which seemed to suit Tom Carlyle.
Like Dickens he drove himself to give appearances in
lectures in London and in America. He flogged his income
up to £10,000 a year, and this, and his methods of living,
brought him down.

Vanity Fair showed him at his best, in a clear-sighted
realism, a deep detestation of insincerity, and a broad
and powerful development of narrative. His charac-
terization and, indeed, all his effects are more subtle than
in Dickens. He is less concerned to present a moral solu-

. tion than to evoke an image of life as he has seen it.

This gives the true mark of greatness to his portrait of
Becky Sharp. She is an adventurous and a deceitful
woman, but Thackeray so presents her that the audience
can never retain an attitude of detached judgement. As an
artist he showed no consistent development from this
first brilliant work. Pendennis and The Newcomes are too
involved in digressions to have the strength of design
HEL-16
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which Vanity Fair possessed. The skill remains in indivi-
dual scenes and characters. In the portrayal of sentiment
he is more delicate than Dickens, and in Colonel
Newcome he makes the final portrait of what an English
gentleman should like to be. The defect in structure in
these novels is corrected in Henry Esmond, in which
Thackeray wrote a historical novel on the eighteenth
century, a period of which his lectures on The English
Humourists and The Four Georges show him a master. He
reconstructed in Esmond the atmosphere of the age of
Queen Anne, through a plot carefully devised, and with
a theme difficult to control,

Though nothing in the early nineteenth century
approaches Dickens and Thackeray, the novel in that
period showed great variety. Fiction had become the
dominant form in literature, and the problem of record-
ing even its main types becomes difficult,

Some novelists tried a number of different forms, as if
they were attempting to adjust themselves to all the
changes of public taste. Bulwer Lytton (1803-73) is an
oustanding example of this versatility. Following Scott
he produced a number of historical novels, of which The
Last Days of Pompeii (1834) is the best known, and Rienzi
(1835) possibly the most competent, He made a popular
union of the novel of crime and the novel of social protest
in Paul Clifford (1830), and in Eugene Aram (1832), which
had the added interest that it was based on recent events,
In Janoni (1842) he made his own contribution to the
novel of terror, Later, when the more realistic novel had
re-established itself, he wrote The Caxtons (1849) and My
Novel (1853). Bulwer Lytton’s diversity has often led
criticism to dismiss him too cursorily, as if he were merely
a facile imitator. He has ingenuity and skill, and often a

capacity for invention. His earliest novel, Pelham (1828),
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'I its portrait of the Byronic rebel and dandy, is one (?f
.hhthmostpgonsistmt works, while towards the 'close .of his
long career he wrote The Coming Race (1871), in which he
‘anticipated the Utopian novel of Samu.el Butler and
" H. G. Wells. There is a similar variety in .the work of
" Charles Kingsley (1819-75), whose work varied from the
. propaganda novels of Yeast (1848) and .Altor.z Locke (1850),
" advocating Christian Socialism, to historical romances
" guch as Hypatia (1853) and Westward Ho! (1855), a1.1d the
fantasy of The Water Babies. Variety the century did not
| lack, and much of the work cannot b-e efasﬂy defined:
| A.W.Kinglake (1809-91), in aworkwh:c.h is not' properly
fiction but has an imaginative quality, bringing it close to
' the novelist’s art, used the East for his travel book Eatf_tm
(1844) ; Sir Richard Burton, who translated The Ar?bmn
Nights (1885-8) ; and George Borrow, whose w-a.ndermgs,
adventures, and gypsy-lore are to be f?u.nd in Lavengro
(1851), The Romany Rye (1857), and Wild Wales (1862.).
The observation and alert vagrancy of Borrow recur again
later in the century in Richard Jefferies (1848-87), in
volumes such as After London (1885), and in W. H Hudsoz}
(1841-1922) in his descriptions of South A.menca a.m:! o
rural England. Hudson commanded a lucid and moving
. His autobiography Far Away an?'- Long Ago '(Igl 8},
describing his early life in the Argentine, is po.ssﬂ‘nly hn}
greatest achievement. It is rivalled by his c'lescnptmns c’)
humble, rural life on the Wiltshire downs in 4 S}wphe{rljé
Life (1910). Green Mansions (1904), which descri
. ‘Rima’, the semi-human embodiment of the .forest, was
" made widely familiar by Epstein’s once notorious s.tatuc.
. The social attack through the novel, which Dickens
" had exploited, was carried on with do'cun%mtary exact}
 ness by Charles Reade (1814-84), as in his ex?osur; o
the prison system in his melodramatic narrative, [ @
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el



244 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

Never Too Late to Mend (1856). Reade is sometimes com-
pared to Zola, but this seems unfair to Zola, for though
Reade had patience in the accumulation of facts, his exag-
gerated violence and pathos are only too often apparent.
He was happier in his excursion into the historical novel
in The Cloister and the Hearth (1861), where he portrays a
lively and detailed, though largely illusory, picture of the
Middle Ages. A more powerful quality attaches to the
novels of Benjamin Disraeli (1804-81), whose reputation
as the most vital figure in the politics of the century has
obscured him as a writer of fiction. His most effective
work is to be found in the three novels which are an
exposition of his political idealism: Coningsby (1844) ; Sybil
(1845); and Tancred (1847). Here he advocated the
“Young England’ policy of a Tory Democracy, and his
beliefin a new conception of nationality. To re-read those
novels is to find that neither in their themes nor in their
politics are they as outworn as might be anticipated, In a
very different way Mrs Gaskell (1810-65) exposed the
cruelty of the industrial system as she had seen it in
Manchester in Mary Barton (1848) and North and South
(1855). She had a talent for combining social criticism
and melodrama, though her skill is not confined to these
novels of social protest, for in Cranford (1853) she showed
gentleness and humour in a picture of provincial life.
When Victorian readers wished to turn from politics or
the social evils of their times, they had in Wilkie Collins
(1824-89) a writer who could arouse mystery and terror
in a far more subtle way than Horace Walpole or Mrs
Radcliffe. In The Woman in White (1860) and The Moon-
stone (1868), he showed a poetical, almost a mystical
quality in combination with the power for constructing
an claborate and well-defined mystery plot.
In originality none of these writers could compare
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with Charlotte and Emily Bronté. Nor must the talent of

their sister, Anne (1820—49), be altogether ignored, for
* Agnes Greyand The Tenantof Wildfell Hall axe still readable.

There is no story more inexplicable in our literature than

4 the way in which these three sisters, living in the isolated

village of Haworth, in Yorkshire, and with little encour-

L agement from their domineering father, came to write

novels which have been read with pleasure by successive
generations of readers to this day. The liva.; c:f the sisters
have often been recounted, but never more ww'ﬂy than by
Mrs Gaskell. Emily Bronté (1818-48) in her single novel
Wauthering Heights (18477) created somehow out of her own
imagination a stark, passionate world, reminiscent at
times of the storm scenes in King Lear. In other hands th.e
story might be mere melodrama, but so might Otf'uno 1f
told in a different way. As Emily Bronté narrates it, this
story has a wild and cruel reality, and is orlg'mal beyond
any other novel in the century. How her mind came to
conceive such a world can never be known, but bel'und her
apparent loneliness there must have been a mysterious,
ever-quickening inner activity, as her poems show. The
talent of Charlotte Bronté (1816-55) was more diffuse but
was maintained through a number of novels: Jane Eyre
(1847%); Shirley (1849); Villette (1853); and 'I?w .Prqfe.rsar
(1857). She combined scenes from her own hfe,. in York-
shire and in the school at Brussels, with the far I‘il.ChCl: and
more romantic experiences which she had imagined.
Thus her work is grounded in realism, but goes beyond
into a wish-fulfilment. She had the courage to c:fplore
human life with greater fidelity than was common in her
age, though the reticence of her period pre\rfmts her from
following her themes to their logical conclus:on.. Fane E-ym
shows the elements that make up her conception of life.
Jane was a governess, and part of the actuality of Char-
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lotte’s own life. But Jane, unlike Charlotte, goes to the
house of Mr Rochester, with whom she is in love, and in
Rochester she makes a figure of mystery, with a sugges-
tion of the sinister. In part he is her fantasy of what the
male as an instrument of sexual passion might be, and

in part he is Montoni of Mrs Radcliffe’s Mysteries of

Udoipho or a Byron transferred to a middle-class setting.
The air of mystery which can be felt by the reader in
every fibre of his being is created in Rochester’s house.
This was Charlotte Bront&’s power, the creation of an
atmosphere of terror without departing from a middle-
class setting. She lacked the courage to carry it farther into
the wild, disordered world which Emily conceived in
Wuthering Heights.

While the Brontés remained continuously secure in

their reputaﬁon‘% Eliot’s iME.ry Ann Evans 1819~
80) for a time su something of a collapse, From the
thirties of the twentieth century onwards her reputation,
not only in critical circles but with the general reader, has
continuously advanced. American scholarship has seen
to the publication of her letters and of her biography, so
increasing sympathy with her personality and enhancing
respect for the range of her mental capacity. Of all the
women novelists of the nineteenth century, she was the
most learned and, in her creative achievement, the most
adult. Before she wrote fiction she had translated Strauss’s
Leben Fesu, and acted as assistant editor of the Westminster
Review. She nearly married Herbert Spencer, the philoso-
pher, only he found her too ‘morbidly intellectual’, If
Spencer could not marry her, he introduced her to G. H.
Lewes, a writer of great competence. Lewes’s distinction
has had to wait for mid-twentieth-century criticism to
gain adequate appraisal. He was learned in philosophy
andinmcbinlogimlscicnoes,butalfarasGemgeE]iot
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s concerned he was the great stimulant of her genius.
Her personal problem was that though she could live with
him she could not marry him. Lewes encouraged her to
divert her attention from philosophy to :hcﬁon. I-I.cr esa.rly
{ ical Life, on its periodical publication in 1857,
':Ta:fmcf success. She followed these short nar-
' patives with a long novel, Adam Bede (1859), and her
eputation was made. On the background of English
' yural life which she knew so well she created a far stronger
~ theme than the Victorian novel prcwously permitted. In
Hetty Sorrel she showed a young girl, seduced and led to
'~ child murder, and her imagination plays s?-m'palhenmlly
' around this lively and pathetic figure. While in Hetty she
~allowed a free play toherintuitiom,hcrmtcl.lect con-
~ trolled the ‘good’ characters in the nm'rel, Dinah and
Adam Bede. The problem for George Eliot as a novehft
* was whether her intuitions or her intellect would ulti-
.. mately gain control. In the end her in-tellect won, and
' that was the hour of her crisis as an artist. In Adam Beds
~ ghe was still tolerably free, and in description and _charao-
ter she showed not only intimacy and understamdmg, but
A a power of humour, which in Mrs Poyser is reminiscent
- of Scott, or even Shakespeare. 'I?uM:HmmFlo:u (1860)
) ihowedhu'dﬂcmmaevcnmoreclm]y.Thnwa.s.a
: Wordswortbstorytoldinproscasanovel-.hpart,ltfs
the life of a brother and sister, presented with great sensi-
tiveness: the girl passionate, dimly mystical, introspec-
tive, reacting against the blunter and morcbonta‘om
values of the boy. All this George Eliot knew intuitively,
but her intellect had constructed a plan for the nov?l
~ which hardens this natural study into a melodramatic
close. The different elements in her mind found a balance
in the shorter narrative of Silas Marner (1861), whm all
is admirably ordered to one design. The turning-point
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of her career was her attempt in Romola (1863) to write a
historical novel of the Italian Renaissance. All that learn-
ing could offer in preparation for the novel George Eliot
possessed, but the spirit of that period of strangely con-
flicting values is absent, and Romola herself appears as
some graceful nineteenth-century Pre-Raphaelite who
has wandered by mistake into Renaissance Italy. Felix
Holt (1866), a novel of Radicalism of the Reform Bill
period, with its over-elaborate plot, showed the penalties
she was paying for the loss of her early spontaneity. But
the end was not yet, for in Middlemarch (1871-2) she co-
ordinated her powers to construct one of the great novels
of the century. Intellect had come to terms with genius,
and they both worked together, unless one is to admit that
there was some uneasiness in her own subconscious mind.
She had returned from the past to contemporary times,
and gathered into sympathetic portraiture the lives of a
number of families and studied their reactions. Her intel-
lect was sufficiently employed in the difficult problem of
structure not to impede her imagination. She had
achicved the nearest approach in English to Balzac. In
George Eliot’s work, one is aware of her desire to enlarge
the possibilities of the novel as a form of expression: she
wishes to include new themes, to penetrate more deeply
into character,

Her contemporary, Anthony Trollope (1815-82), was
dominated by no such ambitious desire. In his delightful
Autobiography (1883) he discussed noyel-writing as if it
were as simple as cobbling. This modest attitude to his
own art disguised for some decades after his death a true
appreciation of his talent. His early life had been a
struggle but he made his way to prosperity by his double
career as a civil servant in the Post Office and as a novelist.
His pictures of clerical life, which began with The Warden

" the historians of literature, for it has yet to be realized that

" his contribution to the development of the novel was far
i
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85) and continued in Barchester Towers §1857), have
pined increasing appreciation in the twentieth century.
fhey were the reading of many people in England in the
bomb-shelters of the Second World War and the?r .havc
fince engaged the attention of at least one Pri-mc Minister.
Trollope’s production was continuous and included The
Yhree Clerks (1858); Framley Parsonage (1861);'and The
Bustace Diamonds (18473). He has been increasl'ngly- ad-
‘mired for his political novels, particularly by }Pstonafls_.
‘Asa Briggs in Victorian People praises his portrait of m-‘fl"
gentury politics and electioneering in The Way We Lufs
\Now (1874-5). Further, he claims that Ralph the Heir
¢ 1870—71) ‘contains the best election episodes in Engl-xsli
! flction, more convincing than Dickens’s Eatanswill.
Trollope wrote from first-hand knowledge, f(.)r he had
| stood, unsuccessfully, as a Parliamentary canchde@e. But
" gven before this experience he had written effectively of

 the corruption of elections: in Rachel Ray (1861), when the
' f Conservative candidate was a little worried about his bad
" gpeaking, his agent told him: ‘It don’t matter. It’s only
" done for the show of the thing and to fill up the day. If

" Gladstone were here he wouldn’t talk a vote out of them
j one way or the other, nor yet the devil' himself.” He .had a
'. very easy and quite unpretentious gift for narrative, a

fertile imagination, a style that seems to carry the reafler
" on effortlessly, and a happy imagination for creating
character and incident. He is a male Jane Ai'xsten, cruder
and more expansive, but equally secure in his knowledge

' of what he can do, and with the same clear determination

" not to transgress into worlds which he does not under-

. stand. ; !
) Trollope is the type of writer that is easily neglected by
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World, its tradition, its courtesies, and its ritual. When
he discovered that in reality they did not exist, he invented
them, until his world isa Bostonian’s platonic idea of what
aristocraticlife in Europe should be. With thisidealization
he combined a reticence in vocabulary, which arose
not so much from any moral scruple but from a detesta-
tion of the vulgar and the physical. Sometimes in his
work one longs for the spirit of Chaucer or Rabelais, or
even for the blunt, clear argot of the street. He seems even
to have hesitancy and faint-heartedness in the whispered
suggestions of his elaborate and insinuating sentences.
Yet he had enlarged the conception of the novel itself by
his subtle discriminations in sentiment, and by the pre-
sentation of human relationships. Here were the ruling
classes of the old pre-war Europe, idealized, apotheo-
sized, by one who had loved their culture so passionately
that he could not see that life itself was far more cruel than
his view would suggest. His strength as an artist lay in the
consistency of this invented world, which was so faithfully
recorded that often one could believe that it was not
invented at all but only an elegant reality that one had
missed,
If Henry James saw England as a stranger, Thomas
Hardy (1840-1928) saw it as an Englishman born In
orchester, and living for the greater part of his life in
the Wessex which he portrayed. It is an interesting com-
ment on the variety of the novelist’s art that though
Thomas Hardy and Henry James are contemporaries
their worlds never meet. In 1871 Hardy published his
first novel, Desperate Remedies, and from that year until the
appearance of Jude the Obscure in 1895 he produced novels
regularly, of which the most memorable by common con-
sent are The Return of the Native (1878); The Trumpet
Major (1880); The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886); The
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Voodlanders (188%); and Tess of the D’ Urbervilles (1891).
' An architect by profession, he gave to his novels a design
* that was architectural, employing each circumstance in
| the narrative to one accumulated effect. The final im-
| pression was one of a malign Fate functioning in men’s
| lives, corrupting their possibilities of happiness, and
" beckoning' them towards tragedy. While this intuition
. about life did not harden into a philosophy, it was so
. persistent that it had every aspect of a doctrine. His
. intellect contributed to it in revolting against the optim-
| ism of nineteenth-century materialism, and in refusing
'\ the consolations of the Christian faith. While he saw life
. thus as cruel and purposeless, he does not remain a
| detached spectator. He has pity for the puppets of Des-
| tiny, and it is a compassion that extends from man to the
| earth-worms, and the diseased leaves of the trees. Such
|| a conception gave his novels a high seriousness which few
I\ of his contemporaries possessed. It was as if a scene of
¥ Greek tragedy were being played out among his Wessex
| rustics. An early criticism of his work lay in this very
| incongruity, that his rustic characters should have the
. high passions, the noble and tragic proportions, which he
', gave them, '

‘_ No theory can in itself make a novelist, and Hardy’s
. novels, whether they are great or not, have appealed to
| successive generations of readers. He possessed varied
| gifts. First, he had supremely the gift of anecdote, the
| power of inventing lively incidents through which his
| story could move. He had patience in displaying through
. the incident the gradual interplay of his characters. His
. knowledge of country life made vivid the details in his
- ‘, stories, coloured and attractive in themselves, apart from
5 their importance in the secure structure of his theme.
f Nor would he allow himself to be confined by the reti-
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cence which had limited the art of so many of his con-
temporaries. Tess and Adam Bede deal in part with the
same theme, and to read them together is to see how far
Hardy had progressed towards freedom of expression. In
Tess and in Fude the Obscure he brought the novel in
England near to the dignity of high tragedy. Nature,
which to Wordsworth and the romantics had seemed
stimulating and benign, appeared to Hardy as cruel and
relentless. At the same time his kindliest characters are
those who have lived away from the towns in a quiet
rural life, refusing to challenge the wrathful spirits which
play such havoc with life. His position as a novelist is
difficult to assess with any certainty. At first he was con-
demned as a ‘second-rate romantic’, and in the year of
his death he was elevated into one of the greatest figures
of our literature, The first view is ill-informed and the
second may well be excessive, but the sincerity and
- courage and the successful patience of his art leave
him a great figure in English fiction. In the world war of
1914~18 he was read with pleasure as one who had the
courage to portray life with the grimness that it posses-
sed, and in portraying it not to lose pity. Often in times
of stress Hardy’s art will function in a similar way
and so enter into the permanent tradition of English
literature,

Both Meredith and Hardy had been influenced by the
teaching of Darwin and the biological scientists, and this
influence is found in an even more open way in the work
of Samuel Butler (1835-1902). In a century that was
little given to satire he revived in The Way of All Flesh
(1903) something of the spirit of Swift. This novel, which
was largely autobiographical, showed an education in a
clerical houschold, and in a bitter and comic manner
destroyed the compromise with which Victorian society

IHE NOVEL FROM DICKENS TO THE PRESENT 255

heltered itself. In an even closer approach to Swift’s
manner Butler attacked contemporary values in two
‘gatires, Erewhon (1872) and Erewhon Revisited (1901).

=:'- ntellectually he was a rebel, and while this drove him at
fimes into eccentricity, it allowed him to challenge all the
| values upon which society was basing itself. Butler saw
" that the worship of the machine made man its slave and
that the machine as master would challenge and destroy

o

* givilization. He explores the treatment of disease, crime,

i de education, exposing the shallow inconsistencies and
idublous values on which the confident action of society
" s based. He does not approach as closely as Swift to des-
pair, for one is aware ever of a certain zest and enjoyment
in life. He has also a quiet, wan optimism. If reason were
.~ allowed to function, he believes that life might be toler-
" able and kindly. Much that Butler wrote reads today
like prophecy, and in his essays as well as his fiction he

ghows himself one of the most original minds of his time.
- His contribution was rather to ideas than to the form of
" fiction, though the opening of Erewhon shows how natur-

* ally and vividly he could write.
Between 1870 and 1880 there appeared new values

" both in the fiction produced and in the audience which

read it. There was an increase in the number of people

- who could read, and many of them were without tradition
" and opposed to the long three-volume novels which had
| previously been popular. Publishers did not at once be-
~ come aware of this change, but gradually they found that

_ ghorter and cheaper volumes were more profitable.

" Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-94) was oné of the earliest

writers to make publishers aware of these changes. He
had published without much success, in a boys’ periodical,

" a romance entitled Treasure Island. When an enter-
. prising publisher reissued this in volume form in 1883, it
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was immediately popular with the new adult public. With
the short novel came the short story, to which Edgar
Allan Poe had already given such vogue in America.
Stevenson again made an important contribution, with
the New Arabian Nights (1882). There followed a number
of romances and mystery stories, including Kidnapped
(1886), The Black Arrow (1888), The Master of Ballantrae
(1889), and The Wrong Box (1889). In Dr Jekyll and Mr
Hyde he departed from his usual manner to write a
modern allegory of the good and evil in the human
personality. At his death he was working on an un-
finished novel, Weir of Hermiston, which some have
thought the most finished product of his whole work.
Stevenson in all that he wrote, in his essays, his letters,
and his novels, remained an artist. He was in style self-
conscious, exacting from himself perfection. Sometimes,
indeed, one is led to think that the style was too good for
the work. Stevenson is leading the novel back towards
story-telling and to the romance. It could be led to worse
places, but one is conscious of the difference between
him and the great masters of the art.

Stevenson is so-consistent an artist that it is difficult at
first to realize the phenomenon that had produced his
success. The new reading public wanted a fiction that
was easy, and not too long. The type of demand had
always been present, but with the increase in the reading
public the clamour for it increased. From this time on-
wards one can detect two types of fiction-writers: those
who deliberately or naturally adapt themselves to the
great public, and those who follow their art into more
difficult places and are often denied popular esteem. Thus
the history of the great successes from 1870 is not neces-
sarily the basis of the history of English fiction in that
period. The following, for instance, is a list of the writers

1
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who in their day have been outstandingly successful:

‘Ouida’, Rider Haggard, Conan Doyle, Mrs Humphry
Ward, Hall Caine, Marie Corelli, Grant Allen, and

' EdgarWallace.Allofthcirworkwanimple.enoughfot
 the great audience to understand, though their approach

to fiction as an art varied. Most of them could tell a
story, and this is particularly true of such writers as Conan
Doyle in the Sherlock Holmes stories, or even Edgar
Wallacc,who,hadhcta.kenmorcpahn,mighth.ave
written work that mattered. Rider Haggard again misses
only by a little the opportunity of being something more
than a writer of successful romances. He is obviously so
much more competent than Grant Allen, whose The
Woman Who Did was in 1895 not only topical, but daring.
It was the same topical element that swept Mrs Humphry
Ward’s Robert Elsmere into every drawing-room in Eng-
land. Her popularity was due not to the new, uneducated
audience, but to the fact that in her discussions of the
Ghrisﬁanfaithahcseizeduponathmuppctmti.ntbc
mind of her time. Sometimes popularity may disguzse‘an
author’s genuine merit. So P. G. Wodchouse’s reception
by a vast audience has obscured the fact that he is not
only a writer of most brilliant idiomatic English but that
he has added to our vocabulary. It is dangerous to judge
any writer solely in the terms of the reception that he
receives. At the same time, from the eighties onwards the
production of a large amount of very competent ﬁcuon
written solely with the eye on the audience complicates
any account of the novel at the present time.

With these writers one approaches a modern pheno-
mmonthatmakesdiﬂictdtthcpathofaaiﬁc.con.an
Doylehaabeenknowntoscvcralgmaationsofl’:‘mghsh
readers at all levels of education and critical intelligence,
and his stories much enjoyed. His detective, Sherlock
HEL~I7
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delight in efficiency gave him pleasure in the mechanical
aspects of his age, and often his imagery is derived from
mechanism. His style was as simple in form as that of the
Bible, but he had a lively imagination which threw in
the vivid but unexpected word to enliven the sentence,
So certain was he inhisnarrative that each sentence seems
to be inevitable and nothing is wasted. Seldom does he
attempt to present subtle characters, but in a few firm
strokes he places his people into the narratives which he
could tell so well. He had seen India as a child, and as a
young journalist, and it is this child’s vision that, when
fully in control, gives his descriptions of Indian life a
quality to which no other English writer attained. It
appears in an unadulterated form in Kim, the most
memorable of the novels, which remains a part of the
small residue of imaginative literature that England’s
contact with India has produced.

Kipling was the voice of Imperialism triumphant,
though there were signs, particularly in his poem Reces-
sional, that he knew the dangers into which England
might be led. Self-criticism, and even self-condemnation
appeared in the novel of the early twentieth century t(:
an extent which Kipling would not have approved. With
such a mood did John Galsworthy (1867-1933) begin his
career as a novelist with The Island Pharisees (1904).
Later, in a series of volumes beginning with The Man of
Property (1906), he portrayed the life of the contemporary
upper-middle classes. Published as The Forsyte Saga this
series, and its sequels, had great popularity in England
and in other countries. After his death his reputation
suddenly declined, but has been spectacularly revived by
radio and television versions. At his best he had a gift
similar to that of Anthony Trollope of making a whole
class in society come to life. But he departs from Trollope
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' in attempting through this portraiture to assess the values

of his age. In The Forsyte Saga this is defined af.g_tﬁs__tru:ug_l_e_

 of Beauty against the Idea of Property or Possession. Irene
" is Beauty and Soames Forsyte, her husband, is Possession,

exacting even forcibly his marital rights. The weaker part
of Galsworthy’s art lay in his subconscious sympathy with |
the Forsytes. This obscurity of vision led younger critics
to such virulent attacks as D. H. Lawrence’s essay.

While Galsworthy portrayed the upper-middle classes,
Arnold Bennett (1867-1931) showed the life of the ‘Five
Towns’, the “Potteries’ of Staffordshire, and those who
went out from them. Too often he succumbed to the
temptations which a commercial world offers to the
successful. In The Card (1911) he described a character
‘wheedling’ his way to the showy elegance of the capital.
Bennett was a literary ‘Card’, but he was often an artist,
and The Old Wives’ Tale (1908) is as satisfactory a novel as
any in the period. He had studied French models, parti-
cularly Maupassant, and his firm portrayal of two sisters
of contrasting personality has a complete integrity. This
solid realism was later underestimated, particularly when
Virginia Woolf, in defending her impressionist manner,
made Bennett her main adversary in Mr Benneit and Mrs
Brown (1924). This attack might be true of his ponderous
trilogy Clayhanger (1910), Hilda Lessways (1911), and These

Twain (1916), but he returned to a more mature manner
in a study of a miser, Riceyman Steps (1923)-

Across the whole field of twentieth-century fiction are
scattered the innumerable publications of H, G. Wells
(1866-1946). From the time he jumped the counter of
the draper’s stores, where he was apprenticed, until his
death, Wells wrote novels, essays, histories, outlines, and
programmes for world regeneration. In The Time
Machine (1895) he invented a new form of scientific
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romance, possessing an apparent authenticity and li
detail. In quick succession appeared The It:mubkh;:la:
(1897); The War of the Worlds (1898); When the Slesper
Wakes (1899) ; and The First Men in the Moon (1go1). In the
romances which followed, The Food of the Gods (1g04) and
In the Days of the Comet (1906), ideas began to intrude,
Wel]_s'waaalrea.dyaSociaJistandwishedtobﬁngﬁle
precision of science into human life. In 4 Modern Utopia
(1905) he portrayed a vision of a reasonable world.
Fc_)ttuna.tcly,addedtothisintexutinideas,hchada
Dickensian gift for comedy, which he exploited in The
Mfkm's of Chance (1896); Love and Mr Lewisham (1900);
Kipps (1905); and The History of Mr Polly (1910). There
followed novels of contemporary problems: Ann Veronica
(1909), his portrait of the emancipated woman, and The
New Machiavelli (1911), based on contemporary political
movements and figures. In Tomo Bungay (19og) he
masts:redthianewforminexposingdwevﬂsofoommucial
publl.city.-During the First World War he recorded his
reactions in -Mr Britling Sees it Through (1916) and later
d.eveloped his hopes for reorganization in an interpreta-
tion of the past of the world in The Outline of History (1920).
No one can understand the early twentieth century, in its
hopes and its disillusionments, without studying Wells.
Apa-u-t from the social novelists, fiction in the early
twentieth century showed great variety. By common
consent one ofdlemmormﬂmjomefKorzmiowaH,
aPohsl'}captainintheEnglishmmhantmarhe,anda
naturalized British citizen known as Joseph Conrad
(1@57—-1924). With a wide experience of the sea and of
Amaan.dtheAmcricasand the ports of the world, he
wrote, in an English that was elaborate and str: :
rhythmical, a series of novels beginning with Almayer’s
Folly (1895). In his own day much of his popularity was
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based on his early novels of the sea and of strange places.

Outstanding were The Nigger of the Narcissus (1898);

Youth (1902); and Lord Jim (1900), the story of a young
Englishman who in a moment of panic deserts his sinking

ship, but ultimately retrieves his honour by his death.
These coloured, romantic novels won him his reputation
and it is through them that he retains many of his readers.
Yet to a selected element in a younger generation, led
by an able chapter in F. R. Leavis’s The Great Tradition,
it was the complex novels of the middle and later period
that established Conrad’s major claims as a novelist:
- Nostromo (1904); The Secret Agent (1907); Under Western
Eyes (1911); Chance (1914); and many others. The basis
" for Conrad’s fiction is the adventure story, but told with
. acomplex evocation of mood and a constant psychological

interest. It is as if the work of R. L. Stevenson had been
rewritten by Henry James. He is self-conscious in his

 art, and the self-consciousness intrudes. Like Flaubert he
- seeks for pcrfectlon, and sometimes the reader may watch
' him making his slow progress to his ideal. Often he writes
'~ of violence and danger, but not of these only, for, like
. some of the ‘impressionist’ painters, he secks to capture

elusive moods, using a rich and coloured vocabulary,

 almost as if he employed words as pigments. While he
.~ depicts the surface reactions of life, he endeavours, as do

some of the Russian novelists, to portray the more

-mysteriausmoodsofconsciousiess.lnthelaternovds

the moral dilemma of the characters is explored with a

 brilliance of detail. He has a greater integrity as an

artist than many of his age, and one forgets that he is a
foreigner writing English as one follows the strange and

- complex beauty of his prose.

By his very origins Joseph Conrad helped to give a

k cosmopolitan variety to the novel, and much of the
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enterprise in twentieth-century fiction has come from an
interest in foreign modcls.’George Moore (1852-1933)
profited by years in France with a study of Zola, Mau-
passant, and the Goncourts, His work is difficult to judge,
for he has been surrounded by admirers who feel that
any gesture of criticism is a mixture of heresy and vul-
garity. He was self-consciously an artist but also a poseur,
and his prose though often beautiful is seldom free from
affectation. Irish by birth but Parisian by education, he
dramatized his conception of himself as an artist, and
possibly his best work is to be found not in the novels
but in a series of autobiographical narratives, including
Confessions of a Young Man (1888); Hail and Farewell: Ave
(1911), Salve (1912), Vale (1914). His talent was varied
and included the bold naturalism of Esther Waters (1894),
the graceful prose of The Brook Kerith (1916), a religious
novel, and Héloise and Abelard (19a1).

The variety of able work in this period is bewildering.
Ford Madox Ford, the Editor of the English Review, in
a series of novels on the character of Tietjen — Some Do
Not (1924); No More Parades (1925); A Man Could Stand
Up (1926) ; and in 1928 Last Post - established a reputation
moreintthnitedStatcsthaninEnglandforan
elaborate study of personal relations, worked out with a
deliberate and adult’ artistry. The brilliant though way-
ward talent of Wyndham Lewis (1884-1951) amounted
at times to genius, but the uncertainty of his moods gave
Tarr (1918); The Apes of God (1930) ; and The Childermass
(1928) less popularity than they deserved. In other
moods there was Robert Graves (b. 1895), a most diversi-
fied man of letters, who brought a new image to the
historical novel with I Claudius (1934) ; Claudius the God
(1934); Wife to Mr Milton (1943).

Inthcmodemperiodﬁctioniadu'ivndﬁ'omboth
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daw of Henry James, but increasingly so after the
World War. If one looks at the most notab!c fiction
Arising from that war, two volumes are written by
: Ernest Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms

could be urged that, in modern times, literature in the
‘English language should be criticized as one theme.
Bpace doesnotpcrmittheattempthm,but,apmffom .
{ﬁdrgtmtnasandthdrappeal,qﬁtusmch:ul:lemmg— -
| way and Faulkner and, in drama, Eugene O’Neill, have
deeply influenced English writers, so t.h:atm many ways
ot storyisuninte.llig’ibleunlmAmmm':.n'htcratureu
" added. Thus no novel of the Spanish Civil War has a

3 Tolis (1940).

Fromthetwentiestotheﬁlﬁesthm_ha.dbeenahig‘h
level of performance in the novel, yet its importance in
1 ncietyasawholcwasdecﬁrﬁng.'lhswasah:cadyu-ucm
the days of sound radio, but the effect was increased by

" television. Further, the conditions of modern life have
told against reading. The Second World War with con-
" finement to shelters and homes encouraged fiction

. reading, as Trollope’s rediscovered popularity showed.
Possibly fiction reading can develop under modern

~ conditions only as a minority activity. It can never be a

1 - - - - . -Up
central feature of society as it was in the Victorian age

; tothebeginningoftheFirstWorldWarthcprol.monal

'~ classes, and even Prime Ministers, had ample leisure. If

| political leaders no longer wrote books as did Gladstone

_ and Disraeli, they read widely, and much of their reading

" was in the novel. The dominance of radio and the tele-

 (vision screen has already been indi i uced

. certain writers to an audience of millions. Galsworthy’s
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posthumous success has already been mentioned, and it is
without parallel. But other writers, Trollope, Kipling,
Maugham and Wells, all found vast radio and ision
audiences. The decline MM‘G%;%
is reflected in the decay of the circulating libraries of
which the chief was Mudie’s in London, now long de-
stroyed. It looked rather like a shabby and secular
cathedral, and that, in a way, waswhat it was, The middle-
class public came there to seck, every week, on borrowing
‘terms, its assignment of new fiction, conscious that Mr
Mudie had blessed the works, and said, in the manner of
his Creator, that they were good. Mudie’s emporium in
New Oxford Street in London has, as was mentioned
above, long disappeared, but when Boots, the chemists, in
1965 closed their circulating libraries in London and the
provinces the era of the fiction-lending library was at an
end. On writers, the tradition had been restrictive: the
audience and the libraries demanded a literature that was
intelligent, discreet, but lacking in depth, and devoid of
the outspoken, particularly in sexual themes. Hugh Wal-
pole, whose work is mentioned later, is the most typical, if
not the most brilliant, of these practitioners. He had taste
and discernment. He collected pictures. He was himself
painted by Augustus John and Sickert, and his head was
sculptured by Epstein. He was aware of a literature of a
depth and intensity, different from his own. He was a
friend of Conrad, and he joined in the campaign to defend
D. H. Lawrence, but in his own writing he was one of
Mudie’s men. These novelists who belonged to the trade
ofﬁctionmadcfomma,andwmcvmnationalﬁguru.
Even as late as 1931, when Arnold Bennett was dying,
straw was placed in the road, outside his London flat, to
deaden the noise.
It is difficult to summarize the work of these decades
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I\lwh.en so much fiction was produced. Popularity sometimes

affects critics in estimating a writer, and W. Somerset

- Maugham (1874-1965) has thus suffered conspicuously.

His early novels, which included Liza of Lambeth (1897)

* and the autobiographical Of Human Bondage (1915), were

realistic studies of London life, but in later novels he used

. China and Malaya as a background in The Trembling of a

Leaf (1921) and The Painted Veil (1925). 'I'lwsc,.and a
number of other novels and volumes of short stories and
his plays, gave him a very large audience despite the

- meglect of the critics. Early studies in Maupassant in-

fluenced his economy in narrative and helped l:nm to
exclude sentimentality and to deal with sexual relations
with an unabashed frankness. He conveyed no message, as
did many of'his contemporaries, anc arhm.iife appeared in
unpleasant patterns he recorded them without apology.
His realism had elements of cynicism, but his prose can
have the unaffected strength of Swift. The Razor’s Edge,
which had a great success in 1944, is his nearest approach
a philosophical novel.
toAl:nore Phl al writer to whom popularity did not
come easily was[E. M. Forster| 187g-1970). He began with
stories which had myth fantasy and were later re-
printed as The Celestial Omnibus (1911) and The Eternal
Moment (1928). His first novel was Where Angcl.: Fur to
Tread (1905), followed in 1908 by 4 Raam with a View,
first drafted in 1903. He had found something um_mona]ly
incomplete in English life, particularly in the life of an
English schoolboy, and here he explores the contrast of |
more passionate Italian life. The Longest Journey (1.907),
brilliant but uneven, again emphasized the inner,
life. These themes were developed with maturity
in Howards End (1910), an admirable picture of English
middle-class life before the First World War and an
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exploration of its complexities, Again the emphasis was
on the inner, emotional life. Forster travelled widely and
residence in Egypt produced not only an unusual guide-
book to Alexandria (1g22), but Phares and Pharillon.
Wider recognition came from his Indian visits and the
publication of 4 Passage to India (1924). His novel was
based on much knowledge and a genuine affection for
Indian people, It was an admirable corrective to Kipling,
for with a realism, subtly evoked, Forster showed not
the romance of the east, but actual peopleand the difficulty
they have in mutual understanding. The atmosphere,
though clearly presented, is contrived with a minimum
of detail. In his later years Forster achieved great
authority in the literary world, and, apart from his novels,
was known for his lectures, Aspects of the Novel (1927)
and his essays, Abinger Harvest (1936). 4 Passage to India is
to be valued, for England’s contact with India produced
little such imaginative work. L. H. Myers (1881-1944)
wrote out of his invention and reading the impressive
historical trilogy The Root and the Flower (1935), which
many Indians have admired, Kipling and Forster, though
in different moods, employed contemporary scenes and
their own experience. The governing mood of 4 Passage
to India is satirical, and the same spirit was to be found in
a number of writers of the time, including the ironical
mysticism of T, F. Powys’s Mr Weston’s Good Wine (1927).
Among original writers a high place is now given by
common consent to D. H. Lawrence (1885-1930), the
son of a. miner in a village near Nottingham, whose
tormented life is well recorded in his Letters. His back-
ground was different from that of any novelist of his time,
He knew the miners, their wives, the cramped houses,
the huddled life, the cruelties and debasements, and the
smell of the slag heaps, But he knew, too, the country
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by, and sometimes he ached for its fresh smells, its

o of growth, the sounds of birds, and the footprints of
:igfﬁjx ingrt;c snow. If the backgrom}d. was. different, so
| was his inner experience. Modern civilization thwarted
his spirit and he could find no consolation, as Weil.s had
'done, in making blue-prints for a new world. The disease
" was one which admitted no intellectual cure, for thg
" modern world seemed to Lawrence to have corrupted
| man’s emotional life. Even passion had b.ecome sorne
1 niggling by-product of the intelligence. To d.l.S-COVC‘I‘ again
' a free flow of the passionate life became for him almost a

ical ideal, Iment and there was
mystical ideal, for there was fulfi
poy\ier. His early novels, of which the most successful was
Sons and Lovers (1913), had only hinted at these later

"I. developments, He had been content in this, the most

normal of his works, with a vivid, realistic picturr‘: of the
Nottingham life which he knew. .Grac‘tually his lob\:n
philosophy asserted itself in his fiction, i The Rainbow
(1915), Women in Love (1921), and z:iarons Rod (19’;23;
The European war, in which for me(_hcal reasons }11: .

been a non-combatant, increased his sense of isolation,

" ashe showed in Kangaroo (1923), the most revealing if not

the most satisfactory of his works. This deta{:h{nc.nt fx.'r:-m
civilized life now became mixed with a certa.m'untabﬂlty
accompanied by a sense of surrender of the intellect to
more elemental and irrational elements, and, as he sh.m\-rs
in The Plumed Serpent (1926), he sought among more Pr}?l-;
tive people in Mexico for the more flatural life whi ;

Europe could not give. In its emPhasm on the physmaci
his work had aroused criticism in some F;ua.rtcrs, zav.::1

some of his novels had been banned. As if in revenge, he
published in Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928) a franker de:
cription of the physical relations of two 10-vcr? thanlhad
yet appeared in English fiction. Its publication in Englan
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In an unexpurgated form long after Lawrence’s death led
glg&t?mmmﬁﬂpmecuﬁmforobmity.z\sa
r?sult,thnnovelha.dafarlalgerdrculationthanmy of
his other works, and won a licence for free expression for
younger novelists of which Lawrence himself might not
have fully approved.
Though he wrote with great care he added little to the
glz‘;:ofthen?v?l, though his own philosophy led to a much
X er description of sexual life than his predecessors had
m. 'I'hu-eare.elementsinhisworkwhich may be con-
ed. He rejected tradition, partly because he had
never known it, and instead of struggling to remake
@hzan?n he turned upon it a loathing that culminated
in despair. The intellect, one of the major instruments
al]ov:redtomanifheistoseckthereasonablelife he
despised. So much may be said on the adverse side of the
b?l?nce,anditmmtbeadmittodthatinthuedh'ecﬁom
!mm.ﬂuenochasbempcrniciom But it is difficult to judge
in a cold and calculating way one who suffered so much
and.one who had such originality of vision and ahee:-
gelfxm.Norevmhthemoctdetachedmmmarymthc
!:stfma.-tebcle&intlﬁsnegatiw condition. His plea, taken
in its urpp!eut form, that civilization had degraded’man’s
thescxuall:.fe,waaapemn' ent one. At one period his beliefin
]::as-uonssem:s‘ahmsttobwomcmyatiml,uifhem
regamning something of Blake’s vision. But his sense of
moltf.tlonthwartedhim, and at length almost degraded his
genius. '.l"o style, in the ordinary definition of the word, he
was indifferent. Hesecmstohackhismeaningout of’the
words, as his forebears had hacked coal from the pits. But
theeﬁ'octsa::eoﬁginaLHeinventedahnguageinwhich
forscxualexpmenceca:nbcdcsu-ibed,andhchadameeye
l0r every movement in nature, as if there, without knowin
it, he found the sole consolation for his spirit. Nowhere ditgl
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ywrite more movingly than in his letters. It is difficult to
¢ that any writer in English fiction in the twentieth
atury has achieved as much as Lawrence.
' The boldness of expression which D. H. Lawrence had
ght to the novel was found also in his younger contem=
porary, Aldous Huxley (188¢4-1963). No finer intelli-
gence has applied itself to fiction in this century, and
though for a time he submitted to Lawrence’s influence,
no man could have had such a different background. In
jm the great influences of Victorian art and science
wet: on his father’s side he was descended from Thomas
Huxley, who had been Charles Darwin’s champion in
‘the discussions on evolution, and, on his mother’s side,
from Matthew Arnold. His education was not that of the
Nottingham mining village, but of Eton and Balliol.
Heredity with Huxley seems to have counted more than
formal education, for he brought to the novel the know-
ledge and analysis of a scientist, and the curiosity in form
. of an artist. His early novels were comic and satiric
. parratives, prefiguring the disillusionment of young
" Englishmen in the years after the First World War. In
. Crome Yellow (1921) and Antic Hay (1923) he revelled in
 the comic exposure of life’s deceit. Gradually the cynicism
- gave place to more serious inquiry and both elements
- met in Those Barren Leaves (1925). He was not seeking any
~ easy solution of his dilemma, for like Lawrence he was
tormented by the strange phenomenon of man, the
animal with a mind. Unlike Lawrence, he did not regard
. sexual experience with pleasure, and certainly not as a
medium of illumination; though the theme fascinated
him, it filled him with disgust, as he watched the petty
lecheries of his characters, unable to detach himself, yet
tortured by his preoccupation. Like Swift, he was
angered at the jest that makes life thus, but, unlike Swift,
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he was aware that this strange beast, man, had also
created symphonies, painted pictures, and had moments
of vision. All this led to the most brilliant and original of
his novels, Point Counter Point (1928). In the brittle
illusion of a well-ordered mechanical world, he found no
consolation, and he satirized such beliefs in Brave New
World (1932). From 1933 the changed political scene in
Europe gave to his thought a greater urgency and
seriousness. The beast, which he had already discovered
in man, now seemed ready to destroy the graces which
had offered to the civilized world a minor compensation.
In Eyeless in Gaza (1936) he expounded his deepened
vision but he had reached an impatience with fiction as a
medium. So in Ends and Means (1937) he set out his ideas
without the embarrassment of a story. In Time Must Have
a Stop (1945) and Ape and Essence (1949) he returned to
fiction without adding much to the earlier novels. From
1938 he had lived in California and as his sight deterior-
ated he became more interested in mysticism and a quieter
tone pervaded his last novel Tke Island (1962).

(1882—1941) and D. H. Lawrence were
e most ‘original novelists of the century, though in the
sixties Joyce’s popularity did not keep pace with that of
Lawrence. Joyce, like Shaw and Yeats, was Irish. Unlike
them, he did not reside in England. Much of his life was
spent on the Continent, but spiritually he never left Dub-
lin. His early short stories, Dubliners, were brief impres-

sionistic studies, as clear-cut as those of Maupassant. His -

individual art began to show itselfin 4 Portrait of the Artist
as a Young Man (1916), and appeared fully formed in
Ulysses (1922). After seventeen years this was followed
by Finnegans Wake (1939). Joyce attempted to make a
fiction that would image the whole of life, conscious and
subconscious, without any concessions to the ordinary
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conventions of speech. He would break up the ordinary
structure of the language until it could imagine these
fluctuating impressions. More philosophically, he came
to feel that time and space are artificial, and that all is
related, and that art should be a symbol of that relation-
ship, His work has become notorious, because in this
pursuit he described, particularly in the close of Ulysses,
these inner contemplations of his characters when they
concentrate on their own sexual life. To judge him from
these passages alone is to miss his seriousness as an artist.
He had Dublin and the Catholic Church as his back-
ground, and from them both he revolted, as can be seen in

A Portrait of the Artist. Both were highly organized unities,

and to leave them, particularly to leave the Church,
was emotionally to enter into chaos. Psychologically
Joyce is for ever attempting to re-seek unity in a world
that is disorganized. The greater his attempt to define the
Unity, the more do the broken fragments fall in minute
pieces through his hands. Compared with Finnegans Wake,
the outline of Ulysses is simple. Instead of the wanderings
of Homer’s Ulysses over the geographical world, Joyce
shows the mental wanderings of a character in Dublin
for the space of twenty-four hours. He retains sometimes
the ordinary grammatical structure in the sentences, and
the sequences of thought, once one has caught his devices
for suggesting the free association in the mind, are not
difficult to follow. By the side of Finnegans Wake the earlier
novel seems a primer, for in this immense work Joyce had
written a collection of words, some derived from languages
other than English, and many apparently invented,
whose significance no single reader can ever hope to gain.
His genius is, however, a sincere one and his boldness in
invention has influenced a number of younger writers
who have followed him at a modest dlsta.ncc

HEL-18
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Nothing in the novel in the twentieth century can fully
compare with Joyce. To read him and Virginia Woolf
together is to realize all that from upper-mid
timidity she was led to exclude. His expression might
have been a more ample one if he had not been hounded
by censorship. Talent there has been in amplitude in the
twentieth-century novel, but genius seldom. In Joyce
there was a fierce and absolute genius that is difficult to
follow. !
While the novel in Lawrence and Huxley depended

mainly on ideas, a group of writers in the present century
have employed it to explore the inner aspects of the
human personality. Some of them have been encouraged
by the study of the subconscious to penetrate beneath the
surface reactions in life, They believed that the novelist
who portrays a mind as if it conducted its thought in
well-ordered sentences is giving only an artificial impres-
sion. "This portrayal of the inner life has often entered
into the novel, but in the present age it has been explored
more profoundly, and with the aid of the psychological
sciences, which have shown how disordered is our hidden
mental existence. One of the earliest novelists of this type
in England was Dorothy Richardson, whose Pointed Roofs
(1915) was the first instalment of a series of novels in which
the consciousness of a single character was expgsed. Her
Wor, notreceived the recognition accorded to
@n—f]f?(s 1882-1941), who began in the same year as
Dorothy Richardson with The Voyage Out (1915), and
who developed her art in a number of novels which in-
clude Night and Day (1919); Facob’s Room (1922); Mrs
Dalloway (1925) ; To the Lighthouse (1927) ; Orlando (1928);
The Waves (1931); The Years (193%); and Between the
Acts (1941), which she left at her death not fully revised.
Her method was usually to accept a plot which had a
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' simple outline, but to exploit it with an impressionism
. which seized upon every detail, however minute, and to
. order these details not in a rational arrangement but as

they stream through the mind of one of her c.haracte.rs. The
novel was thus one variation on the interior soliloquy,

~ though diffuseness was avoided by the retention of the

central and well-ordered theme. Armed with an acute
intelligence and sensibility, she suffused every evanescent
mood with a romantic quality that added to the buoyancy
of the narration. In addition, she possessed wit, as can be
seen in Orlando, and a tenderness without sentimen-
tality aided in evoking ‘these previously unappre-
hen?lLd'human relations. The characters which she thus
captured in the undress of their mental life were su-ch as
shared her intelligence and her decencies. Even 1;F she
appeared to have exposed all, there was n.mch still to
disclose. This can be seen once her work is compared
with that of James Joyce. In 1953 appeared extracts from
her autobiography, showing she had a profound revela-
tion of an artist’s relation to the work created. b
| Though Virginia Woolf may be one of the most original

| women writers of fiction in the twentieth century, other
| women have made a major contribution. Senior amongst

them was Rose Macaulay (1881-1957). Her early talent
was satiric, as in Orphan Island (1924), but her more
ambitious work came later; the historical novel Tfagr
Were Defeated (1932) and a brilliant .last novel, with
lighter movements, The Towers ef Trebzz‘md '(1956). She
lacked the aggressively original and distinctive talent of
Ivy Compton-Burnett (1892-1969), who wt"otc Dolores as
early as 1911, but invented a manner t?ntlraly her own
with Brothers and Sisters (1929) and a series of s?bsequent
novels. All these narratives are set in the pe1:10d‘1885—
1901, chosen to give a background where family life was
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dominant, and when in large country houses life could be
isolated, violent, and eccentric; Greek tragedy given a
Victorian setting. There is an atmosphere often associated
with Ireland. The novels are almost entirely in dialogue,
with much wit and aphoristic phrasing that have led
some, mistakenly, to compare her with Jane Austen. Her
?mrld is far more sinister: Brothers and Sisters (1929) has
incest; in Men and Wives (1931) a child kills his mother; in
M.m.rmmu and Maidservant (1947), apart from other
crimes, there is a contemplated parricide. Frequent
ingredients are a tyrannical figure at the centre, much
cc!nspiracy within families, and a flourishing of the
wicked. She has had a coterie of most intelligent admirers,
who select as among her best work : Men and Wives (1931) ;
More Women Than Men (1933); A House and Its Head
(1935) ; Daughters and Sons (1937); A Family and a Fortune
(1939); and Manservant and Maidservant (1947). Her
talent gives a surface of elegance with evil lurking under-
neath. Her genius has an element of the satanic, but one
could wish that comedy had a larger place, for with the
single phrase she could create brilliance: “To know
all is to forgive all, and that would spoil everything’; or
‘Pride may go before afall, But it may also continue after’.
Her long career continued with an unusual evennessin
achievement, Among the more recent novels were The
ilff:%ht_)y and Their Fall (1961) and 4 God and His Gifis
1963).

Katherine Mansfield (1888-1923), a New Zealander,
was the wife of Middleton Murry, critic, biographer, and
commentator on D. H. Lawrence. She had a vogue in
her own day for her short stories: In a German Pension
(1911); Prelude (1918); Bliss (1920); and The Garden
Party (1922), but her reputation has not endured. She
concentrated on the individual emotion, and on sensi«
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bility, but the comparisons made to Chekhov now seem

~ excessive. Her posthumously published Fournal was a

brave attempt at self-analysis in a much involved per-
sonality. Rosamond Lehmann (b. 1904), who also derived
from a romantic tradition, wrote sparingly but with
brilliance. Her early work, Dusty Answer (1927) seemed to
have been influenced by Meredith. Her later novels
show sensibility with a wider awareness of life than some
of her contemporaries. A Note in Music appeared in 1934,
but she may be best remembered for The Ballad and the
Source (1944), which contrasted a young girl’s impression
of an older woman with the actuality of that woman’s life.
Rebecca West (b. 1892), acritic and observer of discretion,
had an imagination more immediately in contact with
current circumstance. Her novels included The Return of
the Soldier (1918); The Fudge (1922); and Harriet Hume
(1929). To the novel of the elucidation of personal senti-
ment and human relations Elizabeth Bowen (b. 1899)
made a distinguished contribution beginning with The
Hotel (1927) and followed by a number of novels including
To The North (1932); The House in Paris (1935) ; The Death
of the Heart (1938); The Heat of the Day (1949); and The
World of Love (1955). Typical and most effective is The
Death of the Heart, which explored with subtlety the emo-
tions of an adolescent girl placed in a complicated and
insecure human situation. The scene is contemporary
among the upper-middle-class people who never discuss
politics or indeed any subject outside their own relation~
ships and their own emotions. Delicate and revealing as
is this work, one cannot help but feel how removed it was
from all the harsher realities of the year 1938 when it
appeared and, indeed, this fiction, which was so com-
petentlyreprcsentcdinthcﬁmtthrccdgcadcsofthe
twentieth century, was to come to an end.
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Many practised the novel with intelligence and skill

without adding substantially to its form. Without naming

all the writers of this category, three may be taken as
examples; Hugh Walpole (1884-1941), J. B. Priestley
(b. 1894), and L. P. Hartley (b. 1895). Hugh Walpole,
beginning with The Wooden Horse (1909), studied English
types, sometimes, as in The Cathedral (1922), in a manner
reminiscent of Trollope. His later long historical novel,
Rogue Herries (1930), in an ample narrative vigorously
explored a number of aspects ef character. J. B. Priestley’s
meteoric rise with The Good Companions (1929) has been
followed by Angel Pavement (1930) and other novels.
Those who dislike popularity have vehemently attempted
to minimize his achievement. Beginning with his York-
shire background, he has, in his expansive volumes, been
able to elucidate much in the contemporary scene. He has
appealed to a vast audience that was not aware of fiction
before it encountered his work, a similar audience to that
Dickens captured. Similarly L. P. Hartley exercised a
consistent talent in the short story and the novel, with
sensitive studies of English life as in The Shrimp and the
Anemone (1944) and Eustace and Hilda (1947).

Of writers of a younger generation it is possible only to
make a selection. Joyce Cary (1888-1957) added new
strains to the novel. His early themes had an African
background, Aissa Saved (1932) and An African Witch
(1936) to which he added later the most notable of these
studies, Mister Johnson (1939). They show much under-
standing of the problems of Europeans and Africans in a
contemporary setting. Among his other novels there were
three linked volumes Herself Surprised (1941), To Be a
Pilgrim (1942), and The Horse’s Mouth (1944), which
appeared during the Second World War. They showed a
great sense of zest of life, an emphasis on the colour and
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the delight of living all held within a modern, picaresque
theme, particularly in the person of Jimson, the rogue
hero,
One of the difficult writers to assess is Charles Morgan
(1894-1958). In his novels he analysed the finer shades of
feeling on a background that was clegant and mystical.
He found a wide public for Portrait in a Mirror (1929),
The Fountain (1932), and Sparkenbroke (1936). Critics in
Englanid were a little sardonic in their approach, but in
compensation he gained warm recognition in France. He
was an essayist of distinction and he wrote plays, such as
The River Line (1952) and The Burning Glass (1953), which
reflected, again in a mood highly personal and idealized,
problems arising from the Second World War.

writers born in the first decade of the twentieth
century |George (1903-50) had an impressive
and indwvid ent. A social historian in assessing what
happened to England in this period could not do better
than study Orwell. He had the conventional education
of the upper-class Englishman, but his family was com-
paratively poor: of this he grew conscious at his pre-
paratory school, and though Eton treated him with
kindliness, he left to go not to a University but to the
Imperial Police in Burma. There he developed the g:uilt
complex about imperialism so common in his generation.
All this resulted in his first novel Burmese Days (1934)-
In his view there was not only imperialism to be expiated,
for he had a vision of all the down-trodden and wished to
associate himself with them. From 1927 to 1933 he buried
himself in poverty, and there emerged the largely auto-
biographical Down and Out in Paris and London (193.3). By
a different route from his left-wing contemporaries he
had come to see the desolation of poverty and unemploy-
ment in France and England, and there followed a series
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of novels in which these problems were implied or openly
discussed: A Clergyman’s Daughter (1935); Keep the Aspi-
distra Flying (1936); and Coming Up for Air (1939). They
gained less attention than they deserved because Orwell
Wwas so separate from the left-wing literary groups and this
isolation also affected the reception of his essays, The Road
& Wigan Pier (1937). In an age of ‘committed’ writers it
was harsh to hear Orwell say: ‘No one who feels deeply
about English literature, or even prefers good English
to bad, can accept the discipline of a political party.’ In
the Spanish Civil War he was anti-fascist but highly
individual and the literary result was Homage to Catalonia
(1938), one of his most attractive books, His essays in
The Lion and the Unicorn (1941) showed him regarding the
English people with affection, though affirming that
England was ‘the most class-ridden country under the
sun’. In Animal Farm (1945), possibly influenced by Swift,
he portrayed the animals taking power and finding in it
their own corruption. Finally there came 1984 (1049),
with its cruel vision of the ultimate totalitarian world
where all is controlled for power, a vision far more
scarifying than that in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World.
Orwell’s originality lay in his awareness of the shape of
contemporary England: in this he anticipated younger
writers such as Kingsley Amis and John Wain, A number
of his contemporaries still moved among the upper-
middle classes, though often with an ironic eye. Such was
Evelyn Waugh (1903-66), one of the ablest novelists of
his generation. He had passages and scenes of outstanding
brilliance. His brother, Alec Waugh (b. 1898), gained an
early popularity with what seemed at the time a bold
documentary on public schools, The Loom of Youth (1917),
but his later novels were mainly ‘entertainments’. Evelyn
Waugh’s early novels shared something of Aldous
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ey’s satiric criticisms of sophisticated wuc;ty, but
s figures were more intellectual, W:aughs more
tocratic, and Waugh abandoned hunself more
pletely to high comedy. He had a farcical contemp-
umusthatwasallhisown,ashDadhca‘:wdFaH(lgas)
and Vile Bodies (1930). Hrstrave]smA.ﬁma,nndpax;
ticularly in Abyssinia, led to Black Mischief (1932),
'.HmdﬁdquM(lgs‘;),andtothemmcm!:rempumﬂ-
ism Scoop (1938). Waugh became a Catholic convert and,
‘uarcsult,adcpthofmioummmm'gledmththe
‘comedy of Brideshead Revisited (1945). This portrayed a
 nostalgia for a vanished England: an !England that.ufas
-,partlythedny-dmmofamanofmu.idlo-cla.saon.gm
uboutthcgrandeurandeleganoeofafmtocraucaoc?et?.
: Heretumedtosa&rcamongthemmmt_omm
 The Loved One (1948), but his major work of this later
; puiodwasthcuilogyofthewarpma:lMuAtfm

(1952), Officers and Gentlemen (1955), and mmmmdb

&nmakr(lgﬁl)inwhidlhnhm,(hy&?uchack,
.~ becomes the symbol of the defeated romantic. In the
| middleofworkonthistrilogytheattac.honhmua
mcﬁnnaryledtoamvingself-m}alyucalnowl, Tln
Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (1957), which may yet remain
one of the most revealing literary documents of the period.
Atthetimcofhisdcathhcwasmgagndonarfncmmable
autobiography, a part of which has been published.

Something of this cultivation of an elegant past ap-
peared in the novels of Anthony Powell (b. 1905). As
early as 1931 h.ghmMml}cc:po:ledﬂ.mﬁmblaand
extravagant behaviour of an aristocratic society no longer
secure in its tradition, In the war years he prepared a
volume on the antiquarian John Aubrey and returned to
fiction determined to ‘produce a really large work abo.ut
all the things I was interested in ~ the whole of one’s life



282 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE
in fact’. This became The Music of Time, including
volumes such as 4 Question of Upbringing (1951) ; A Buyer’s
Market (1952); The Acceptance World (1955); At Lady
Molly’s (1957); and Casanova’s Chinese Restaurant (1960).
Without any falling in standard it has been continued
with The Soldier’s Art which brings the narrative down to
1941 and The Military Philosophers (1968) which continues
this portrait of an age to the end of the Second World War.
In these later novels the prose is often pleasingly elaborate.
The characterization owes something to Aubrey, a little
more to Dickens, and the method is indebted in a general
way to Sterne and Proust. The credible is continuously in
contest with the extravagant and both win. It has been

' estimated that there are already two hundred characters
in this work: they all know each other, but in different
contexts, and make up the intimate intricacy of upper~
middle-class English life.

Evelyn Waugh’s name has been linked with that of
Graham Greene (b. 1904) because they were both Roman
Catholic converts, but as novelists they have little in
common. Greene is a realist, though he has given the
name ‘entertainments’ to some of his thrillers, such as
A Gun for Sale (1936); The Confidential Agent (1939); The
Ministry of Fear (1943); and his brilliant script for the
film The Third Man (1950). Even among these excite-
ments an element of moral inquiry prevails. His more
serious novels: England Made Me (1935) ; The Heart of the
Matter (1948) ; The End of the Affair (1951) — with Brighton
Rock (1938) poised somewhere between an ‘entertainment’
and a novel — show him as an outstanding novelist,
presenting character and emotion with sureness and a
cunning control of narrative. He has Maugham’s delight
in strange places and a ruthlessness in exploring human
experience, but with Greene the Catholic clement, as in

The Heart of the Matter, does give an added depth. In these

" novels he presents ‘good’ and' ‘evil’ in the theological
' sense, as distinct and sometimes even contradictory to
' kindness and to attempts at socially commendable be-
haviour. The hero of The Heart of the Matter is led to
 adultery and suicide and so, theologically, to damnation

solely because of an earnest instinct towards kindliness.

. Some critics felt that with 4 Burnt Out Case (1961) there
~ were signs that his best work had been achieved, but in

The Comedians (1966) he showed himself still, effectively,

~ occupied with the problems of good and evil on a brilliant
- and well-defined background in Tahiti.

Another novelist whose main contribution has been to

.~ contemporary realism is Christopher Isherwood (b. 1904),
- who, associated with W. H. Auden in his plays, wrote two

vivid documentary novels of pre-Nazi Germany in Mr
Norris Changes Trains (1935) and Goodbye to Berlin (1939)-
He has an economy of style and a modest approach to
themes illuminating the helplessness of ordinary in-
dividuals as a civilization begins to collapse. Mr Norris

| Changes Trains was a fantasy with a Berlin background of

the immediate pre-Hitler period, illustrating the de-
cadence of Berlin life, but also giving vivid pictures of the
rising cruelty of the Hitler groups. The central theme is
too fantastic but this contrasts with the passages where the
gangsterdom of German politics during these years is
illuminated. Goodbye to Berlin is nearer to reporting.
Jsherwood contrived to use a background which he
knew well to define a unique moment in these decades.
He went to the United States with W. H. Auden before
the Second World War and his later novels, such as Prater
Violet (1945) and The World in the Evening (1954) bave leas
significance. Rex Warner (b. 19o5) was again a writer
whose best writing belonged to the impact of the revolu-
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tionary political movement of the thirties. A classical
scholar, a critic and translator, he wrote two political
allegories in the form of fiction: The Professor (1938) and
The Aerodrome (1941). They illustrated the inadequacy of
liberalism and tradition when faced with totalitarian
power.

Contemporary with these, but seemingly untouched
by current influences, was Henry Green (b. 1905), a
writer of much originality, who wrote a series of novels
usually with one word titles, Blindness (1926); Living
(1929); Caught (1943); Loving (1945); Back (1946);
Concluding (1948); Nothing (1950); and Doting (1953).
He looks at the human scene with an independent fresh-
ness, almost ‘as if it had never been viewed before. In
Doting he contrived to conduct the whole action in
dialogue, but yet without any complexity. The seeming
simplicity of his approach may at first sight conceal

Out of the Second World War came a new tradition of
realistic fiction attempting to place on the current scene
the scientist, the psychologist, and the new men of
bureaucratic power. A popular attempt was made by
Nigel Balchin (1908-70). The Small Back Room (1943)
shows with all appearance of authenticity the rivalries of
scientists in competing war-time groups, while Mine
Own Executioner (1945) was the story of a psychiatrist. In a
similar way a contemporary success was obtained by
C. P. Snow (b. 1go5) who, drawn from Cambridge into
the war-time Governmental machinery, explored in
fiction ‘the corridors of power’. He planned a novel
sequence of some eleven volumes under the general title
of Strangers and Brothers. Of these The Masters (1951),
which showed the rivalries of personalities within a
college in Cambridge, obtained a wide recognition, as
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did The Conscience of the Rich (1958), and The Affair (1960).

i,

. Some complained of a certain flatness in the style, but
~ with Snow the novel did return to contemporary - prob-

lems and a gift for narrative allowed them to be explored

" with vivacity. He gained a wider popularity when The
'~ Masters and The Affair were successfully adapted as plays.
. In 1968 in The Sleep of Reason he added to the Strangers and
~ Brothers series with a novel most sensitive to the violence
. and psychotic crisis present in some elements of a rapidly
. changing society. The same quality appeared, with much
. originality, in the work of Angus Wilson (b. 1913). He
~ began to write with short stories in 1946. His main impact
' came with Hemlock and Afier (1952) ; Anglo-Saxon Attitudes
' (1956); The Middle Age of Mrs Eliot (1958); and Old Men

at the Zoo (1961). With much imagination and many post-
Freudian liberties he studies character in depth, showing,

i at the same time, a great command of narrative, which
" increases from one novel to another.

To a still younger generation a new hope seemed to lie
in the work of Kingsley Amis (b. 1922) and John Wain
(b. 1928). They, like the dramatist John Osborne (b.
1929) in Look Back in Anger, had discovered suddenly, as

. it would seem, the post-war proletarian England. Here
. was the actual world, that made Evelyn Waugh’s Brides-

head Revisited seem a fantasy. A generation that had set
aside imperialism as if it had never existed, puzzled and
angry in the pseudo-affluent confusion of an atomic age,
Jooked at life from some newly discovered area where
lower-middle-class and proletarian elements were in-
extricably mixed. Kingsley Amis announced his presence
as a novelist in Lucky Fim (1954), a brilliant sardonic
picture of life in one of the new universities. That this was
not an isolated performance was shown by the adroitness
of his fourth novel Take 4 Girl Like You (1960). John Wain
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had a similar success with Hurry on Down (1953). Though
he seems to command considerable resources, it cannot be
said that he has, as yet, sustained the success of that first
novel,
m b. 1912) series of Alexandrian novels: Fustine;
Baithazar; Mountolive; and Clea (1960). These explore
love in all moods, and passagesof great beauty mingle with
studies of corruption and intricate sensual exploration.
Durrell has a power of imaginative prose beyond most in
his generation, but whether his brilliant and exotic work
will develop remains questionable. In his uproarious
Tune (1968) he uses all the licence of which the modern
novelist has possessed himself, but where he will ultimately
lead himself as a novelist still remains uncertain.

Some have found the possibilities of an enduring talent
in Iris Murdoch (b. 1919). Trained as a philosopher, she
brought to her early work in Under the Net (1954) and The
Flight from the Enchanter (1955), a rich and new view of
fantasy and ironic humour. Under the Net answered a
popular current formula of a struggling young man who
is given wildly comic and improbable scenes. Yet amidst
it all there exists an atmosphere of pathos. Her talent
for comic fantasy was confirmed by The Flight from the
Enchanter. Some regard these two novels as her most
brilliant and original contribution. Certainly The
Sandeastle (1957), with its story of the love of a middle-
aged schoolmaster for a young woman artist, moved in a
more normal world, with a serious and adult treatment
of a complicated human situation. All this was confirmed
by The Bell (1958), which explored a lay community in
situations where their characters both in their sexual and
personallives and in their religious loyalties were revealed.
She is a post-Freudian writer, freely discussing sexual
deviations and treating all relations as somehow

hat other moods prevailed appeared infLaurence l
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'.' _important even when, from a conventional point of view,
b . they may seem perverted and immoral. She continued
. from The Bell with later novels including A Severed Head
| (1961), An Unofficial Rose (1962), The Unicorn (1963),
" The Red and the Green (1965), The Time of the Angels (1966),
! and some of her contemporaries regard her as the most
| promising and original novelist since the war, though her
L later work does not show the same lively, creative de-
. velopment as some of her earlier novels. Women have
| certainly made an important contribution to the novel in
| recent years: Muriel Spark with novels such as The Prime
L of Miss Jean Brodie with its study of a progressive school-
| mistress, successful also as a play and film, and The
| Mandelbaum Gate (1g65) with its Middle East setting;
' Olivia Manning with a Balkan trilogy which concluded
. with Friends and Heroes (1965) ; and Edna O’Brien with her

various portraits of uninhibited young women.
. In the fifties and most particularly in the sixties there
| was a decline of censorship and a licence to authors
| unprecedented in English literature. The abolition of
|| stage censorship is recorded elsewhere* but the same
. conditions were becoming available to the fiction writer.

The turning-point was the failure of the charge of
. obscenity against the Penguin edition of Lady Chaterley’s
\ Lover. T After that it was easy to publish an unexpurgated
| paperback edition of James Joyce’s Ulysses. It is ironic to
. contrast this with the continuous battle Joyce had with
. the censors and the police in his own lifetime. { But these
. volumes were moderate compared with the text of some
' more recent English and American novels. In 1969 the
. Arts Council, the Government-sponsored body to support
| the arts, received the report of its own commission on
| censorship which recommended unanimously that the

® Sce page 180, See pp. 26g-70. } Seec page 274.
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law on obscenity be abolished. The Government showed
no eagerness to turn the findings of the report into law,
but English fiction enters the seventies with a greater
verbal permissiveness than at any period of history.

CHAPTER I3

English Prose to the Eighteenth Century

Wuen life is the criterion and not art, the prose of a
nation is far more important than its poetry. Into prose
go its laws and proclamations, its prayers and its politics,
and, in modern times at least, its philosophy and history.
Yet it is necessary to recall that in the earliest periods
verse was used for many of the purposes where prose now
is the natural medium. W. P. Ker recalled

the natural antipathy of the natural man to listen to any
continuous story except in verse. The dismal multitude of
versified encyclopaedias, the rhyming text-books of science,
history, and morality, are there to witness of the reluctance with
which prose was accepted to do the ordinary prose drudgery.

The best that a nation can ask of its lawgivers, politi-
cians, and philosophers is a prose that is unpretentious,
unambiguous, and unadorned. Apart from all this, the
artist employs prose in a number of ways, in fiction, in the
essay, and in drama. Often he wishes to use prose with
elaborate patterns and richly decorative words. The
artist may also use a simpler prose, but with him the
simplicity will be accompanied by power and eloquence.
Rhetoric and the quest for harmony will always be
beckoning him away from simplicity to more elaborate
effects. Any study of prose is complicated by the very
varied purposes for which prose is used. In this chapter
the novel and the drama are eliminated, for they have
already been considered, and an attempt is made, not to

record the work of all the other important writers who
HEL-19



200 A SHORT HISTORY OF ENGLISH LITERATURE

have employed prose, but only of such as have added to
the possibilities of English prose as a medium of ex-
pression.

Behind English prose, from the Anglo-Saxon period to
the eighteenth century, is the pattern of Latin. Boethius’s
Consolation of Philosophy, a Latin work of the sixth century,
was translated by King Alfred (d. 8gg), by Chaucer
(d. 1400), and by Queen Elizabeth (d. 1603). A single
Latin work had retained such distinguished popularity
for over seven hundred years. Throughout that period
most educated people could speak and write Latin, and
some of them regarded Latin as the language in which
all literature should be written. Even as late as the seven-
teenth century, Francis Bacon was afraid that English
would ‘play bankrupt’ with authors, and determined that
all he valued most in his work should exist in a Latin
version. Even in the eighteenth cen