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CONSIDERED merely as literary fashions, romanticism and
  realism are both tricks, and tricks alone. The only advantage lies with
  romanticism, which is a little less artificial and technical than realism.
  For the great majority of people here and now do naturally write romanticism,
  as we see it in a love- letter, or a diary, or a quarrel, and nobody on earth
  naturally writes realism as we see it in a description by Flaubert. But both
  are technical dodges and realism only the more eccentric. It is a trick to
  make things happen harmoniously always, and it is a trick to make them always
  happen discordantly. It is a trick to make a heroine, in the act of accepting
  a lover, suddenly aureoled by a chance burst of sunshine, and then to call it
  romance. But it is quite as much of a trick to make her, in the act of
  accepting a lover, drop her umbrella, or trip over a hassock, and then call
  it the bold plain realism of life. If any one wishes to satisfy himself as to
  how excessively little this technical realism has to do, I do not say with
  profound reality, but even with casual truth to life, let him make a simple
  experiment offered to him by the history of literature. Let him ask what is
  of all English books the book most full of this masterly technical realism,
  most full of all these arresting details, all these convincing irrelevancies,
  all these impedimenta of prosaic life; and then as far as truth to life is
  concerned he will find that it is a story about men as big as houses and men
  as small as dandelions, about horses with human souls and an island that flew
  like a balloon.
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We can never understand a writer of the old romantic school, even if he is
  as great and splendid as Dickens is great and splendid, until we realise this
  preliminary fact to which I have drawn attention. The fact that these merely
  technical changes are merely technical, and have nothing whatever to do with
  the force and truth behind. We are bound to find a considerable amount of
  Dickens's work, especially the pathetic and heroic passages, artificial and
  pompous. But that is only because we are far enough off his trick or device
  to see that it is such. Our own trick and device we believe to be as natural
  as the eternal hills.
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It is no more natural, even when compared with the Dickens devices, than a
  rockery is natural, even when compared with a Dutch flower bed. The time will
  come when the wildest upheaval of Zolaism, when the most abrupt and
  colloquial dialogue of Norwegian drama, will appear a fine old piece of
  charming affectation, a stilted minuet of literature, like little Nell in the
  churchyard, or the repentance of the white-haired Dombey. All their
  catchwords will have become catchwords; the professor's explanations of
  heredity will have the mellow, foolish sound of the villain's curses against
  destiny. And in that time men will for the first time become aware of the
  real truth and magnificence of Zola and Ibsen, just as we, if we are wise,
  are now becoming aware of the real truth and magnificence of Dickens.
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This is even more true if we look first at that fundamental optimistic
  feeling about life, which as it has been often and truly said is the main
  essence of Dickens. If Dickens's optimism had merely been a matter of happy
  endings, reconciliations, and orange flowers, it would be a mere superficial
  art or craft. But it would not, as in the case discussed above, be in any way
  more superficial than the pessimism of the modern episode, or short story,
  which is an affair of bad endings, disillusionments, and arsenic. The truth
  about life is that joy and sorrow are mingled in an almost rhythmical
  alternation like day and night. The whole of optimistic technique consists in
  the dodge of breaking off the story at dawn, and the whole of pessimistic
  technique in the art of breaking off the story at dusk. But wherever and
  whenever mere artists choose to consider the matter ended, the matter is
  never ended, and trouble and exultation go on in a design larger than any of
  ours, neither vanishing at all. Beyond our greatest happiness there lie
  dangers, and after our greatest dangers there remaineth a rest.
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But the element in Dickens which we are forced to call by the foolish and
  unmanageable word optimism is a very much deeper and more real matter than
  any question of plot and conclusion. If Mr. Pickwick had been drowned when he
  fell through the ice; if Mr. Dick Swiveller had never recovered from the
  fever, these catastrophes might have been artistically inappropriate, but
  they would not have sufficed to make the stories sad. If Sam Weller had
  committed suicide from religious difficulties, if Florence Dombey had been
  murdered (most justly murdered) by Captain Cuttle, the stories would still be
  the happiest stories in the world. For their happiness is a state of the
  soul; a state in which our natures are full of the wine of an ancient youth,
  in which banquets last for ever, and roads lead everywhere, where all things
  are under the exuberant leadership of faith, hope, and charity, the three
  gayest of the virtues.
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