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In "Thomas Davis, Selections from his Prose and Poetry," the esteemed Irish writer presents a rich tapestry of nationalistic fervor and romantic idealism through an array of his most compelling works. The collection encapsulates Davis's lyrical prowess, characterized by vivid imagery and a fervent examination of Irish identity during the 19th century. Engaging with themes of patriotism and cultural revival, his prose and poetry reflect a transformative period in Ireland, contributing to the nationalist discourse and resonating with the era's Romantic currents. The selections are meticulously curated to highlight Davis's range and depth, showcasing his ability to blend personal emotion with a collective national consciousness, a hallmark of his style that invites both reflection and passionate response from readers. Thomas Osborne Davis (1814-1845) was a pivotal figure in the Young Ireland movement, advocating for Irish culture and independence through his literary works. Born in a tumultuous period marked by political strife, Davis's experiences as a nationalist profoundly shaped his creative output. His dedication to fostering a distinct Irish literary voice motivated him to pursue a vision that intertwined art and activism, enabling him to connect intimately with the Irish populace and their struggles. This collection is essential reading for scholars, students, and anyone interested in Irish literature and history. Davis's writings not only illuminate his era but continue to inspire discussions on identity and nationalism. Its profound insights and passionate articulation make it a significant contribution to the understanding of Ireland's literary heritage.
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In "Obiter Dicta: Second Series," Augustine Birrell presents a captivating collection of essays that seamlessly blend personal reflection with astute social commentary. Written in a lyrical, yet accessible style, the book reflects Birrell's characteristic wit and erudition, engaging readers with his thoughtful observations on a range of subjects, from literature and politics to everyday life. This series serves as a continuation of his exploration of the human condition, embedding itself in the literary context of early 20th-century England, where issues of identity and modernity loomed large in public discourse. Augustine Birrell was not only a prominent writer but also a notable figure in British politics, serving as a Liberal Member of Parliament and as Attorney General. His diverse experiences, including his tenure in academia and his legal background, imbue "Obiter Dicta" with a rich perspective on societal intricacies. The influence of contemporaries like Samuel Butler and John Morley is evident in his reflective style, further enriching the intellectual tapestry of his work. Readers seeking a blend of humor, wisdom, and incisive critiques will find "Obiter Dicta: Second Series" a rewarding endeavor. Birrell's essays invite contemplation and spark discussion, making this collection an essential read for those interested in the interplay of literature and life.
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In "Passages from the English Notebooks, Complete," Nathaniel Hawthorne offers a richly textured collection of reflections and observations from his travels in Europe, particularly in England. This work, characterized by its introspective prose and vivid imagery, navigates the intersections of personal experience and broader cultural critique, revealing Hawthorne's keen awareness of the historical and social currents of his day. His literary style, steeped in Romanticism, engages readers through a lens of both melancholy and wonder, allowing them to accompany the author on a journey filled with contemplative meditations on art, nature, and human relationships. Nathaniel Hawthorne, a pivotal figure in American literature, draws inspiration from his Puritan ancestry and the literary landscape of early 19th-century America. His experiences living in Europe and the influence of the Transcendentalist movement provided him with a unique lens through which to explore themes of moral complexity and existential inquiry. "Passages from the English Notebooks" serves as a testament to his contemplative nature and fascination with the human experience, underscoring his status as a literary pioneer. This collection is highly recommended for readers who appreciate introspective travel writing and the subtle interplay of personal narrative with historical context. Hawthorne's eloquent voice invites you to reflect not only on the landscapes he traverses but also on the intricacies of the human psyche, making it an enduring work for those seeking depth and literary beauty.
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Arthur Christopher Benson's "Essays" is a profound collection of reflective musings that traverse a wide array of themes, including human experience, nature, spirituality, and the intricacies of society. Known for his rich prose and insightful observations, Benson's style marries clarity with a lyrical quality that invites readers to ponder alongside him. Set against the backdrop of the late Victorian and early Edwardian eras, these essays illuminate the societal transformations of the time, while engaging with perennial questions of morality and introspection that resonate still today. Benson, an accomplished writer and scholar, was immersed in the intellectual currents of his time, drawing inspiration from his broad education and familial ties—his brother Edward was a notable figure in literature. A close friend of figures like A.C. Swinburne and Henry James, Benson's writings often reflect a blend of introspection and social commentary that reveals the complexities of human nature and societal norms. His experiences as a member of the prominent Benson family, alongside his role as a public intellectual, shaped his perspective in these essays. This collection is recommended for readers who appreciate contemplative literature, as it challenges us to reflect on our own lives and society. Benson's eloquent style and thought-provoking themes make "Essays" not only a window into the soul of its author but also a mirror reflecting the reader's own existential inquiries.
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In "Andrew Marvell," Augustine Birrell presents a captivating exploration of the life and literary contributions of the 17th-century poet and statesman Andrew Marvell. Through a blend of biographical sketch and literary analysis, Birrell delves into the complexities of Marvell's poetry, revealing its political intricacies and philosophical depth. The book's elegant prose reflects Birrell's affinity for careful craftsmanship, employing a style that resonates with both scholarly rigor and accessible narration, making it suitable for both the casual reader and the literary critic alike. Set against the backdrop of Restoration England, Birrell contextualizes Marvell's work within the broader tapestry of English literature, examining how his writings both challenge and illuminate the tumultuous era in which he lived. Augustine Birrell, a notable figure in English literature and a contemporary of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, was deeply influenced by the literary movements of his time, which embraced a revival of interest in earlier English poets. His own career as a lawyer and politician infused his understanding of Marvell's political themes, and his profound appreciation for the subtleties of poetic expression allowed him to present a nuanced interpretation of Marvell's work. For those intrigued by the intersection of politics and poetry, "Andrew Marvell" is an essential read. Birrell's insightful analysis not only deepens one's understanding of Marvell's contributions but also enhances appreciation for the intricacies of 17th-century literature. This book is highly recommended for students, scholars, and anyone passionate about English poetry.
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The accomplishments of our race have of late become so varied, that it is often no easy task to assign him whom we would judge to his proper station among men; and yet, until this has been done, the guns of our criticism cannot be accurately levelled, and as a consequence the greater part of our fire must remain futile. He, for example, who would essay to take account of Mr. Gladstone, must read much else besides Hansard; he must brush up his Homer, and set himself to acquire some theology. The place of Greece in the providential order of the world, and of laymen in the Church of England, must be considered, together with a host of other subjects of much apparent irrelevance to a statesman's life. So too in the case of his distinguished rival, whose death eclipsed the gaiety of politics and banished epigram from Parliament: keen must be the critical faculty which can nicely discern where the novelist ended and the statesman began in Benjamin Disraeli.

Happily, no such difficulty is now before us. Thomas Carlyle was a writer of books, and he was nothing else. Beneath this judgment he would have winced, but have remained silent, for the facts are so.

Little men sometimes, though not perhaps so often as is taken for granted, complain of their destiny, and think they have been hardly treated, in that they have been allowed to remain so undeniably small; but great men, with hardly an exception, nauseate their greatness, for not being of the particular sort they most fancy. The poet Gray was passionately fond, so his biographers tell us, of military history; but he took no Quebec. General Wolfe took Quebec, and whilst he was taking it, recorded the fact that he would sooner have written Gray's 'Elegy'; and so Carlyle—who panted for action, who hated eloquence, whose heroes were Cromwell and Wellington, Arkwright and the 'rugged Brindley,' who beheld with pride and no ignoble envy the bridge at Auldgarth his mason-father had helped to build half a century before, and then exclaimed, 'A noble craft, that of a mason; a good building will last longer than most books—than one book in a million'; who despised men of letters, and abhorred the 'reading public'; whose gospel was Silence and Action—spent his life in talking and writing; and his legacy to the world is thirty-four volumes octavo.

There is a familiar melancholy in this; but the critic has no need to grow sentimental. We must have men of thought as well as men of action: poets as much as generals; authors no less than artizans; libraries at least as much as militia; and therefore we may accept and proceed critically to examine Carlyle's thirty-four volumes, remaining somewhat indifferent to the fact that had he had the fashioning of his own destiny, we should have had at his hands blows instead of books.

Taking him, then, as he was—a man of letters—perhaps the best type of such since Dr. Johnson died in Fleet Street, what are we to say of his thirty-four volumes?

In them are to be found criticism, biography, history, politics, poetry, and religion. I mention this variety because of a foolish notion, at one time often found suitably lodged in heads otherwise empty, that Carlyle was a passionate old man, dominated by two or three extravagant ideas, to which he was for ever giving utterance in language of equal extravagance. The thirty-four volumes octavo render this opinion untenable by those who can read. Carlyle cannot be killed by an epigram, nor can the many influences that moulded him be referred to any single source. The rich banquet his genius has spread for us is of many courses. The fire and fury of the Latter-Day Pamphlets may be disregarded by the peaceful soul, and the preference given to the 'Past' of 'Past and Present,' which, with its intense and sympathetic mediaevalism, might have been written by a Tractarian. The 'Life of Sterling' is the favourite book of many who would sooner pick oakum than read 'Frederick the Great' all through; whilst the mere student of belles lettres may attach importance to the essays on Johnson, Burns, and Scott, on Voltaire and Diderot, on Goethe and Novalis, and yet remain blankly indifferent to 'Sartor Resartus' and 'The French Revolution.'

But true as this is, it is none the less true that, excepting possibly the 'Life of Schiller,' Carlyle wrote nothing not clearly recognisable as his. All his books are his very own—bone of his bone, and flesh of his flesh. They are not stolen goods, nor elegant exhibitions of recently and hastily acquired wares.

This being so, it may be as well if, before proceeding any further, I attempt, with a scrupulous regard to brevity, to state what I take to be the invariable indications of Mr. Carlyle's literary handiwork—the tokens of his presence—'Thomas Carlyle, his mark.'

First of all, it may be stated, without a shadow of a doubt, that he is one of those who would sooner be wrong with Plato than right with Aristotle; in one word, he is a mystic. What he says of Novalis may with equal truth be said of himself: 'He belongs to that class of persons who do not recognise the syllogistic method as the chief organ for investigating truth, or feel themselves bound at all times to stop short where its light fails them. Many of his opinions he would despair of proving in the most patient court of law, and would remain well content that they should be disbelieved there.' In philosophy we shall not be very far wrong if we rank Carlyle as a follower of Bishop Berkeley; for an idealist he undoubtedly was. 'Matter,' says he, 'exists only spiritually, and to represent some idea, and body it forth. Heaven and Earth are but the time-vesture of the Eternal. The Universe is but one vast symbol of God; nay, if thou wilt have it, what is man himself but a symbol of God? Is not all that he does symbolical, a revelation to sense of the mystic God-given force that is in him?—a gospel of Freedom, which he, the "Messias of Nature," preaches as he can by act and word.' 'Yes, Friends,' he elsewhere observes, 'not our logical mensurative faculty, but our imaginative one, is King over us, I might say Priest and Prophet, to lead us heavenward, or magician and wizard to lead us hellward. The understanding is indeed thy window—too clear thou canst not make it; but phantasy is thy eye, with its colour-giving retina, healthy or diseased.' It would be easy to multiply instances of this, the most obvious and interesting trait of Mr. Carlyle's writing; but I must bring my remarks upon it to a close by reminding you of his two favourite quotations, which have both significance. One from Shakespeare's Tempest:


 'We are such stuff
 As dreams are made of, and our little life
 Is rounded with a sleep;'



the other, the exclamation of the Earth-spirit, in Goethe's Faust:


 ''Tis thus at the roaring loom of Time I ply,
 And weave for God the garment thou seest Him by.'



But this is but one side of Carlyle. There is another as strongly marked, which is his second note; and that is what he somewhere calls 'his stubborn realism.' The combination of the two is as charming as it is rare. No one at all acquainted with his writings can fail to remember his almost excessive love of detail; his lively taste for facts, simply as facts. Imaginary joys and sorrows may extort from him nothing but grunts and snorts; but let him only worry out for himself, from that great dust-heap called 'history,' some undoubted fact of human and tender interest, and, however small it may be, relating possibly to some one hardly known, and playing but a small part in the events he is recording, and he will wax amazingly sentimental, and perhaps shed as many real tears as Sterne or Dickens do sham ones over their figments. This realism of Carlyle's gives a great charm to his histories and biographies. The amount he tells you is something astonishing—no platitudes, no rigmarole, no common-form, articles which are the staple of most biography, but, instead of them, all the facts and features of the case—pedigree, birth, father and mother, brothers and sisters, education, physiognomy, personal habits, dress, mode of speech; nothing escapes him. It was a characteristic criticism of his, on one of Miss Martineau's American books, that the story of the way Daniel Webster used to stand before the fire with his hands in his pockets was worth all the politics, philosophy, political economy, and sociology to be found in other portions of the good lady's writings. Carlyle's eye was indeed a terrible organ: he saw everything. Emerson, writing to him, says: 'I think you see as pictures every street, church, Parliament-house, barracks, baker's shop, mutton-stall, forge, wharf, and ship, and whatever stands, creeps, rolls, or swims thereabout, and make all your own.' He crosses over, one rough day, to Dublin; and he jots down in his diary the personal appearance of some unhappy creatures he never saw before or expected to see again; how men laughed, cried, swore, were all of huge interest to Carlyle. Give him a fact, he loaded you with thanks; propound a theory, you were rewarded with the most vivid abuse.
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