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CHAPTER ONE. THE FUNCTION OF THE
NOVEL IN THE MODERN WORLD
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One finds—or at any rate I have always
found—English History relatively easy to grasp because in
it it is not difficult to see a pattern of what some one has
called Freedom slowly broadening down from precedent to
precedent. One may or may not agree with the statement, one may
or may not like the fact, if it is a fact, that it sets forth;
but at least it gives us that pattern, some sort of jumping-off
place, something by which one may measure and co-relate various
phases of the story. The histories of most other races are more
difficult to grasp or follow because they are less systematized
and more an affair of individuals. One may be aware that the
pre-Revolution history of France is an affair of power gradually
centralizing itself on the throne, and that the Fronde was an
episode in that progression. Nevertheless, the Fronde with its
violent personalities, its purely individual intrigues, its
Cardinals, Queens, Condés, Chevreuses and the rest, was a
baffling affair to follow, and obscures the issue which doubtless
was that, all power being concentrated under one hat, the neck
which supported the head which supported that hat was easy to
strike off.

But when it comes to the History of Literature—and to
that of the Novel in particular, almost the exact inverse is the
case. Whereas almost every country other than England—or
indeed every race other than Anglo-Saxondom—has a tradition
of literature in which some sort of precedent broadens down into
some other, it would appear that however docile the Anglo-Saxon
may be in the hands of politicians or leaders—usually of a
Leftwards complexion—the moment any aesthetic discipline
proposes itself for his direction he becomes at least as
refractory as any Condé and almost more intriguing than
any Chevreuse.

Any sort of English writer takes any sort of pen and on any
sort of paper with in his hair whatever sort of vine-leaves you
will and at his elbow any nectar from metheglin to Chateau Yquem
or pale ale, writes any sort of story in any sort of
method—or in any sort of mixture of any half-dozen methods.
So, if he have any of the temperament of an artist, you have a
Fielding or a Trollope, a Samuel Butler or a George Meredith,
each rising as a separate peak but each absolutely without
interrelation with any other.

That was never better exemplified than quite lately when you
had—all living simultaneously but all, alas, now
dead—Thomas Hardy, George Meredith, Henry James, Joseph
Conrad, and Mark Twain. Each was a considerable figure but each
sat, as it were, alone on his little peak surrounded by his lay
satellites, and each was entirely uninfluenced by the work of all
the others—two solitary Englishmen, two Americans and one
alien. Whether or no there was any resultant literary movement I
am about to try to trace for you, looking at the matter with the
eyes of a craftsman surveying his own particular job.

In the case of any other country or race such a proceeding
would be comparatively easy. In France, for instance, living at
the same time as, but all predeceasing, the distinguished
Anglo-Saxons and the alien of genius that I have named above, you
had Flaubert, Maupassant, Turgenev, the Goncourt brothers,
Gautier, Daudet—six Frenchmen and an alien of beautiful
genius. They all met frequently, dining together almost weekly at
Brébant's—where Henry James in the wake of Turgenev
dined from time to time too. With amiability, with acidity, with
passion or frenzies of hatred they discussed words, cadences,
forms, progressions of effect—or the cannon-strokes with
which one concludes short short-stories. They were during those
meetings indifferent to fame, wealth, the course of public
affairs, ruin, death. For them there was only one enduring
Kingdom—that of the Arts—and only one Republic that
shall be everlasting: the Republic of Letters.

The resultant literary movement—for with their deaths it
crossed the Channel—I shall endeavour to trace, and the
enterprise will concern itself with the modern English novel. For
the Art of Writing is an affair as international as are all the
other Arts—as International, as Co-operative and as
mutually uniting. Shakespeare could not have written as he did
had not Boccaccio, Petrarch, and Plutarch preceded him, nor could
Flaubert have written Madame Bovary as he wrote it had
there not been before then the Clarissa Harlowe of
Richardson. Nor yet could Conrad have written Heart of
Darkness or Lord Jim had Flaubert not written
Bouvard et Pécuchet or Alphonse Daudet,
Jack.

It is, at any rate, in this spirit that, in this small
monograph, I shall present to you my reflections on the English
Novel—which is the same thing as the Novel—and the
pattern that, for me, it seems to make down the short ages during
which it has existed. It will differ very widely from the
conclusions arrived at—and above all from the estimates
formed by—my predecessors in this field who have seldom
themselves been imaginative writers let alone novelists, and who,
by the exigencies of their professions, have usually been what it
is the custom to call academic. That I cannot help. For the
benefit of the reader who wishes to know what is generally
thought of these subjects I have tried to state along with my own
differing conclusions what that general thought is. If, I mean, I
belabour the winking lewdness of Tom Jones, I am careful
to point out that most of my professional predecessors or
contemporaries beatify Fielding because of his refreshing
carelessness in most matters to which decent men pay attention.
The young, earnest student of literature for professional
purposes should, if he desires good marks, write in his thesis
for examination pretty well the opposite of what I have here set
down. But, in the end, it is as useful to have something that
will awaken you by its disagreements with yourself as to live for
ever in concord with somnolent elders. It gives you another point
of view, though you may return to the plane from which you
started. I was once watching a painter painting a field of
medicinal poppies which from where he sat appeared quite black.
Suddenly, he grasped me by the wrist and dragged me up a small
hill. From there that field appeared dark-purple shot with gold.
I said: "It doesn't make any difference, does it, to your
composition?" He answered: "No, it doesn't make any difference,
but I wish the d—d things would not do it, for, when I have
finished, I shall have to come up here and do them all over
again!"
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Since the day when Thackeray obsequiously apologized to the
world and his readers for being a mere novelist, in the interests
of a pompous social system which decreed that the novel should
not be seriously regarded and the novelist himself be stigmatized
as something detrimental to good order and the decorous
employment of spare time—since, then, Thackeray poked fun
at the greatest of all his books which may well be regarded, if
you will, as the greatest work in the English language, an
immense change has occurred in the relative place accorded to the
Novel in the Anglo-Saxon social cosmogony. Because, as novelist,
Thackeray felt his social position insecure, he must attempt to
retrieve himself by poking fun at his book and so proving that at
least he did not take the Novel seriously, his heart being in the
right place be his occupation never so ungentlemanly. So he must
needs write his epilogue as to the showman rolling up his
marionettes in green baize and the rest of it.

To-day, however, even the most fugitive of novelists takes his
work more seriously and, perhaps all unconsciously, the public
accords to the more serious amongst the novelists an attention
that formerly it accorded solely to politicians, preachers,
scientists, medical men, and the like. This is because the novel
has become indispensable to the understanding of life.

It is, that is to say, the only source to which you can turn
in order to ascertain how your fellows spend their entire lives.
I use the words "entire lives" advisedly.

In older days—dating back to improvement in
locomotion—it was possible for anyone, whatever his
station, to observe, at any rate roughly as it were, a complete
cross-section of the lives from cradle to coffin of a whole
social order. In England up to the days of the stage-coach,
families were planted on the land practically to all eternity and
even within my memory it was nearly impossible for the
agricultural labourer to move from one parish—nay, from one
farm to another. One of the most vivid of my souvenirs as a boy
was seeing a ploughman weep on a great down. He was weeping
because he had five children and a bad master who paid him
thirteen and six a week and he was utterly unable to get together
the guinea that it would cost him to hire a farm wagon and move
his sticks of furniture to another and better farm. Nevertheless
that man knew more about human lives and their tides and
vicissitudes than I or any other town-dweller in an age of
shiftings.

He could follow the lives of local peer, local squire, doctor,
lawyer, gentleman-farmer, tenant farmer, butcher, baker, barber,
parson, gamekeeper, water-warden, and so on right down to those
of the great bulk of the population, his fellows and equals. He
could follow them from the time the kid-glove was affixed to the
door-knocker as a symbol of birth and until the passing-bell
heralded their disappearance into the clay in the shadow of the
church-walls. And although that was more emphatically true in
Great Britain, the first home of the English novel, it was almost
equally true—mutatis mutandis—of the earlier
settled colonial districts in the United States. Until, say, the
early forties of the nineteenth century it must have been almost
equally difficult to remove from Rochester, N.Y., as from the
Rochester of Dickens, and as difficult to move from the
Birmingham that gave to the world the word Brummagem as a term of
contempt, as from the Birmingham in a. Southern State of the
North American Republic.

Then, with ease of locomotion came the habit of
flux—which is infinitely more developed to-day in the
United States than in Great Britain. In London and the urban
districts that house by far the greater bulk of the English
population the prevalence of the seven years' lease has hitherto
tended to anchor families in one spot for at least that length of
time, but even that space is not sufficient to give a family much
insight into the lives and habits of its neighbours. In any case
it is significant that novel-reading is almost infinitely more a
permanent habit in the United States than in Great Britain, and
the position of the imaginative writer in so far more
satisfactory.

In observing a social phenomenon like the novel these social
changes must be considered. The fact is that gossip is a
necessity for keeping the mind of humanity as it were aerated and
where, owing to lack of sufficiently intimate circumstances in
communities gossip cannot exist, its place must be
supplied—and it is supplied by the novel. You may say that
for the great cities of to-day its place is taken by what in the
United States is called the "tabloid" and in England the "yellow"
or "gutter" Press. But these skilful sensational renderings of
merely individual misfortunes, necessary as they are to human
existence and sanity in the great cities, are yet too highly
coloured by their producers, and the instances themselves are too
far from the normal to be of any great educational value. An
occasional phrase in, say, a Peaches-Browning case may now and
then ring true, but the sound common sense of great publics is
aware that these affairs are too often merely put-up jobs to
attach any importance to them as casting light on normal human
motives.

The servant of a country parsonage leaning over the yew-hedge
giving on the turnpike and saying that the vicar's wife was
carrying on something dreadful with Doctor Lambert might convey
some sort of view of life, ethics, morals, and the rest to
another young woman; but the minute dissection by
commonplace-minded reporters of the actions and agonies of a lady
who essays first unsuccessfully to poison her husband and finally
dispatches him with a club—these minute dissections are not
only usually read with a grain of salt, but not unusually, too,
they are speedily forgotten. Scenes on the other hand presented
with even a minimum of artistry will remain in the mind as long
as life lasts: Ivanhoe must permanently represent
mediaevalism for a great proportion of the inhabitants of the
globe, though Scott was a very poor artist; and the death of Emma
Bovary will remain horrific in the reader's mind, whilst the
murder of yesterday is on the morrow forgotten.

It is this relative difference in the permanence of impression
that distinguishes the work of the novelist as artist from all
the other arts and pursuits of the world. Trilby, for
instance, was no great shakes of a book in the great scale of
things, but an American gentleman asserted to me the other day
that that work did more to cosmopolitanize the populations of the
Eastern States than any movement of an international nature that
has been seen since the Declaration of Independence. I don't know
if that is true, but it usefully puts a point of view—and I
am not the one to deny it.

It is, in short, unbearable to exist without some view of life
as a whole, for one finds oneself daily in predicaments in which
some sort of a pointer is absolutely necessary. Even though no
novel known to you may exactly meet your given case, the novel
does supply that cloud of human instances without which the soul
feels unsafe in its adventures and the normal mind fairly easily
discerns what events or characters in its fugitive novels are
meretricious in relation to life however entertaining they may be
as fiction.

That the republic—the body politic—has need of
these human-filtered insights into lives is amply proved by the
present vogue of what I will call novelized biography. Lives of
every imaginable type of human being from Shelley to Washington
are nowadays consumed with singular voracity, and if some of the
impeccable immortals are in the upshot docked of their pedestals
there can, I think, be little doubt that, in the process, the
public consciousness of life is at once deepened and rendered
more down to the ground. And the human mind is such a curiously
two-sided affair that, along with down-to-the-ground renderings,
it is perfectly able to accept at once the liveliest efforts of
hero-worshippers, denigrators, or whitewashers. The amiable
mendacities of the parson who gave to us the little axe and the
cherry-tree are to-day well known to be the sheerest inventions;
the signal reputed to have been given at the battle of Trafalgar
is far more soul-stirring than the actual rather stilted message
that Lord Nelson composed. And even if Henri IV of France never
uttered his celebrated words about the chicken in the pot,
humanity must have invented them—and that too must have
been the case with the cherry-tree. In the days when these
catch-phrases received worldwide acceptance the public was in
fact doing for itself what to-day is left to the writer of
fiction.

For the practised novelist knows that when he is introducing a
character to his reader it is expedient that the first speech of
that character should be an abstract statement—and an
abstract statement striking strongly the note of that character.
First impressions are the strongest of all, and once you have
established in that way the character of one of your figures you
will find it very hard to change it. So humanity, feeling the
need for great typical figures with whose example to exhort their
children or to guide themselves, adopts with avidity, invents or
modifies the abstract catchwords by which that figure will stand
or fall. What Nelson actually desired to say was: "The country
confidently anticipates that in this vicissitude every man of the
fleet will perform his functions with accuracy and
courage!"—or something equally stiff, formal and in accord
with what was the late eighteenth-century idea of fine writing.
Signal flags, however, would not run to it: the signaller did his
best, and so we have Nelson. Had the signal gone out as Nelson
conceived it, not Southey nor any portraitist could have given
him to us. Or had Gilbert Stuart's too faithful rendering of the
facial effects of badly-fitting false teeth been what we first
knew of Washington our views of the Father of His Country would
be immensely modified. But the folk-improved or adopted sayings
were the first things that at school or before school we heard of
these heroic figures of our self-made novel, and neither
denigrator nor whitewasher will ever much change them for us, any
more than the probably false verdict of posterity on John
Lackland who had Dante to damn him will ever be reversed.
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