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In "Some Diversions of a Man of Letters," Edmund Gosse offers a compelling exploration of the literary life in late 19th and early 20th-century England, weaving together personal anecdotes, critical reflections, and cultural commentary. His prose is characterized by a blend of erudition and wit, as he engages with the works of his contemporaries, such as Thomas Hardy and Algernon Charles Swinburne, while also revealing the intricate connections between literature and the broader currents of society. The text stands as a testament to the intellectual vigor of an era defined by artistic experimentation and critical discourse. Edmund Gosse, a prominent literary figure and critic, was deeply immersed in the cultural milieu of his time, influenced by his upbringing in a family of writers and his profound appreciation for both poetry and prose. His experiences as a writer and critic, as well as his friendships with many notable authors, provided him with a unique vantage point from which to examine the literary landscape. These diverse influences and his passion for literature culminate in this memoir that captures both the challenges and delights of a life devoted to the written word. "Some Diversions of a Man of Letters" is recommended for those who seek a deeper understanding of the literary context of Gosse's time and who appreciate the intersection of personal narrative with critical insight. This book serves not only as a memoir but as a rich tapestry of thought, making it a valuable read for students of literature and curious minds alike.
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In "The Future of English Poetry," Edmund Gosse explores the dynamic evolution of poetic form and subject in the late 19th century. Characterized by its engaging prose and analytical depth, the book reflects the tensions between traditional Victorian poetry and the burgeoning modernist movements. Gosse articulates the challenges faced by poets as they navigate individuality, experimentation, and societal expectations, all while preserving the rich linguistic heritage of English verse. This literary critique is not merely a prediction of poetic trends but a profound reflection on the cultural zeitgeist of his time, celebrating both innovation and continuity. Edmund Gosse, a prominent critic, poet, and biographer, was deeply immersed in the literary currents of his day. Growing up in an intellectually stimulating environment'Äîhis father was a well-known naturalist and his mother a literary figure'ÄîGosse cultivated a unique perspective on art and literature. His experiences and relationships with luminaries such as Tennyson and Swinburne undoubtedly influenced his insights on poetry's trajectory, making his observations resonate with both clarity and authority. For readers keen on understanding the intricacies of English poetry's evolution, Gosse's work is indispensable. "The Future of English Poetry" offers both historical context and literary analysis, serving as a vital resource for scholars and poetry enthusiasts alike. It invites readers to consider how the past informs the future of poetic expression in an ever-changing cultural landscape.
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Walter Pater's "Essays from 'The Guardian'" is a compelling collection that showcases his innovative literary style and philosophical musings. Written during the late 19th century, these essays reflect the aestheticism movement, which emphasized beauty as a fundamental component of artistic expression. Pater's prose is characterized by its lyrical quality, intricate structure, and profound exploration of art, culture, and human experience. His critiques delve into various topics, from Renaissance art to contemporary literature, embedding each analysis with an aesthetic insight that resonates with the era's intellectual debates. Walter Pater, a prominent philosopher and critic, greatly influenced the aesthetic movement with his emphasis on individualism and the sensory experience of art. Having studied at Oxford and deeply engaged with other leading thinkers of his time, Pater sought to bridge the gap between philosophy and literature. His rigorous academic background and a profound appreciation for beauty inspired these essays, providing readers with a glimpse into the artistic currents that shaped the Victorian era. "Essays from 'The Guardian'" is essential reading for anyone interested in understanding the intersection of art and intellect in the late 19th century. Pater's thoughtful reflections encourage readers to engage deeply with art and literature, making this collection a vital addition to the canon of literary criticism.
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In "Gossip in a Library," Edmund Gosse intricately weaves reflections on literature, the act of reading, and the ephemeral nature of conversation within the sacred space of a library. This collection of essays transcends mere commentary, blending personal anecdotes with scholarly critique, thereby reflecting the Victorian era's preoccupation with intellectualism and the burgeoning public library movement. Through a vivid and conversational prose style, Gosse illuminates the delicate dance between the written word and spoken discourse, offering readers profound insights into the relationship between authors, their works, and the communities that preserve them. Edmund Gosse was a prominent English poet, author, and critic, whose childhood immersed him in both classical literature and the evolving modern literary scene. Born to a devout evangelical family, his early experiences shaped his views on the interplay between faith and artistic expression. His extensive career as a literary critic and biographer of figures like Thomas Hardy and Alfred Lord Tennyson informs his nuanced perspective in this work, as he encourages dialogue within the realm of literary scholarship. "Gossip in a Library" is a must-read for bibliophiles and literary scholars alike, as it invites readers to reconsider their engagement with literature in both solitary and communal contexts. Gosse's unique blend of erudition and wit challenges us to embrace the gossip and gossipers surrounding the literary world, ultimately enriching our understanding of the reading experience.
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In "Appreciations, with an Essay on Style," Walter Pater meticulously examines the nuances of aesthetic experience and the practice of writing, placing emphasis on the intrinsic connection between art and life. Written in a lyrical prose reminiscent of the 19th-century aesthetic movement, Pater's work advocates for a profound engagement with art, challenging readers to appreciate beauty in its myriad forms. The collection consists of critical essays on various authors and artists, revealing Pater'Äôs belief in the subjective nature of artistic perception and his preference for an organic, impressionistic style that captures the essence of the work rather than its mere content. Walter Pater (1839-1894), a prominent figure in the late Victorian literary scene, was deeply influenced by the ideals of the Aesthetic Movement, particularly the works of John Ruskin and Oscar Wilde. Pater's academic background, particularly in Classical studies, informed his stylistic choices and critical lens, allowing him to analyze the interplay between form and content. His life in Oxford, a hub of intellectual thought, provided fertile ground for his exploration of art and aesthetic theory, further positioning him as a leader in the dialogue on art criticism during his time. For readers seeking a deeper understanding of the relationship between art and personal perception, Pater's "Appreciations" serves as an invaluable resource. It is a must-read for scholars, artists, and enthusiasts alike, inviting them to reflect on their own aesthetic experiences and the transformative power of literature and art. Pater'Äôs thoughtful insights encourage readers to engage with the subtleties of creative expression, making this work a timeless contribution to literary criticism.
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    At once a gallery of portraits and a meditation on taste, Aspects and Impressions follows an accomplished critic as he weighs art and letters with tact and curiosity, tracing how the sensibility of a single reader—formed by history, culture, and craft—meets a wide array of styles and temperaments, and revealing that criticism, when practiced with patience and grace, is less a verdict than a record of attention, a disciplined openness to surprise that turns private response into public conversation and shows how the life of the mind is made, moment by moment, in contact with the works of others.

Aspects and Impressions is a collection of literary essays by Edmund Gosse, an English critic and poet whose career bridges the late Victorian and Edwardian eras. First appearing in the early twentieth century, the volume belongs to that humane tradition of criticism that treats reading as a civil art. Rather than a single narrative or argument, it offers a sequence of reflective studies and character sketches shaped by long familiarity with European letters. The prose is formal yet inviting, confident without stridency, and grounded in a culture of wide reading that was still, at the time, a shared public pursuit.

In these pages, the premise is simple and generous: to encounter writers and works with a mind trained to notice, and to report what that encounter discloses. The experience offered to the reader is that of an urbane guide who values clarity over jargon, cadence over system, and the pleasures of style alongside the claims of judgment. The mood is reflective, occasionally playful, never hectoring. The essays move at a considered pace, allowing nuance to accumulate, attentive to the small turns of phrase or character that illuminate a larger pattern. One reads for company as much as for conclusions.

Running through the collection is a sustained inquiry into how personal impression and critical responsibility can coexist. Gosse treats taste as accountable without pretending to be impersonal, acknowledging that response is situated yet aspiring to fairness. He is attentive to the dialogue between tradition and novelty, asking what survives of the past and what the present compels us to revise. Cosmopolitan in outlook, the book values crossings—between languages, generations, and temperaments—while retaining a distinctly English sense of measure. Its underlying theme is the ethical dimension of attention: that the ways we read mirror the ways we regard one another.

Formally, the essays favor the short portrait and the polished vignette, a mode that lends itself to lightness of touch without superficiality. Arguments are carried by texture—by analogy, example, and cadence—rather than by schematic doctrine. Gosse prefers to show rather than to declare, letting a pattern emerge from juxtaposed observations, then stepping back at just the right moment. The method is historical in awareness but not pedantic, literary in sensibility but mindful of biography where it clarifies a page. The book illustrates a kind of criticism that holds authority in reserve, inviting readers to corroborate its perceptions with their own.

Such an approach has a particular resonance today, when attention is scattered and judgments often arrive prepackaged. The book models slowness as an intellectual virtue, a willingness to linger until something subtle comes into view. It is also a reminder that criticism can be a public good: a practice of hospitality that welcomes difference, tries to hear a voice as it wishes to be heard, and tests enthusiasm with tact. For contemporary readers, these essays suggest that taste can be both personal and porous, that curiosity widens our sympathies, and that careful reading refines, rather than narrows, our commitments.

To enter Aspects and Impressions, then, is to join a conversation in which learning carries lightly and judgment arrives without noise. The collection exemplifies a bridge between nineteenth-century erudition and the more open, exploratory tone that marked early twentieth-century criticism. It offers breadth without diffuseness and an intimacy of voice that respects its subjects. Readers may dip in and out or follow the sequence end to end; in either case, the reward is cumulative. What remains is a durable pleasure: the sense that to read attentively is to practice a humane art, and to keep company with a discerning mind.
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    Aspects and Impressions is a collection of literary portraits and cultural sketches in which Edmund Gosse records selected meetings, readings, and observations from a long life spent among writers, artists, and institutions. Rather than forming a continuous narrative, the book offers a sequence of essays that move from close character studies to wider reflections on taste and tradition. The organizing principle is suggested by the title: aspects are the observable features of personalities and works; impressions are the immediate responses they evoke. Gosse presents a calibrated, documentary tone, noting traits, contexts, and influences, and leaving larger verdicts to posterity while preserving the texture of an age.

The opening essays set the atmosphere of the late Victorian and Edwardian literary world, describing the habits of periodicals, publishers, and salons that shaped reputations. Gosse outlines the social machinery of letters: how introductions were made, manuscripts circulated, and debates framed in lecture halls and reviews. He places the critic within that system as mediator, reporter, and sometimes advocate, tracing the rise of professional criticism alongside expanding readerships. Without polemic, he sketches the tensions between tradition and novelty that defined the era, showing how judgments were formed collectively yet recorded individually, and preparing the reader for a series of portraits anchored in this milieu.

A cluster of essays turns to poets, balancing biographical outline with an analysis of style, technique, and temperament. Gosse notes how apprenticeship, mentorship, and coteries foster a craft that is both private and public, tracking the path from first appearance in magazines to established volumes. He points to recurring questions of form, diction, and musicality, and to how personal discipline translates into recognizable voice. Letters, manuscripts, and readings supply evidence for a cautious appraisal of influence and originality. The emphasis is on process: how poems come to be, how they are received, and how criticism can clarify without intruding on the poetry itself.

Prose fiction and the theater receive parallel attention. Novelists are considered for their handling of narrative perspective, social observation, and the management of sympathy, with examples that relate technique to moral and intellectual climates. For the stage, Gosse records the constraints and liberties of production, the collaboration of actors, and the responses of audiences. He notes how new drama tests convention through form and subject, and how censorship and commercial pressures shape outcomes. The essays do not adjudicate trends so much as describe conditions under which stories and plays find their form, making clear the practical contexts that underwrite artistic decisions.

The book broadens to continental perspectives, describing exchanges between English letters and European movements. Gosse recounts visits, correspondence, and reading that connected him to critics and authors in France, Italy, and the North, showing how translation and review culture transported ideas. He outlines the vocabularies of realism, naturalism, and symbolism as they traveled, and how temperament and tradition inflected their reception in Britain. Comparative sketches place writers side by side to reveal convergences and divergences without collapsing national distinctiveness. A recurring conclusion is that cosmopolitan contact enriches both sides, while the act of mediation requires tact, precision, and historical awareness.

Several chapters shift to the visual arts and to aesthetic theory as they intersect with literature. Gosse profiles artists and visits to galleries, observing how painting and sculpture propose analogies for literary form: composition, color, and line mirrored in structure, cadence, and imagery. He considers collecting, cataloging, and the role of public institutions in shaping taste, noting the responsibilities of curators alongside critics. Discussions of style emphasize conscientious looking over doctrinal allegiance. The essays identify how a cultivated eye trains a sensitive ear, proposing that cross-disciplinary attention steadies judgment and that the arts, though distinct, share problems of selection, emphasis, and expressive economy.

Place and atmosphere figure as enabling contexts for creativity. Gosse records impressions of cities, libraries, and coastlines, attending to the ways climate, architecture, and social rhythms leave traces on thought and style. Travel notes include sketches of bookshops, academies, and theaters, each presented as a microcosm of practice. Without romanticizing, he remarks on how solitude and sociability alternate in the working lives of artists, and how seasons and routines predispose certain tempos of reading and writing. These vignettes advance the book’s larger aim: to preserve the conditions of production that might otherwise fade, situating works within lived environments.

Later essays register the transition into newer literary currents and the accompanying shifts in readership. Gosse describes emergent periodicals, experimental forms, and the renegotiation of authority between author, critic, and public. He catalogues continuities with the past alongside breaks in idiom, stressing the test posed by novelty to established canons. The critic’s task, as he frames it, is neither to resist nor to hasten change, but to document, compare, and weigh with historical sense. Practical counsel appears in passing: careful quotation, exact description, and fairness in paraphrase. The emphasis remains descriptive, marking tendencies while resisting programmatic manifestos.

The collection closes with reflective pieces that gather its threads: the preservation of memory, the fairness of appraisal, and the modesty of conclusions. Gosse’s final emphasis is on attention as a critical virtue, by which reputations are neither inflated nor diminished but understood in context. Aspects and Impressions thereby serves as a record of encounters and readings arranged to aid future judgment, not to foreclose it. The central message is continuity amid change: that literature, art, and criticism form an ongoing conversation, best served by clarity, patience, and exactness. The book ends by inviting readers to revisit works with renewed, informed curiosity.
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    Published in London in 1922, Aspects and Impressions gathers Edmund Gosse’s recollections and profiles formed across the late Victorian and Edwardian decades into the unsettled early interwar years. Its geographical horizon is cosmopolitan: London drawing rooms, Parisian salons, Italian galleries, and Scandinavian capitals Gosse visited as a critic and civil servant. The author’s vantage point was unique: he moved from the British Museum and Board of Trade to the Librarianship of the House of Lords (1904–1914), standing at the threshold of high politics while cultivating European friendships. The book’s temporal setting therefore spans c. 1867–1922, a period marked by imperial confidence, constitutional strain, and, ultimately, continental war.

One crucible underlying many of Gosse’s French portraits is the Franco‑Prussian War of 1870–1871 and the Paris Commune of 1871. War began in July 1870; Napoleon III surrendered at Sedan on 1 September, Paris endured siege until January 1871, and the German Empire was proclaimed at Versailles on 18 January. The Commune governed Paris from 18 March to 28 May 1871, ending in the Bloody Week. These events scarred an entire generation of French interlocutors. In Aspects and Impressions, Gosse’s evocations of Parisian sociability and character are shadowed by these memories, using individual lives to register the political rupture that created modern France and unified Germany.

The Dreyfus Affair (1894–1906) convulsed the French Republic and forged the modern idea of the engaged intellectual. Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer, was convicted of treason in 1894 and sent to Devil’s Island; evidence was later exposed as fabricated. Emile Zola’s famous J Accuse in L Aurore on 13 January 1898, the Rennes retrial of 1899, and the full exoneration and reinstatement of 1906 turned a courtroom case into a national referendum on justice, the press, and anti‑Semitism. Gosse, long attentive to French public life, writes about figures whose reputations and friendships were tested by the affair; his profiles mirror the era’s ethical polarities and the costs of partisan zeal.

Imperial conflict also frames Gosse’s milieu, above all the Second Boer War in South Africa (1899–1902), a late chapter of the Scramble for Africa. Fighting erupted in October 1899; the sieges of Kimberley, Ladysmith, and Mafeking gripped the British press, while Kitchener’s scorched‑earth tactics and concentration camps produced more than 26,000 Boer civilian deaths, documented by Emily Hobhouse in 1901. The Treaty of Vereeniging on 31 May 1902 ended the war but ignited domestic controversy over empire, civil liberties, and military conduct. Gosse’s London circles debated these issues, and his measured cosmopolitan tone in Aspects and Impressions reflects a post‑Boer War unease with easy imperial triumphalism.

At the heart of Britain’s constitutional drama stood the House of Lords, where Gosse served as Librarian from 1904 to 1914. The People’s Budget of 1909 precipitated a confrontation between the Liberal government and the Lords, leading to two general elections in 1910 and, ultimately, the Parliament Act of 18 August 1911, which replaced the Lords’ absolute veto with a suspensory power. The related Irish Home Rule crisis (Third Home Rule Bill, 1912; Ulster Covenant, 28 September 1912; the Curragh incident, March 1914) underscored the fragility of the United Kingdom. Gosse’s observations on public character and institutional manners in Aspects and Impressions carry the imprint of this constitutional rebalancing.

Transformations in gender and citizenship reshaped the social stage on which Gosse moved. The constitutional National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (1897, led by Millicent Fawcett) and the militant Women’s Social and Political Union (founded 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst) organized mass demonstrations, endured force‑feeding in prison, and provoked the Cat and Mouse Act of 1913. Black Friday on 18 November 1910 exposed police violence against suffragists in London. The Representation of the People Act 1918 granted the vote to many women over 30; the Equal Franchise Act 1928 established parity at 21. In Aspects and Impressions, Gosse’s attention to salons and patronage acknowledges women’s expanding public authority.

The First World War (1914–1918) is the great historical pressure behind the book’s retrospective mood. Sparked by the assassination at Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, the July Crisis cascaded into declarations of war in early August: Germany invaded Belgium on 4 August, bringing Britain into the conflict the same day. Britain mobilized mass armies under the Defence of the Realm Act (1914) and, after the Military Service Act of 1916, imposed conscription. The Western Front’s attrition defined public memory: the Somme offensive from 1 July 1916 cost the British Army nearly 60,000 casualties on the first day; Passchendaele (Third Ypres), July–November 1917, turned Flanders into a quagmire. London experienced air raids by Zeppelins and Gotha bombers in 1915–1917, bringing total war to the metropolis that constituted Gosse’s daily environment. Overseas campaigns at Gallipoli (1915–1916), in Mesopotamia, and in East Africa extended imperial burdens. The Eastern Front’s collapse after 1917 and the Russian revolutions altered Europe’s political map; the Armistice of 11 November 1918 ended fighting, and the Treaty of Versailles was signed on 28 June 1919. British military dead approached 886,000; the influenza pandemic of 1918–1919 deepened grief. Gosse’s collection, appearing in 1922, reads as an act of cultural salvage: portraits of European acquaintances and scenes from pre‑war travel are set against a tacit ledger of loss, dislocation, and the breakdown of a common continental conversation. He registers the erosion of aristocratic ease, the thinning of cosmopolitan networks, and the strain placed on civil institutions he knew from within Westminster. Without polemic, Aspects and Impressions frames character and memory as counterweights to militarism and nationalist rancor, making the book one of the period’s quieter reflections on how private civility survived public catastrophe.

As a social and political critique, the book privileges manner, conscience, and international curiosity over hierarchy, chauvinism, and dogma. By juxtaposing portraits formed before 1914 with postwar reflections, Gosse exposes how class deference, imperial complacency, and bureaucratic rigidity failed under stress, whether in South Africa, in Westminster during the 1911 crisis, or in France during the Dreyfus years. He treats anti‑Semitism, militarism, and populist hysteria as pressures that distort judgment in public life. The cumulative effect is to advocate constitutional restraint, humane debate, and cosmopolitan reciprocity, suggesting that a civilized polity depends less on slogans than on the ethical stamina of its citizens.
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IN and after 1876, when I was in the habit of walking from the north-west of London towards Whitehall, I met several times, driven slowly homewards, a victoria which contained a strange pair in whose appearance I took a violent interest. The man, prematurely ageing, was hirsute, rugged, satyr-like, gazing vivaciously to left and right; this was George Henry Lewes. His companion was a large, thickset sybil, dreamy and immobile, whose massive features, somewhat grim when seen in profile, were incongruously bordered by a hat, always in the height of the Paris fashion, which in those days commonly included an immense ostrich feather; this was George Eliot. The contrast between the solemnity of the face and the frivolity of the headgear had something pathetic and provincial about it.

All this I mention, for what trifling value it may have, as a purely external impression, since I never had the honour of speaking to the lady or to Lewes. We had, my wife and I, common friends in the gifted family of Simcox—Edith Simcox (who wrote ingeniously and learnedly under the pen-name of H. Lawrenny) being an intimate in the household at the Priory. Thither, indeed, I was vaguely invited, by word of mouth, to make my appearance one Sunday, George Eliot having read some pages of mine with indulgence. But I was shy, and yet should probably have obeyed the summons but for an event which nobody foresaw. On the 18th of December, 1880, I was present at a concert given, I think, in the Langham Hall, where I sat just behind Mrs. Cross, as she had then become. It was chilly in the concert-room, and I watched George Eliot, in manifest discomfort, drawing up and tightening round her shoulders a white wool shawl. Four days later she was dead, and I was sorry that I had never made my bow to her.

Her death caused a great sensation, for she had ruled the wide and flourishing province of English prose fiction[1q] for ten years, since the death of Dickens. Though she had a vast company of competitors, she did not suffer through that period from the rivalry of one writer of her own class. If the Brontës had lived, or Mrs. Gaskell, the case might have been different, for George Eliot had neither the passion of Jane Eyre nor the perfection of Cranford, but they were gone before we lost Dickens, and so was Thackeray, who died while Romola was appearing. Charles Kingsley, whose Westward Ho! had just preceded her first appearance, had unluckily turned into other and less congenial paths. Charles Reade, whose It is Never Too Late to Mend (1856) had been her harbinger, scarcely maintained his position as her rival. Anthony Trollope, excellent craftsman as he was, remained persistently and sensibly at a lower intellectual level. Hence the field was free for George Eliot, who, without haste or hesitation, built up slowly such a reputation as no one in her own time could approach.

The gay world, which forgets everything, has forgotten what a solemn, what a portentous thing was the contemporary fame of George Eliot. It was supported by the serious thinkers of the day, by the people who despised mere novels, but regarded her writings as contributions to philosophical literature. On the solitary occasion when I sat in company with Herbert Spencer on the committee of the London Library he expressed a strong objection to the purchase of fiction, and wished that for the London Library no novels should be bought, "except, of course, those of George Eliot." While she lived, critics compared her with Goethe, but to the disadvantage of the sage of Weimar. People who started controversies about evolutionism, a favourite Victorian pastime, bowed low at the mention of her name, and her own strong good sense alone prevented her from being made the object of a sort of priggish idolatry. A big-wig of that day remarked that "in problems of life and thought which baffled Shakespeare her touch was unfailing." For Lord Acton at her death "the sun had gone out," and that exceedingly dogmatic historian observed, ex cathedrâ, that no writer had "ever lived who had anything like her power of manifold but disinterested and impartial sympathy. If Sophocles or Cervantes had lived in the light of our culture, if Dante had prospered like Manzoni, George Eliot might have had a rival." It is very dangerous to write like that. A reaction is sure to follow, and in the case of this novelist, so modest and strenuous herself, but so ridiculously overpraised by her friends, it came with remarkable celerity.

The worship of an intellectual circle of admirers, reverberating upon a dazzled and genuinely interested public, was not, however, even in its palmiest days, quite unanimous. There were other strains of thought and feeling making way, and other prophets were abroad. Robert Browning, though an optimist, and too polite a man to oppose George Eliot publicly, was impatient of her oracular manner. There was a struggle, not much perceived on the surface of the reviews, between her faithful worshippers and the new school of writers vaguely called pre-Raphaelite. She loved Matthew Arnold's poetry, and in that, as in so much else, she was wiser and more clairvoyant than most of the people who surrounded her, but Arnold preserved an attitude of reserve with regard to her later novels. She found nothing to praise or to attract her interest in the books of George Meredith; on the other hand, Coventry Patmore, with his customary amusing violence, voted her novels "sensational and improper." To D. G. Rossetti they were "vulgarity personified," and his brother defined them as "commonplace tempering the stuck-up." Swinburne repudiated Romola with vigour as "absolutely false." I dare say that from several of these her great contemporaries less harsh estimates of her work might be culled, but I quote these to show that even at the height of her fame she was not quite unchallenged.

She was herself, it is impossible to deny, responsible for a good deal of the tarnish which spread over the gold of her reputation. Her early imaginative writings—in particular Janet's Repentance, Adam Bede, the first two-thirds of The Mill on the Floss, and much of Silas Marner—had a freshness, a bright vitality, which, if she could have kept it burnished, would have preserved her from all effects of contemporary want of sympathy. When we analyse the charm of the stories just mentioned, we find that it consists very largely in their felicity of expressed reminiscence. There is little evidence in them of the inventive faculty, but a great deal of the reproductive. Now, we have to remember that contemporaries are quite in the dark as to matters about which, after the publication of memoirs and correspondence and recollections, later readers are exactly informed. We may now know that Sir Christopher Cheverel closely reproduces the features of a real Sir Roger Newdigate, and that Dinah Morris is Mrs. Samuel Evans photographed, but readers of 1860 did not know that, and were at liberty to conceive the unknown magician in the act of calling up a noble English gentleman and a saintly Methodist preacher from the depths of her inner consciousness. Whether this was so or not would not matter to anyone, if George Eliot could have continued the act of pictorial reproduction without flagging. The world would have long gazed with pleasure into the camera obscura of Warwickshire, as she reeled off one dark picture after another, but unhappily she was not contented with her success, and she aimed at things beyond her reach.[2q]

Her failure, which was, after all (let us not exaggerate), the partial and accidental failure of a great genius, began when she turned from passive acts of memory to a strenuous exercise of intellect. If I had time and space, it would be very interesting to study George Eliot's attitude towards that mighty woman, the full-bosomed caryatid of romantic literature, who had by a few years preceded her. When George Eliot was at the outset of her own literary career, which as we know was much belated, George Sand had already bewitched and thrilled and scandalized Europe for a generation. The impact of the Frenchwoman's mind on that of her English contemporary produced sparks or flashes of starry enthusiasm. George Eliot, in 1848, was "bowing before George Sand in eternal gratitude to that great power of God manifested in her," and her praise of the French peasant-idyls was unbounded. But when she herself began to write novels she grew to be less and less in sympathy with the French romantic school. A French critic of her own day laid down the axiom that "il faut bien que le roman se rapproche de la poésie ou de la science." George Sand had thrown herself unreservedly into the poetic camp. She acknowledged "mon instinct m'eût poussée vers les abîmes," and she confessed, with that stalwart good sense which carried her genius over so many marshy places, that her temperament had often driven her, "au mépris de la raison ou de la verité morale," into pure romantic extravagance.

But George Eliot, whatever may have been her preliminary enthusiasms, was radically and permanently anti-romantic. This was the source of her strength and of her weakness; this, carefully examined, explains the soaring and the sinking of her fame. Unlike George Sand, she kept to the facts; she found that all her power quitted her at once if she dealt with imaginary events and the clash of ideal passions. She had been drawn in her youth to sincere admiration of the Indianas and Lelias of her florid French contemporary, and we become aware that in the humdrum years at Coventry, when the surroundings of her own life were arduous and dusty, she felt a longing to spread her wings and fly up and out to some dim Cloud-Cuckoo Land the confines of which were utterly vague to her. The romantic method of Dumas, for instance, and even of Walter Scott, appealed to her as a mode of escaping to dreamland from the flatness and vulgarity of life under the "miserable reign of Mammon." But she could not achieve such flights; her literary character was of a totally different formation. What was fabulous, what was artificial, did not so much strike her with disgust as render her paralysed. Her only escape from mediocrity, she found, was to give a philosophical interest to common themes. In consequence, as she advanced in life, and came more under the influence of George Henry Lewes, she became less and less well disposed towards the French fiction of her day, rejecting even Balzac, to whom she seems, strangely enough, to have preferred Lessing. That Lessing and Balzac should be names pronounced in relation itself throws a light on the temper of the speaker.

Most novelists seem to have begun to tell stories almost as early as musicians begin to trifle with the piano. The child keeps other children awake, after nurse has gone about her business, by reeling off inventions in the dark. But George Eliot showed, so far as records inform us, no such aptitude in infancy or even in early youth. The history of her start as a novel-writer is worthy of study. It appears that it was not until the autumn of 1856 that she, "in a dreamy mood," fancied herself writing a story. This was, I gather, immediately on her return from Germany, where she had been touring about with Lewes, with whom she had now been living for two years. Lewes said to her, "You have wit, description, and philosophy—those go a good way towards the production of a novel," and he encouraged her to write about the virtues and vices of the clergy, as she had observed them at Griff and at Coventry. Amos Barton was the immediate result, and the stately line of stories which was to close in Daniel Deronda twenty years later was started on its brilliant career. But what of the author? She was a storm-tried matron of thirty-seven, who had sub-edited the Westminster Review, who had spent years in translating Strauss's Life of Jesus and had sunk exhausted in a still more strenuous wrestling with the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus of Spinoza, who had worked with Delarive at Experimental Physics in Geneva, and who had censured, as superficial, John Stuart Mill's treatment of Whewell's Moral Philosophy. This heavily-built Miss Marian Evans, now dubiously known as Mrs. Lewes, whose features at that time are familiar to us by the admirable paintings and drawings of Sir Frederick Burton, was in training to be a social reformer, a moral philosopher, an apostle of the creed of Christendom, an anti-theological professor, anything in the world rather than a writer of idle tales.

But the tales proved to be a hundredfold more attractive to the general public than articles upon taxation or translations from German sceptics. We all must allow that at last, however tardily and surprisingly, George Eliot had discovered her true vocation. Let us consider in what capacity she entered this field of fiction. She entered it as an observer of life more diligent and more meticulous perhaps than any other living person. She entered it also with a store of emotional experience and with a richness of moral sensibility which were almost as unique. She had strong ethical prejudices, and a wealth of recollected examples by which she could justify them. Her memory was accurate, minute, and well arranged, and she had always enjoyed retrospection and encouraged herself in the cultivation of it. She was very sympathetic, very tolerant, and although she had lived in the very Temple of Priggishness with her Brays and her Hennells and her Sibrees, she remained singularly simple and unaffected. Rather sad, one pictures her in 1856, rather dreamy, burdened with an excess of purely intellectual preoccupation, wandering over Europe consumed by a constant, but unconfessed, nostalgia for her own country, coming back to it with a sense that the Avon was lovelier than the Arno. Suddenly, in that "dreamy mood," there comes over her a desire to build up again the homes of her childhood, to forget all about Rousseau and experimental physics, and to reconstruct the "dear old quaintnesses" of the Arbury of twenty-five years before.

If we wish to see what it was which this mature philosopher and earnest critic of behaviour had to produce for the surprise of her readers, we may examine the description of the farm at Donnithorne in Adam Bede. The solemn lady, who might seem such a terror to ill-doers, had yet a packet of the most delicious fondants in the pocket of her bombazine gown. The names of these sweetmeats, which were of a flavour and a texture delicious to the tongue, might be Mrs. Poyser or Lizzie Jerome or the sisters Dodson, but they all came from the Warwickshire factory at Griff, and they were all manufactured with the sugar and spice of memory. So long as George Eliot lived in the past, and extracted her honey from those wonderful cottage gardens which fill her early pages with their colour and their odour, the solidity and weight of her intellectual methods in other fields did not interfere, or interfered in a negligible way, with the power and intensity of the entertainment she offered. We could wish for nothing better. English literature has, of their own class, nothing better to offer than certain chapters of Adam Bede or than the beginning of The Mill on the Floss.

But, from the first, if we now examine coldly and inquisitively, there was a moth sleeping in George Eliot's rich attire. This moth was pedantry, the result, doubtless, of too much erudition encouraging a natural tendency in her mind, which as we have seen was acquisitive rather than inventive. It was unfortunate for her genius that after her early enthusiasm for French culture she turned to Germany and became, in measure, like so many powerful minds of her generation, Teutonized. This fostered the very tendencies which it was desirable to eradicate. One can but speculate what would have been the result on her genius of a little more Paris and a little less Berlin. Her most successful immediate rival in France was Octave Feuillet; the Scenes of Clerical Life answer in time to Le Roman d'un Jeune Homme Pauvre, and Monsieur de Camors to Felix Holt. There could not be a stronger or more instructive contrast than between the elegant fairyland of the one and the robust realism of the other. But our admirable pastoral writer, whose inward eye was stored with the harmonies and humours of Shakespeare's country, was not content with her mastery of the past. She looked forward to a literature of the future. She trusted to her brain rather than to those tired servants, her senses, and more and more her soul was invaded by the ambition to invent a new thing, the scientific novel, dealing with the growth of institutions and the analysis of individual character.

The critics of her own time were satisfied that she had done this, and that she had founded the psychological novel. There was much to be said in favour of such an opinion. In the later books it is an undeniable fact that George Eliot displays a certain sense of the inevitable progress of life which was new. It may seem paradoxical to see the peculiar characteristics of Zola or of Mr. George Moore in Middlemarch, but there is much to be said for the view that George Eliot was the direct forerunner of those naturalistic novelists. Like them, she sees life as an organism, or even as a progress. George Eliot in her contemplation of the human beings she invents is a traveller, who is provided with a map. No Norman church or ivied ruin takes her by surprise, because she has seen that it was bound to come, and recognizes it when it does come. Death, the final railway station, is ever in her mind; she sees it on her map, and gathers her property around her to be ready when the train shall stop. This psychological clairvoyance gives her a great power when she does not abuse it, but unfortunately from the very first there was in her a tendency, partly consequent on her mental training, but also not a little on her natural constitution, to dwell in a hard and pedagogic manner on it. She was not content to please, she must explain and teach as well.

Her comparative failure to please made its definite appearance first in the laboured and overcharged romance of Romola. But a careful reader will detect it in her earliest writings. Quite early in Amos Barton, for instance, when Mrs. Hackit observes of the local colliers that they "passed their time in doing nothing but swilling ale and smoking, like the beasts that perish," the author immediately spoils this delightful remark by explaining, like a schoolmaster, that Mrs. Hackit was "speaking, we may presume, in a remotely analogical sense." The laughter dies upon our lips. Useless pedantry of this kind spoils many a happy touch of humour, Mrs. Poyser alone perhaps having wholly escaped from it. It would be entirely unjust to accuse George Eliot, at all events until near the end of her life, of intellectual pride. She was, on the contrary, of a very humble spirit, timorous and susceptible of discouragement. But her humility made her work all the harder at her task of subtle philosophical analysis. It would have been far better for her if she had possessed less of the tenacity of Herbert Spencer and more of the recklessness of George Sand. An amusing but painful example of her Sisyphus temper, always rolling the stone uphill with groans and sweat, is to be found in her own account of the way she "crammed up" for the composition of Romola. She tells us of the wasting toil with which she worked up innumerable facts about Florence, and in particular how she laboured long over the terrible question whether Easter could have been "retarded" in the year 1492. On this, Sir Leslie Stephen—one of her best critics, and one of the most indulgent—aptly queries, "What would have become of Ivanhoe if Scott had bothered himself about the possible retardation of Easter? The answer, indeed, is obvious, that Ivanhoe would not have been written."

The effect of all this on George Eliot's achievement was what must always occur when an intellect which is purely acquisitive and distributive insists on doing work that is appropriate only to imagination. If we read very carefully the scene preceding Savonarola's sermon to the Dominicans at San Marco, we perceive that it is built up almost in Flaubert's manner, but without Flaubert's magic, touch by touch, out of books. The author does not see what she describes in a sort of luminous hallucination, but she dresses up in language of her own what she has carefully read in Burlamacchi or in Villari. The most conscientious labour, expended by the most powerful brain, is incapable of producing an illusion of life by these means. George Eliot may even possibly have been conscious of this, for she speaks again and again, not of writing with ecstasy of tears and laughter, as Dickens did, but of falling into "a state of so much wretchedness in attempting to concentrate my thoughts on the construction of my novel" that nothing but a tremendous and sustained effort of the will carried her on at all. In this vain and terrible wrestling with incongruous elements she wore out her strength and her joy, and it is heart-rending to watch so noble a genius and so lofty a character as hers wasted in the whirlpool. One fears that a sense of obscure failure added to her tortures, and one is tempted to see a touch of autobiography in the melancholy of Mrs. Transome (in Felix Holt), of whom we are told that "her knowledge and accomplishments had become as valueless as old-fashioned stucco ornaments, of which the substance was never worth anything, while the form is no longer to the taste of any living mortal."

The notion that George Eliot was herself, in spite of all the laudation showered upon her, consciously in want of some element essential for her success is supported by the very curious fact that from 1864 to 1869, that is to say through nearly one-quarter of her whole literary career, she devoted herself entirely to various experiments in verse. She was so preternaturally intelligent that there is nothing unlikely in the supposition that she realized what was her chief want as a writer of imaginative prose. She claims, and she will always be justified in claiming, a place in the splendid roll of prominent English writers. But she holds it in spite of a certain drawback which forbids her from ever appearing in the front rank as a great writer. Her prose has fine qualities of force and wit, it is pictorial and persuasive, but it misses one prime but rather subtle merit, it never sings. The masters of the finest English are those who have received the admonition Cantate Domino! They sing a new song unto the Lord. Among George Eliot's prose contemporaries there were several who obeyed this command. Ruskin, for instance, above all the Victorian prose-writers, shouts like the morning-star. It is the peculiar gift of all great prosaists. Take so rough an executant as Hazlitt: "Harmer Hill stooped with all its pines, to listen to a poet, as he passed!" That is the chanting faculty in prose, which all the greatest men possess; but George Eliot has no trace of it, except sometimes, faintly, in the sheer fun of her peasants' conversation. I do not question that she felt the lack herself, and that it was this which, subconsciously, led her to make a profound study of the art of verse.

She hoped, at the age of forty-four, to hammer herself into poetry by dint of sheer labour and will-power. She read the great masters, and she analysed them in the light of prosodical manuals. In 1871 she told Tennyson that Professor Sylvester's "laws for verse-making had been useful to her." Tennyson replied, "I can't understand that," and no wonder. Sylvester was a facetious mathematician who undertook to teach the art of poetry in so many lessons. George Eliot humbly working away at Sylvester, and telling Tennyson that she was finding him "useful," and Tennyson, whose melodies pursued him, like bees in pursuit of a bee-master, expressing a gruff good-natured scepticism—what a picture it raises! But George Eliot persisted, with that astounding firmness of application which she had, and she produced quite a large body of various verse. She wrote a Comtist tragedy, The Spanish Gypsy, of which I must speak softly, since, omnivorous as I am, I have never been able to swallow it. But she wrote many other things, epics and sonnets and dialogues and the rest of them, which are not so hard to read. She actually printed privately for her friends two little garlands, Agatha (1868) and Brother and Sister (1869), which are the only "rare issues" of hers sought after by collectors, for she was not given to bibliographical curiosity. These verses and many others she polished and re-wrote with untiring assiduity, and in 1874 she published a substantial volume of them. I have been reading them over again, in the intense wish to be pleased with them, but it is impossible—the root of the matter is not in them. There is an Arion, which is stately in the manner of Marvell. The end of this lyric is tense and decisive, but there is the radical absence of song. George Eliot admired Wordsworth very much: occasionally she reproduces very closely the duller parts of The Excursion. In the long piece of blank verse called A College Breakfast Party, which she wrote in 1874, almost all Tennyson's faults are reconstructed on the plan of the Chinese tailor who carefully imitates the rents in the English coat he is to copy. There is a Goethe-like poem, of a gnomic order, called Self and Life, stuffed with valuable thoughts as a turkey is stuffed with chestnuts.

And it is all so earnest and so intellectual, and it does so much credit to Sylvester. After long consideration, I have come to the conclusion that the following sonnet, from Brother and Sister, is the best piece of sustained poetry that George Eliot achieved. It deals with the pathetic and beautiful relations which existed between her and her elder brother Isaac, the Tom Tulliver of The Mill on the Floss:

His sorrow was my sorrow, and his joy

Sent little leaps and laughs through all my frame;

My doll seemed lifeless, and no girlish toy

Had any reason when my brother came.

I knelt with him at marbles, marked his fling,

Cut the ringed stem and made the apple drop,

Or watched him winding close the spiral string

That looped the orbits of the humming-top.

Grasped by such fellowship my vagrant thought

Ceased with dream-fruit dream-wishes to fulfil;

My aëry-picturing fantasy was taught

Subjection to the harder, truer skill

That seeks with deeds to grave a thought-tracked line,

And by "What is" "What will be" to define.


How near this is to true poetry, and yet how many miles away!

At last George Eliot seems to have felt that she could never hope, with all her intellect, to catch the unconsidered music which God lavishes on the idle linnet and the frivolous chaffinch. She returned to her own strenuous business of building up the psychological novel. She wrote Middlemarch, which appeared periodically throughout 1872 and as a book early the following year. It was received with great enthusiasm, as marking the return of a popular favourite who had been absent for several years. Middlemarch is the history of three parallel lives of women, who "with dim lights and tangled circumstances tried to shape their thought and deed in noble agreement," although "to common eyes their struggles seemed mere inconsistency and formlessness." The three ineffectual St. Theresas, as their creator conceived them, were Dorothea, Rosamond, and Mary, and they "shaped the thought and deed" of Casaubon and Ladislaw and Fred Vincy. Middlemarch is constructed with unfailing power, and the picture of commonplace English country life which it gives is vivacious after a mechanical fashion, but all the charm of the early stories has evaporated, and has left behind it merely a residuum of unimaginative satire. The novel is a very remarkable instance of elaborate mental resources misapplied, and genius revolving, with tremendous machinery, like some great water-wheel, while no water is flowing underneath it.
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