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CHAPTER 1

ON THE RE[LATION OF LIFE
AND
CHARACTER TO LITERATURE
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CHAPTER 1

ON THE RELATION OF LIFE AND CHARACTER TO
LITERATURE

I

The thkr:e main divisions of literature are
poetry, drama and fiction. T want to speak of
these in relation to the lives of the men who en-
gage in their production. That is what is meant
by the title of the essay. This is a very import-
ant subject for every student of literature to con-
sider. Any cne wishing to become an autbor in
any one of the three branches of literature that I
have mentioncd, must ask bimself honestly sev-
eral questions and be able to answar them in the
affirmative. If he cannot answer them in the
affirmative, hi2 had better *leave literature alonel —
*for the time being? at least.

The first question is, Hav: I creative power?

1. to leave alone R, KRiFs
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That is to say, Am I able to produce either poetry,
or fiction, or drama, by my own experi-nce, out
of my own mental operation, without following
the ideas of other people, or being influenced,
consciously or unconsciously, only by the opinions
of others. If you cannot answer this question
with an honest ‘“Yes,” then you can only by an
imitator.

But suppose that you can answer this first
question in the affirmative, there remains another
question almost equally important to ask. It is
this: Can I devote my life—or at least the best
part of my leisure time—to literary work! If you
cannot be sure of much time to spare, you should
be sure, at least, of being able to give, every day
of your existence, a short time to one sustained
object. If you are not sure of being able to
do this, you will find the way of literature very
hard indeed.

But there is yet a third question to be asked.
Even if you have the power and the time, it is
necessary that you should determine this matter:

Must T mingle with society and *take my part in!

1. to take part in Z:Hl,
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¥everyday! life, or should I seek quiet and isolation?
The third qu>stion can be answzared only accord-
ing to the character of your particular literary
power. Certain kinds of literature require soli-
tude — cannot be produced without it. Other
kinds of literature oblige the author, whether he
likes or does not like it, to mix a great deal with
people, to observe all their actions, and to fill
himself with every possible experience of active
life.

I think now the ground is swept. We can be-
gin the second section of the lecture.

II

What I have cuzgesied in tte above series of
questions, must now bz *dwelt upon? in detail.
Let us first consider poelry in its relation {o the
conduct of life.

Poetry is not one of those forms of literature
which requir2 that the author shall mix a great deal
with active life. On the contrary, poetry is es-
pecially the art of solitude. Poetry requires a great
deal of bhne‘:ﬁa great deal of thought, a great deal of
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silent work, and all tke sincerity of which a man’s
nature is capable. The less that a real poet ming-
les with social life, tLe better for bLis art. This is a
well known fact in all countries. It is so well
known tlat if a young poet allcws himself {obe
flattered and petted and *made much of! by the rich
and mighty, it is commeonly said that he is going to
be ruined. One cannot be perfectly cincere to one-
self and become an cbject ot fashionable attention.
It is utterly impossible. ‘The art of poelry requires
that the poet be as solitary in his house as a priest.
I do rot mean that it should be necessary to be an
ascetic, or anything of that kind, nor that he should
not be troubled with family cares. It is very
necessary that Lhe should have a family, and know
all that the family means, in order to be a good
roet. But he must certainly renounce what are
generally called social pleasures. In the same
degree that he fails to do this, he is almost certain
to fail in his poetry.

Let us here consider a few extraordinary facts

about the poctical life. Of cqurse you know that

1. To make much of =to treat with special favor.
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poetry does not mean merely writing verses, no
malter Liow correct the verses may be. It means
the power to move men’s hearts and minds by
verse., Now a Persian poet once observed that no
bad man could possibly become a poet. “There is a
good deal of truth in that statement, notwithstand-
ing some apparent exceptions. You have doubtless
read that many European poets were bad men. But
you must take such statements with a great deal of
reserve and qualification. I imagine, for example,
that you will immediately think of Byron. But
Byron was not fairly judged; and you must not
al'ow yourselves to accept any mere religious or
social declaration abcut tiie character of the poet.
The real facts are that Byron was unjustly treated
and goaded and irritated into immoral courses.
Moreover, the deeper nature of Byron was essen-
tially generous and sympathetic, and when he fol-
lows the inspiration of his deeper nature, he gives
us the best of what he has. I might speak of many
other poets; you will always find that there was
something good and generous in the man, however
great his faults may have appeared on the surface.
Indeed, I knew only one or two exceptions to this
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