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Foreword

Literature masterpieces usually mirror the culture of a country
or area in a specific period of time. By reading these masterpieces,
we can enjoy the authors’ fluent writing styles, vivid and detailed
description, which will place us in that specific period’s history and
culture. For this purpose we present the series of world literature
classics to the readers.

The selection was made based on suggestions of many
professional literature translators and literary scholars. And these
selected books were edited in accord with the original works.
Making no abridgements or changes, we attempt to maintain the
original style and flavor of these novels.

By reading them, you will have a better understanding of western
history and culture, and your English level will be improved a lot
before you realize it.

This series of classics will lead you to the wonderful English
world!
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THE COMMON READER

First Series

1925

TO LYTTON STRACHEY

Some of these papers appeared originally in the Times Literary
Supplement, the Athenaeum, the Nation and Athenaeum, the New
Statesman, the London Mercury, the Dial (New York); the New
Republic (New York), and I have to thank the editors for allowing
me to reprint them here. Some are based upon articles written for
various newspapers, while others appear now for the first time.
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THE COMMON READER

There is a sentence in Dr. Johnson’s Life of Gray which might well be
written up in all those rooms, too humble to be called libraries, yet full
of books, where the pursuit of reading is carried on by private people.
“I rejoice to concur with the common reader; for by the common sense
of readers, uncorrupted by literary prejudices, after all the refinements
of subtilty and the dogmatism of learning, must be finally decided all
claim to poetical honours.”

It defines their qualities; it dignifies their aims; it bestows upon a
pursuit which devours a great deal of time, and is yet apt to leave
behind it nothing very substantial, the sanction of the great man’s
approval. §

The common reader, as Dr. Johnson implies, differs from the critic
and the scholar. He is worse eduéated, and nature has not gifted him so
generously.

He reads for his own pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or
correct the opinions of others. Above all, he is guided by an instinct to
create for himself, out of whatever odds and ends he can come by,
some kind of whole — a portrait of a man, a sketch of an age, a theory
of the art of writing. He never ceases, as he reads, to run up some
rickety and ramshackle fabric which shall give him the temporary
satisfaction of looking sufficiently like the real object to allow of
affection, laughter, and argument.

Hasty, inaccurate, and superficial, snatching now this poem, now
that scrap of old furniture, without caring where he finds it or of what
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nature it may be so long as it serves his purpose and rounds his
structure, his deficiencies as a critic are too obvious to be pointed out;
but if he has, as Dr. Johnson maintained, some say in the final
distribution of poetical honours, then, perhaps, it may be worth while
to write down a few of the ideas and opinions which, insignificant in
themselves, yet contribute to so mighty a result.
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THE PASTONS AND CHAUCER

The tower of Caister Castle still rises ninety feet into the air, and the
arch still stands from which Sir John Fastolf’s barges sailed out to
fetch stone for the building of the great castle. But now jackdaws nest
on the tower, and of the castle, which once covered six acres of ground,
only ruined walls remain, pierced by loop-holes and surmounted by
battlements, though there are neither archers within nor cannon without.
As for the “seven religious men” and the “seven poor folk” who should,
at this very moment, be praying for the souls of Sir John and his
parents, there is no sign of them nor sound of their prayers. The place
is a ruin. Antiquaries speculate and differ.

Not so very far off lie more ruins — the ruins of Bromholm Priory,
where John Paston was buried, naturally enough, since his house was
only a mile or so away, lying on low ground by the sea, twenty miles
north of Norwich. The coast is dangerous, and the land, even in our
time, inaccessible. Nevertheless, the little bit of wood at Bromholm,
the fragment of the true Cross, brought pilgrims incessantly to the
Priory, and sent them away with eyes opened and limbs straightened.
But some of them with their newly-opened eyes saw a sight which
shocked them — the grave of John Paston in Bromholm Priory without
a tombstone. The news spread over the country-side. The Pastons had
fallen; they that had been so powerful could no longer afford a stone to
put above John Paston’s head. Margaret, his widow, could not pay her
debts; the eldest son, Sir John, wasted his property upon women and
tournaments, while the younger, John also, though a man of greater
parts, thought more of his hawks than of his harvests.
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The pilgrims of course were liars, as people whose eyes have just
been opened by a piece of the true Cross have every right to be; but
their news, none the less, was welcome. The Pastons had risen in the
world. People said even that they had been bondmen not so very long
ago. At any rate, men still living could remember John’s grandfather
Clement tilling his own land, a hard-working peasant; and William,
Clement’s son, becoming a judge and buying land; and John, William’s
son, marrying well and buying more land and quite lately inheriting the
vast new castle at Caister, and all Sir John’s lands in Norfolk and
Suffolk. People said that he had forged the old knight’s will. What
wonder, then, that he lacked a tombstone? But, if we consider the
character of Sir John Paston, John’s eldest son, and his upbringing and
his surroundings, and the relations between himself and his father as
the family letters reveal them, we shall see how difficult it was, and
how likely to be neglected — this business of making his father’s
tombstone.

For let.us imagine, in the most desolate part of England known to us
at the present moment, a raw, new-built house, without telephone,
bathroom or drains, arm-chairs or newspapers, and one shelf perhaps
of books, unwieldy to hold, expensive to come by. The windows look
out upon a few cultivated fields and a dozen hovels, and beyond them
there is the sea on one side, on the other a vast fen. A single road
crosses the fen, but there is a hole in it, which, one of the farm hands
reports, is big enough to swallow a carriage. And, the man adds, Tom
Toperoft, the mad bricklayer, has broken loose again and ranges the
country half-naked, threatening to kill any one who approaches him.
That is what they talk about at dinner in the desolate house, while the
chimney smokes horribly, and the draught lifts the carpets on the floor.



THE PASTONS AND CHAUCER 7

Orders are given to lock all gates at sunset, and, when the long dismal
eveping has worn itself away, simply and solemnly, girt about with
dangers as they are, these isolated men and women fall upon their
knees in prayer.

In the fifteenth century, however, the wild landscape was broken
suddenly and very strangely by vast piles of brand-new masonry. There
rose out of the sandhills and heaths of the Norfolk coast a huge bulk of
stone, like a modern hotel in a watering-place; but there was no parade,
no lodging-houses, and no pier at Yarmouth then, and this gigantic
building on the outskirts of the town was built to house one solitary old
gentleman without any children — Sir John Fastolf, who had fought at
Agincourt and acquired great wealth. He had fought at Agincourt and
got but little reward. No one took his advice. Men spoke ill of him
behind his back. He was well aware of it; his temper was none the
sweeter for that. He was a hot-tempered old man, powerful, embittered
by a sense of grievance. But whether on the battlefield or at court he
thought perpetually of Caister, and how, when his duties allowed, he
would seitle down on his father’s land and live in a great house of his
own building.

The gigantic structure of Caister Castle was in progress not so many
miles away when the little Pastons were children. John Paston, the
father, had charge of some part of the business, and the children
listened, as soon as they could listen at all, to talk of stone and building,
of barges gone to London and not yet returned, of the twenty-six
private chambers, of the hall and chapel; of foundations, measurements,
and rascally work-people. Later, in 1454, when the work was finished
and Sir John had come to spend his last years at Caister, they may have
seen for themselves the mass of treasure that was stored there; the
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tables laden with gold and silver plate; the wardrobes stuffed with
gowns of velvet and satin and cloth of gold, with hoods and tippets and
beaver hats and leather jackets and velvet doublets; and how the very
pillow-cases on the beds were of green and purple silk. There were
tapestries everywhere. The beds were laid and the bedrooms hung with
tapestries representing sieges, hunting and hawking, men fishing,
archers shooting, ladies playing on their harps, dallying with ducks, or
a giant “bearing the leg of a bear in his hand”. Such were the fruits of a
well-spent life. To buy land, to build great houses, to stuff these houses
full of gold and silver plate (though the privy might well be in the
bedroom), was the proper aim of mankind. Mr. and Mrs. Paston spent
the greater part of their energies in the same exhausting occupation.
For since the passion to acquire was universal, one could never rest
secure in one’s possessions for long. The outlying parts of one’s
property were in perpetual jeopardy. The Duke of Norfolk might covet
this manor, the Duke of Suffolk that. Some trumped-up excuse, as for
instance that the Pastons were bondmen, gave them the right to seize
the house and batter down the lodges in the owner’s absence. And how
could the owner of Paston and Mauteby and Drayton and Gresham be
in five or six places at once, especially now that Caister Castle was his,
and he must be in London trying to get his rights recognised by the
King? The King was mad too, they said; did not know his own child,
they said; or the King was in flight; or there was civil war in the land.
Norfolk was always the most distressed of counties and its country
gentlemen the most quarrelsome of mankind. Indeed, had Mrs. Paston
chosen, she could have told her children how when she was a young
woman a thousand men with bows and arrows and pans of burning fire
had marched upon Gresham and broken the gates and mined the walls
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of the room where she sat alone. But much worse things than that had
happened to women. She neither bewailed her lot nor thought herself a
heroine. The long, long letters which she wrote so laboriously in her
clear cramped hand to her husband, who was (as usual) away, make no
mention of herself. The sheep had wasted the hay. Heyden’s and
Tuddenham’s men were out. A dyke had been broken and a bullock
stolen. They needed treacle badly, and really she must have stuff for a
dress.

But Mrs. Paston did not talk about herself.

Thus the little Pastons would see their mother writing or dictating
page after page, hour after hour, long long letters, but to interrupt a
parent who writes so laboriously of such important matters would have
been a sin. The prattle of children, the lore of the nursery or
schoolroom, did not find its way into these elaborate communications.
For the most part her letters are the letters of an honest bailiff to his
master, explaining, asking advice, giving news, rendering accounts.
There was robbery and manslaughter; it was difficult to get in the rents;
Richard Calle had gathered but little money; and what with one thing
and another Margaret had not had time to make out, as she should have
done, the inventory of the goods which her husband desired. Well
might old Agnes, surveying her son’s affairs rather grimly from a
distance, counsel him to contrive it so that “ye may have less to do in
the world; your father said, In little business lieth much rest. This
world is but a thoroughfare, and full of woe; and when we depart
therefrom, right nought bear with us but our good deeds and ill.”

The thought of death would thus come upon them in a clap. Old
Fastolf, cumbered with wealth and property, had his vision at the end
of Hell fire, and shrieked aloud to his executors to distribute alms, and
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see that prayers were said “in perpetuum”, so that his soul might
escape the agonies of purgatory. William Paston, the judge, was urgent
too that the monks of Norwich should be retained to pray for his soul
“for ever”. The soul was no wisp of air, but a solid body capable of
eternal suffering, and the fire that destroyed it was as fierce as any that
burnt on mortal grates. For ever there would be monks and the town of
Norwich, and for ever the Chapel of Our Lady in the town of Norwich.
There was something matter-of-fact, positive, and enduring in their
conception both of life and of death.

With the plan of existence so vigorously marked out, children of
course were well beaten, and boys and girls taught to know their places.
They must acquire land; but they must obey their parents. A mother
would clout her daughter’s head three times a week and break the skin
if she did not conform to the laws of behaviour. Agnes Paston, a lady
of birth and breeding, beat her daughter Elizabeth. Margaret Paston, a
softer-hearted woman, turned her daughter out of the house for loving
the honest bailiff Richard Calle. Brothers would not suffer their sisters
to marry beneath them, and “sell candle and mustard in Framlingham”.
The fathers quarrelled with the sons, and the mothers, fonder of their
boys than of their girls, yet bound by all law and custom to obey their
husbands, were torn asunder in their efforts to keep the peace. With all
her pains, Margaret failed to prevent rash acts on the part of her eldest
son John, or the bitter words with which his father denounced him. He
was a “drone among bees”, the father burst out, “which labour for
gathering honey in the fields, and the drone doth naught but taketh his
part of it”. He treated his parents with insolence, and yet was fit for no
charge of responsibility abroad.

But the quarrel was ended, very shortly, by the death (22nd May
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1466) of John Paston, the father, in London. The body was brought
down to Bromholm to be buried. Twelve poor men trudged all the way
bearing torches beside it. Alms were distributed; masses and dirges
were said. Bells were rung. Great quantities of fowls, sheep, pigs, eggs,
bread, and cream were devoured, ale and wine drunk, and candles
burnt. Two panes were taken from the church windows to let out the
reek of the torches. Black cloth was distributed, and a light set burning
on the grave. But John Paston, the heir, delayed to make his father’s
tombstone.

He was a young man, something over twenty-four years of age. The
discipline and the drudgery of a country life bored him. When he ran
away from home, it was, apparently, to attempt to enter the King’s
household. Whatever doubts, indeed, might be cast by their enemies on
the blood of the Pastons, Sir John was unmistakably a gentleman. He
had inherited his lands; the honey was his that the bees had gathered
with so much labour. He had the instincts of enjoyment rather than of
acquisition, and with his mother’s parsimony was strangely mixed
something of his father’s ambition. Yet his own indolent and luxurious
temperament took the edge from both. He was attractive to women,
liked society and tournaments, and court life and making bets, and
sometimes, even, reading books. And so life now that John Paston was
buried started afresh upon rather a different foundation. There could be
little outward change indeed. Margaret still ruled the house. She still
ordered the lives of the younger children as she had ordered the lives
of the elder. The boys still needed to be beaten into book-learning by
their tutors, the girls still loved the wrong men and must be married to
the right. Rents had to be collected; the interminable lawsuit for the
Fastolf property dragged on. Battles were fought; the roses of York and



