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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. “... | 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 educated, 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
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The Common Reader

this poem, now that scrap of old furniture, without caring
where he finds it or of what 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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Montaigne

Once at Bar-le-Duc Montaigne saw a portrait which René,
King of Sicily, had painted of himself, and asked, “Why is it
not, in like manner, lawful for every one to draw himself with a
pen, as he did with a crayon? 7 Off-hand one might reply, not
only is it lawful, but nothing could be easier. Other people may
evade us, but our own features are almost too familiar. Let us
begin. And then, when we attempt the task, the pen falls from
our fingers; it is a matter of profound, mysterious, and
overwhelming difficulty.

After all, in the whole of literature, how many people have
succeeded in drawing themselves with a pen? Only Montaigne
and Pepys and Rousseau perhaps. The Religio Medici is a
coloured glass through which darkly one sees racing stars and
a strange and turbulent soul. A bright polished mirror reflects
the face of Boswell peeping between other people’s shoulders
in the famous biography. But this talking of oneself, following
one’s own vagaries, giving the whole map, weight, colour,
and circumference of the soul in its confusion, its variety, its
imperfection—this art belonged to one man only: to
Montaigne. As the centuries go by, there is always a crowd
before that picture, gazing into its depths, seeing their own
faces reflected in it, seeing more the longer they look, never
being able to say quite what it is that they see. New editions
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Montaigne

testify to the perennial fascination. Here is the Navarre Society
in England reprinting in five fine volumes Cotton’s translation;
while in France the firm of Louis Conard is issuing the
complete works of Montaigne with the various readings in an
edition to which Dr. Armaingaud has devoted a long lifetime of
research.

To tell the truth about oneself, to discover oneself near at
hand, is not easy.

We hear of but two or three of the ancients who have beaien this
road [said Montaigne]. No one since has followed the track; ’tis a
rugged road, more so than it seems, to follow a pace so rambling and
uncertain, as that of the soul; to penetrate the dark profundities of its
intricate internal windings; to choose and lay hold of so many little
nimble motions; ’tis a new and extraordinary undertaking, and that

withdraws us from the common and most recommended employments

of the world.

There is, in the first place, the difficulty of expression. We
all indulge in the strange, pleasant process called thinking,
but when it comes to saying, even to some one opposite,
what we think, then how little we are able to convey! The
phantom is through the mind and out of the window before we
can lay salt on its tail, or slowly sinking and returning to the
profound darkness which it has lit up momentarily with a
wandering light. Face, voice, and accent eke out our words
and impress their feebleness with character in speech. But the
pen is a rigid instrument; it can say very little; it has all kinds
of habits and ceremonies of its own. It is dictatorial too: it is
always making ordinary men into prophets, and changing the
natural stumbling trip of human speech into the solemn and
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