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INTRODUCTION

OUR actual obligations to Matthew Arnold are almost beyond ex-
pression. His very faults reformed us. The chief of his services
may perhaps be stated thus, that he discovered (for the
modern English) the purely intellectual importance of humility.
He had none of that hot humility which is the fascination of
saints and good men. But he had a cold humility which he
had discovered to be a mere essential of the intelligence. To
see things clearly, he said, you must “get yourself out of the
way.” The weakness of pride lies after all in this ; that oneself
is a window. It can be a coloured window, if you will ; but
the more thickly you lay on the colours’the less of a window
it will be. The two things to be done with a window are to
wash it and then forget it. So the truly pious have always
said the two things to do personally are to cleanse and to for-
get oneself.

Matthew Arnold found the window of the English soul
opaque with its own purple. The Englishman had painted his
own image on the pane so gorgeously that it was practically a
dead panel ; it had no opening on the world without. He
could not see the most obvious and enormous objects outside
his own door. The Englishman could not see (for instance)
that the French Revolution was a far-reaching, fundamental
and most practical and successful change in the whole structure
of Europe. He really thought that it was a bloody and futile
episode, in weak imitation of an English General Election.
The Englishman could not see that the Catholic Church was
(at the very least) an immense and enduring Latin civilisation,
linking us to the lost civilisations of the Mediterranean. He
really thought it was a sort of sect. The Englishman could
not see that the Franco-Prussian war was the entrance of a
new and menacing military age, a terror to England and to
all, He really thought it was a little lesson to Louis Napoleon
for not reading the Zimes. The most enormous catastrophe
was only some kind of symbolic compliment to England. If
the sun fell from Heaven it only showed how wise England
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Introduction

was in not having much sunshine. If the waters were turned
to blood it was only an advertisement for Bass’s Ale or Fry’s
Cocoa. Such was the weak pride of the English then. One
cannot say that is wholly undiscoverable now.

But Arnold made war on it. One excellent point which he
made in many places was to this effect; that those very
foreign tributes to England which Englishmen quoted as
showing their own merit were examples of the particular
foreign merit which we did not share. Frenchmen bragged
about France and Germans about Germany, doubtless; but
they retained just enough of an impartial interest in the mere
truth itself to remark upon the more outstanding and obvious
of the superiorities of England. Arnold justly complained
that when a Frenchman wrote about English political liberty
we always thought it a tribute simply to English political
liberty. We never thought of it as a tribute to French
philosophical liberty. Examples of this are still relevant. A
Frenchman wrote some time ago a book called 4 guoz tient la
superiorité des Anglo-Saxons? What Englishman dare write
a book called “ What causes the Superiority of Frenchmen”?
But this lucid abnegation is a power. When a Frenchman
calls a book “What is the Superiority of Englishmen?” we
ought to point to that book and say—* this is the superiority of
Frenchmen.”

This humility, as I say, was with Arnold a mental need.
He was not naturally a humble man; he might even be called
a supercilious one. But he was driven to preaching humility
merely as a thing to clear the head. He found the virtue
which was just then being flung in the mire as fit only for nuns
and slaves : and he saw that it was essential to philosophers.
The most unpractical merit of ancient piety became the most
practical merit of modern investigation. I repeat, he did not
understand that headlong and happy humility which belongs
to the more beautiful souls of the simpler ages. He did not
appreciate the force (nor perhaps the humour) of St. Francis of
Assisi when he called his own body “ my brother the donkey.”
That is to say, he did not realise a certain feeling deep in all
mystics in the face of the dual destiny. He did not realise
their feeling (full both of fear and laughter) that the body #s
an animal and a very comic animal. Matthew Arnold could
never have felt any part of himself to be purely comic—not
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Introduction

even his singular whiskers. He would never, like Father
Janiper, have “played see-saw to abase himself.” In a word,
he had little sympathy with the old ecstasies of self-effacement.
But for this very reason it is all the more important that his
main work was an attempt to preach some kind of self-efface-
ment even to his own self-assertive age. He realised that the
saints had even understated the case for humility. They had
always said that without humility we should never see the
better world to come. He realised that without humility we
could not even see this world.

Nevertheless, as I have said, a certain tincture of pride was
natural to him and prevented him from appreciating some
things of great human value. It prevented him for instance
from having an adequate degree of popular sympathy. He
had (what is so rare in England) the sense of the state as one
thing, consisting of all its citizens, the Senatus Populusque
Romanus. But he had not the feeling of familiarity with the
loves and hungers of the common man, which is the essence
of the egalitarian sentiment. He was a republican, but he was
not a democrat. He contemptuously dismissed the wage-
earning, beer-drinking, ordinary labourers of England as
“merely populace.” They are not populace ; they are merely
mankind. If you do not like them you do not like mankind.
And when all the #d/e of Arnold’s real glories has been told,
there always does remain a kind of hovering doubt as to
whether he did like mankind.

But of course the key of Aniold in most matters is that he
deliberately conceived himself to be a corrective. He prided
himself not upon telling the truth but upon telling the un-
popular half-truth. He blamed his contemporaries, Carlyle
for instance, not for telling falsehoods but simply for telling
popular truths. And certainly in the case of Carlyle and
others he was more or less right. Carlyle professed to be a
Jeremiah and even a misanthrope. But he was really a
demagogue and, in one sense, even a flatterer. He was
entirely sincere as all good demagogues are ; he merely shared
all the peculiar vanities and many of the peculiar illusions of
the people to whom he spoke. He told Englishmen that they
were Teutons, that they were Vikings, that they were practical
politicians—all the things they like to be told they are, all the
things that they are not. He told them, indeed, with a dark
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reproachfulness, that their strengths were lying neglected nt
inert. Still he reminded them of their strengths; and they
liked him. But they did not like Arnold, who placidly reminded
them of their weaknesses.

Arnold suffered, however, from thus consenting merely to
correct ; from thus consenting to tell the half-truth that was
neglected, He reached at times a fanaticism that was all the
more extraordinary because it was a fanaticism of moderation,
an intemperance of temperance. This may be seen, I think,
in the admirable argument for classical supremacy to which so
much of this selection is devoted. He saw and very rightly
asserted that the fault of the Mid-Victorian English was that
they did not seem to have any sense of definite excellence.
Nothing could be better than the way in which he points out
in the very important essay on “ The Function of Criticism at
the Present Time” that the French admit into intellectual
problems the same principle of clearly stated and generally
admitted dogmas which all of us in our daily lives admit into
moral problems. The French, as he puts it in a good
summarising phrase, have a conscience in literary matters.
Upon the opposite English evil he poured perpetual satire.
That any man who had money enough to start a paper could
start a paper and say it was as good as the Atzen@um; that
anyone who had money enough to run a school could
run a school and say it was as good as Winchester; these
marks of the English anarchy he continually denounced. But
he hardly sufficiently noticed that if this English extreme of a
vulgar and indiscriminate acceptance be most certainly an
extreme and something of a madness, it is equally true that
his own celebration of excellence when carried past a certain
point might become a very considerable madness also ; indeed
has become such a madness in some of the artistic epochs of
the world. It is true that a man is in some danger of be-
coming a lunatic if he builds a stucco house and says it is as
fine as the Parthenon. But surely a man is equally near to a
lunatic if he refuses to live in any house except the Parthenon.
A frantic hunger for all kinds of inappropriate food may be a
mark of a lunatic; but it is also the mark of a lunatic to be
fastidious about food.

One of the immense benefits conferred on us by Matthew
Arnold lay in the fact that he recalled to us the vital fact that
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we are Europeans. He had a consciousness of Europe much
fuller and firmer than that of any of the great men of his great
epoch. For instance, he admired the Germans as Carlyle
admired the Germans ; perhaps he admired the Germans too
much as Carlyle admired the Germans too much. But he was
not deluded by any separatist follies about the superiority of a
Teutonic race. If he admired the Germans it was for being
European, signally and splendidly European. He did not, like
Carlyle, admire the Germans for being German. Like Carlyle,
he relied much on the sagacity of Goethe.. But the sagacity of
Goethe upon which he relied was not a rugged or cloudy
sagacity, the German element in Goethe. It was the Greek
element in Goethe : a lucid and equalised sagacity, a modera-
tion and a calm such as Carlyle could not have admired, nay,
could not even have imagined. Arnold did indeed wish, as
every sane European wishes, that the nations that make up
Europe should continue to be individual ; that the contribu-
tions from the nations should be national. But he did wish
that the contributions should be contributions, parts, that is, of
a common cause and unity, the cause and unity of European
civilisation. He desired that Germany should be great, so as
to make Europe great. He would not have desired that
Germany should grow great so as to make Europe small.
Anything, however big and formidable, which tended to divide"
us from the common culture of our continent he would have
regarded as a crotchet. Puritanism he regarded at bottom as
only an enormous crotchet. The Anglo-Saxon® race most
certainly he would have regarded as an enormous crotchet.

In this respect it is curious to notice how English public
opinion has within our own time contrived to swing from one
position to the contrary position without her touching that
central position which Arnold loved. He found the English
people in a mood which seemed to him unreal and un-
European, but this mood was one of smug Radical mediocrity,
contemptuous of arts and aims of high policy and of national
honour. Ten years after his death the English people were
waving Union Jacks and shouting for “La Revanche.” Yet
though they had passed thus rapidly from extreme anti-
militarism to extreme militarism they had never touched on the
truth that Arnold had to tell. Whether as anti-militarists or as
militarists, they were alike ignorant of the actualities of our
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Aryan civilisation. They have passed from tameness to violence
without touching strength. Whenever they really touch strength
they will (with their wonderful English strength) do a number of
things. One of the things may be to save the world. Another
of the things will certainly be to thank Matthew Arnold.

G. K. CHESTERTON.

1906,

Xiv
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CRITICAL ESSAYS

[

THE FUNCTION OF CRITICISM AT THE
PRESENT TIME

Many objections have been made to a proposition which,
in some remarks of mine on translating Homer, I ventured
to put forth; a proposition about criticism, and its import-
ance at the present day. I said that “of the literature of
France and Germany, as of the intellect of Europe in
general, the main effort, for now many years, has been a
critical effort ; the endeavour, in all branches of knowledge,
theology, philosophy, history, art, science, to see the object
as initself it really is.” Iadded, that owing to the operation
in English literature of certain causes, “almost the last thing
for which one would come to English literature is just that
very thing which now Europe most desires,—criticism ; ”
and that the power and value of English literature was
thereby impaired. More than one rejoinder declared that
the importance I here assigned to criticism was excessive,
and asserted the inherent superiority of the creative effort of
the human spirit over its critical effort. And the other day,
having been led by an excellent notice of Wordsworth,
published in the Nortk British Review, to turn again to his
biography, I found, in the words of this great man, whom I,
for one, must always listen to with the profoundest respect,
a sentence passed on the critic’s business, which seems to
justify every possible disparagement of it. Wordsworth says
in one of his letters :—

““The writers in these publications ” (the Reviews), “while
they prosecute their inglorious employment, cannot be sup-
posedtobein a state of mind very favourable for being affected
by the finer influences of a thing so pure as genuine poetry.”

And a trustworthy reporter of his conversation quotes a
more elaborate judgment to the same effect :—

A II5



2 Critical Essays

“Wordsworth holds the critical power very low, infinitely
lower than the inventive; and he said to-day that if the
quantity of time consumed in writing critiques on the works
of others were given to original composition, of whatever
kind it might be, it would be much better employed ; it
would make a man find out sooner his own level, and it
would do infinitely less mischief. A false or malicious
criticism may do much injury to the minds of others; a
stupid invention, either in prose or verse, is quite harmless.”

It is almost too much to expect of poor human nature,
that a man capable of producing some effect in one line of
literature, should, for the greater good of society, voluntarily
doom himself to impotence and obscurity in another.  Still
less is this to be expected from men addicted to the com-
position of the “false or malicious criticism” of which
Wordsworth speaks. However, everybody would admit
that a false or malicious criticism had better never have
been written. Everybody, too, would be willing to admit,
as a general proposition, that the critical faculty is lower
than the inventive. But is it true that criticism is really, in
itself, a baneful and injurious employment? is it true that
all time given to writing critiques on the works of others
would be much better employed if it were given to original
composition, of whatever kind this may be? Is it true that
Johnson had better have gone on producing more Zzenes
instead of writing his Ziwes of the Poets? nay, is it certain
that Wordsworth himself was better employed in making
his Ecclesiastical Sonnets than when he made his celebrated
Preface, so full of criticism, and criticism of the works of
others? Wordsworth was himself a great critic, and it is to
be sincerely regretted that he has not left us more criticism ;
Goethe was one of the greatest of critics, and we may
sincerely congratulate ourselves that he has left us so much
criticism. Without wasting time over the exaggeration
which Wordsworth’s judgment on criticism clearly contains,
or over an attempt to trace the causes,—not difficult, I
think, to be traced,—which may have led Wordsworth to
this exaggeration, a critic may with advantage seize an
occasion for trying his own conscience, and for asking him-
self of what real service, at any given moment, the practice
of criticism either is, or may be made, to his own mind and
spirit, and to the minds and spirits of others.



The Function of Criticism 3

The critical power is of lower rank than the creative.
True ; but in assenting to this proposition, one or two things
are to be kept in mind. It is undeniable that the exercise
of a creative power, that a free creative activity, is the true
function of man ; it is proved to be so by man’s finding in
it his true happiness. But it is undeniable, also, that men
may have the sense of exercising this free creative activity
in other ways than in producing great works of literature or
art ; if it were not so, all but a very few men would be shut
out from the true happiness of all men; they may have it
in well-doing, they may have it in learning, they may have
it even in criticising. This is one thing to be kept in mind.
Another is, that the exercise of the creative power in the
production of great works of literature or art, however high
this exercise of it may rank, is not at all epochs and under
all conditions possible; and that therefore labour may be
vainly spent in attempting it, and may with more fruit be
used in preparing for it, in rendering it possible. This
creative power works with elements, with materials ; what
if it has not those materials, those elements, ready for its
use? In that case it must surely wait till they are ready.
Now, in literature,—I will limit myself to literature, for it is
about literature that the question arises,—the elements with
which the creative power works are ideas; the best ideas on
every matter which literature touches, current at the time;
at any rate we may lay it down as certain that in modern
literature no manifestation of the creative power not working
with these can be very important or fruitful. And I say
current at the time, not merely accessible at the time; for
creative literary genius does not principally show itself in
discovering new ideas, that is rather the business of the
philosopher ; the grand work of literary genius is a work of
synthesis and exposition, not of analysis and discovery ; its
gift lies in the faculty of being happily inspired by a certain
intellectual and spiritual atmosphere, by a certain order of
ideas, when it finds itself in them ; of dealing divinely with
these ideas, presenting them in the most effective and
altractive combinations, making beautiful works with them,
in short. But it must have the atmosphere, it must find
itself amidst the order of ideas, in order to work freely; and
these it is not so easy to command. This is why great
creative epochs in literature are so rare; this is why there
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is so much that is unsatisfactory in the productions of many
men of real genius ; because, for the creation of a master-
work of literature two powers must concur, the power of the
man and the power of the moment, and the man is not
enough without the moment ; the creative power has, for its
happy exercise, appointed elements, and those elements are
not in its own control.

Nay, they are more within the control of the critical
power. It is the business of the critical power, as I said in
the words already quoted, “in all branches of knowledge,
theology, philosophy, history, art, science, to see the object
as in itself it really is.” Thus it tends, at last, to make an
intellectual situation of which the creative power can profit-
ably avail itself, It tends to establish an order of ideas, if
not absolutely true, yet true by comparison with that which
it displaces; to make the best ideas prevail. Presently
these new ideas reach society, the touch of truth is the
touch of life, and there is a stir and growth everywhere;
out of this stir and growth come the creative epochs of
literature.

Or, to narrow our range, and quit these considerations of
the general march of genius and of society,—considerations
which are apt to become too abstract and impalpable,—
every one can see that a poet, for instance, ought to know
life and the world before dealing with them in poetry; and
life and the world being in modern times, very complex
things, the creation of a modern poet, to be worth much,
implies a great critical effort behind it; else it would be a
comparatlvely poor, barren, and short- lived affair. This is
why Byron’s poetry had so little endurance in it, and
Goethe’s so much ; both had a great productive power, but
Goethe’s was nourished by a great critical effort providing
the true materials for it, and Byron’s was not ; Goethe knew
life and the world, the poet’s necessary subjects, much more
comprehensively and thoroughly than Byron. He knew a
great deal more of them, and he knew them much more as
they really are.

It has long seemed to me that the burst of creative activity
in our literature, through the first quarter of this century,
had about it in fact something premature ; and that from
this cause its productions are doomed, most of them, in spite
of the sanguine hopes which accompanied and do still accom-
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pany them, to prove hardly more lasting than the produc-
tions of far less splendid epochs. And this premature-
ness comes from its having proceeded without having its
proper data, without sufficient materials to work with. In
other words, the English poetry of the first quarter of this
century, with plenty of energy, plenty of creative force, did
not know enough. This makes Byron so empty of matter,
Shelley so incoherent, Wordsworth even, profound as he is,
yet so wanting in completeness and variety. Wordsworth
cared little for books, and disparaged Goethe. I admire
Wordsworth, as he is, so much that I cannot wish him differ-
ent; and it is vain, no doubt, to imagine such a man
different from what he is, to suppose that he could have been
different ; but surely the one thing wanting to make Words-
worth an even greater poet than he is,—his thought richer,
and his influence of wider application,—was that he should
have read more books, among them, no doubt, those of that
Goethe whom he disparaged without reading him. But to
speak of books and reading may easily lead to a misunder-
standing here. It was not really books and reading that
lacked to our poetry at this epoch; Shelley had plenty of
reading, Coleridge had immense reading. Pindar and
Sophocles—as we all say so glibly, and often with so little
discernment of the real import of what we are saying—had
not many books ; Shakspeare was no deep reader. True;
but in the Greece of Pindar and Sophocles, in the England
of Shakspeare, the poet lived in a current of ideas in the
highest degree animating and nourishing to the creative
power ; society was, in the fullest measure, permeated by
fresh thought, intelligent and alive ; and this state of things
is the true basis for the creative power’s exercise, in this it
finds its data, its materials, truly ready for its hand ; all the
books and reading in the world are only valuable as they are
helps to this. Even when this does not actually exist,
books and reading may enable a man to construct a kind of
semblance of it in his own mind, a world of knowledge and
intelligence in which he may live and work ; this is by no
means an equivalent to the artist for the nationally diffused
life and thought of the epochs of Sophocles or Shakspeare ;
but, besides that it may be a means of preparation for such
epochs, it does really constitute, if many share in it, a
quickening and sustaining atmosphere of great value. Such
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an atmosphere the many-sided learning and the long and
widely-combined critical effort of Germany formed for
Goethe, when he lived and worked. There was no national
glow of life and thought there, as in the Athens of Pericles
or the England of Elizabeth. That was the poet’s weakness.
But there was a sort of equivalent for it in the complete
culture and unfettered thinking of a large body of Germans.
That was his strength. In the England of the first quarter
of this century there was neither a national glow of life and
thought, such as we had in the age of Elizabeth, nor yet a
culture and a force of learning and criticism such as were to
be found in Germany. Therefore the creative power of
poetry wanted, for success in the highest sense, materials
and a basis; a thorough interpretation of the world was
necessarily denied to it.

At first sight it seems strange that out of the immense
stir of the French Revolution and its age should not have
come a crop of works of genius equal to that which came
out of the stir of the great productive time of Greece, or out
of that of the Renaissance, with its powerful episode the
Reformation. But the truth is that the stir of the French
Revolution took a character which essentially distinguished
it from such movements as these. These were, in the main,
disinterestedly intellectual and spiritual movements; move-
ments in which the human spirit looked for its satisfaction
in itself and in the increased play of its own activity: the
French Revolution took a political, practical character.
This Revolution—the object of so much blind love and
so much blind hatred,—found indeed its motive-power in
the intelligence of men, and not in their practical sense ;—
this is what distinguishes it from the English Revolution
of Charles the First’s time ; this is what makes it a more
spiritual event than our Revolution, an event of much
more powerful and world-wide interest, though practically
less successful—it appeals to an order of ideas which are
universal, certain, permanent. 1789 asked of a thing, Is it
rational ? 1642 asked of a thing, Is it legal? or, when it
went furthest, Is it according to conscience? This is the
English fashion, a fashion to be treated, within its own
sphere, with the highest respect ; for its success, within its
own sphere, has been prodigious. But what is law in one
place is not law in another ; what is law here to-day is not



The Function of Criticism 7

law even here to-morrow ; and as for conscience, what is
binding on one man’s conscience is not binding on another’s,
the old woman who threw her stool at the head of the sur-
pliced minister in the Tron Church at Edinburgh obeyed
an impulse to which millions of the human race may be
permitted to remain strangers. But the prescriptions of
reason are absolute, unchanging, of universal validity; Z
count by tens is the easiest way of counting —that is a pro-
position of which every one, from here to the Antipodes,
feels the force ; at least I should say so if we did not live
in a country where it is not impossible that any morning we
may find a letter in the Z¥mes declaring that a decimal coin-
age is an absurdity. That a whole nation should have been
penetrated with an enthusiasm for pure reason, and with an
ardent zeal for making its prescriptions triumph, is a very
remarkable thing, when we consider how little of mind, or
anything so worthy and quickening as mind, comes into the
motives which alone, in general, zmpe/ great masses of
men. In spite of the extravagant direction given to this
enthusiasm, in spite of the crimes and follies in which it lost
itself, the French Revolution derives from the force, truth,
and universality of the ideas which it took for its law, and
from the passion with which it could inspire a multitude for
these ideas, a unique and still living power ; it is—it will
probably long remain—the greatest, the most animating
event in history. And as no sincere passion for the things
-of the mind, even though it turn out in many respects an
unfortunate passion, is ever quite thrown away and quite
barren of good, France has reaped from hers one fruit, the
natural and legitimate fruit, though not precisely the grand
fruit she expected : she is the country in Europe where #z¢
people is most alive.

But the mania for giving an immediate political and
practical application to all these fine ideas of the reason
was fatal. Here an Englishman is in his element : on this
theme we can all go for hours. And all we are in the habit
of saying on it has undoubtedly a great deal of truth.
Ideas cannot be too much prized in and for themselves,
cannot be too much lived with; but to transport them
abruptly into the world of politics and practice, violently to
revolutionise this world to their bidding,—that is quite
another thing, There is the world of ideas and there is the



