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There is a pleasant story of an itinerant sign —
painter who in going his rounds came to a village
inn upon whose sign — board he had had his eye for
some months and had watched with increasing hope
and delight its rapid progress to blurred and faded
dimness. To his horror he found a brand — new var-
nished sign. He surveyed it with disgust and said
to the inn — keeper who stood nervously by hoping

for a professional compliment “ This looks as if
someone had been doing it himself’

That sentence holds within if the key of the
whole mystery of essay — writing. An essay is a
thing which someone does himself and the point of
the essay is not the subject for any subject will suf-

fice but the charm of personality. It must concern

THE ART OF THE ESSAYIST

ARTHUR CHRISTOPHER BENSON
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itself with samethidg jolly’ as the school boys say

something smelt heard seen perceived invented

thought but the essential thing is that the writer
shall have formed his own impression and that it
shall have taken shape in his own mind and the
charm of the essay depends upon the charm of the
mind that has conceived and recorded the impres-
sion. It will be seen then that the essay need not
concern itself with anything definite it need not
have an intellectual or a philosophical or a religious
or a humorous motive but equally none of these
subjects are ruled out. The only thing necessary is
that the thing or the thought should be vividly ap-
prehended enjoyed felt to be beautiful and ex-
pressed with a certain gusto. It need conform to no
particular rules. All literature answers to something
in life some habitual form of human expression.
The stage imitates life calling in the services of the
eye and ear there is a narrative of a teller of tales
or the minstrel the song the letter the talk—all

forms of human expression and communication have
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their anti — types in literature. The essay is the rev-

erie the frame of mind in which a man says in
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¢+ words of the old song“ Says I to myself says I.”
It is generally supposed that Montaigne is the

first writer who wrote what may technically be
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called essays. His pieces are partly autobiographi-
cal partly speculative and to a great extent ethi-
cal. But the roots of his writing lie far back in liter-
ary history. He owed a great part of his inspiration
to Cicero who treated of abstract topics in a con-
versational way with a romantic background and
this he owed to Plato whose dialogues undoubtedly
contain the germ of both the novel and the essay.
Plato is in truth far more the forerunner of the nov-
elist than of the philosopher. He made a back-
ground of life he peopled his scenes with bright
boys and amiable elders—oh that all scenes were
so peopled —and he discussed ethical and specu-
lative problems of life and character with vital rath-
er than with a philosophical interest. Plato’ s dia-
logues would be essays but for the fact that they
have a dramatic colouring while the essence of the
essay is soliloquy. But in the writings of Cicero

such as De Senectute the dramatic interest is but
slight and the whole thing approaches far more
nearly to the essay than to the novel. Probably
Cicero supplied to his readers the function both of
the essayist and the preacher and fed the needs of
socalled thoughtful readers by dallying in a fashion
which it is hardly unjust to call twaddling with fa-

miliar ethical problems of conduct and character.

38
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The charm of Montaigne is the charm of personali-

ty—frankness gusto acute observation lively ac-
quaintance with men and manners. He is ashamed
of recording nothing that interested him and a cer-
tain discreet shamelessness must always be the
characteristic of the essayist for the essence of his
art is to say what has pleased him without too pru-
dently considering whether it is worthy of the atten-
tion of the well — informed mind.

I doubt if the English temperament is wholly
favourable to the development of the essayist. In the
first place an Anglo — Saxon likes doing things bet-
ter than thinking about them and in his memories
he is apt to recall how a thing was done rather than
why it was done. In the next place we are naturally
rather prudent and secretive we say that a man must
not wear his heart upon his sleeve and that is just
what the essayist must do. We have a horror of our-
selves® The Englishman’ s home is his castle " says
another proverb. But the essayist must not have a

castle or if he does both the grounds and the livin-

gy MOTO=NEX=EOE NUOI

grooms must be open to the inspection of the public.

{ll

Lord Brougham who revelled in advertise-
ment used to allow his house to be seen by visi-

tors and the butler had orders that if a party came




to see the house Lord Brougham was to be informed
of the fact. He used to hurry to the library and take
up a book in order that the tourists might nudge
each other and say in whispers“ There is the Lord
Chancellor.” That is the right frame of mind for the
essayist. He may enjoy privacy but he is no less de-
lighted that people should see him enjoying it.

The essay has taken various forms in England.
Sir Thomas Browne in such books as Religio Medi-
ct and Urn — Burial wrote essays of an elaborate
rthetorical style the long fine sentences winding
themselves out in delicate Weft — like trails of
smoke on a still air hanging in translucent veils.
Addison in the spectator treated with delicate hu-
mour or life and its problems and created what was
practically a new form in the essay of emotional
sentiment evoked by solemn scenes and fine associ-
ations. Charles giving ourselves away and we like
to keep ourselves to Lamb treated romantically the
homeliest stuff of life. and showed how the simplest
and commonest experiences were rich in emotion
and humour. The beauty and dignity of common life
were his theme. De Quincey wrote what may be
called impassioned autobiography and brought to
his task a magical control of long — drawn and mu-

sical cadence. And then we come to such a writer
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as Pater who used the essay for the expression of

exquisite artistic sensation. These are only a few in-
stances of the way in which the essay has been
used in English literature. But the essence is
throughout the same it is personal impression e-
voked by something strange or beautiful or curious
or interesting or amusing. It has thus a good deal in
common with the art of the lyrical poet and the
writer of sonnets but it has all the freedom of
prose its more extended range its use of less strict-
ly poetical effects such as humour in particular.
Humour is alien to poetical effect because poetry
demands a certain sacredness and solemnity of
mood. The poet is emotional in a reverential way

he is thrilled he loves he worships he sorrows but
it is all essentially grave because he wishes to
recognise the sublime and uplifted elements of life

he wishes to free himself from all discordant ab-
surd fantastic undignified contrasts as he would
extrude laughter and chatter and comfortable ease

from some stately act of ceremonial worship. It is
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quite true that the essayist has a full right to such a

mood if he chooses and such essays as Pater’ s are

{ll

all onceived in a sort of rapture of holiness in a re-
gion from which all that is common and homely is

carefully fenced out. But the essayist may have a
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larger range and the strength of a writer like
Charles Lamb is that he condescends to use the
very commonest materials and transfigures the sim-
plest experiences with a fairy — like delicacy and a
romantic glow. A poet who has far more in common
with the range of the essayist is Robert Browning

and there are many of his poems though perhaps
not the best where his frank amassing of grotesque
detail his desire to include rather than exclude the
homelier sorts of emotion his robust and not very
humorous humour make him an impressionist rath-
er than a lyrist. As literature develops the distinc-
tion between poetry and prose will no doubt become
harder to maintain. Coleridge said in a very fruitful
maxim“ The opposite of poetry is not prose but sci-
ence the opposite of prose is not poetry but verse.”
That is to say poetry has as its object the kindling
of emotion and science is its opposite because sci-
ence is the dispassionate statement of fact but
prose can equally be used as a vehicle for the kin-
dling of emotion and therefore may be in its es-
sence poetical but when it is a technical descrip-
tion of a certain kind of structure its opposite is
verse—that is to say language arranged in metrical
and rhythmical form. We shall probably come to
think that the essayist is more of a poet than the
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writer of epics and that the divisions of literature

will tend to be on the one hand the art of clear and
logical statement and on the other the art of emo-
tional and imaginative expression.

We must remember in all this that the nomencla-
ture of literature the attempt to classify the forms of
literary expression is a confusing and a bewildering
thing unless it is used merely for convenience. It is
the merest pedantry to say that literature must conform
to established usages and types. The essence of it is
that it is a large force flowing in any channel that it
can and the classification of art is a mere classifica-
tion of channels. What lies behind all art is the prin-
ciple of wonder and of arrested attention. It need not
be only the sense of beauty it may be the sense of fit-
ness of strangeness of completeness of effective ef-
fort. The amazement of the savage at the sight of a civ-
ilized town is not the sense of beauty it is the sense of
force of mysterious resources of incredible products
of things unintelligibly and even magically made and

then too there is the instinct for perceiving all that is
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grotesque absurd amusing and jocose which one sees

in children at the sight of the parrot’ s crafty and sol- —

{ll

emn eye and his exaggerated imitation of human
speech at the unusual dress and demeanour of the

clown at the grotesque simulation by the gnarled and
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contorted tree of something human or reptile. And
then too there is the strange property in human be-
ings which makes disaster amusing if its effects are
not prejudicial to oneself that sense which makes the
waiter on the pantomime stage who falls headlong
with a tray of crockery an object to provoke the lou-
dest and most spontaneous mirth of which the ordinary
human being is capable. The moralist who would be
sympathetically shocked at the rueful abrasions of the
waiter or mournful over the waste of human skill and
endeavor involved in the breakage would be felt by
all human beings to have something priggish in his
composition and to be too good as they say to live.

It is with these rudimentary inexplicable emo-
tions that the essayist may concern himself even
though the poet may be forbidden to do so and the
appeal of the essayist to the world at large will de-
pend upon the extent to which he experiences some
common emotion sees it in all its bearings catches
the salient features of the scene and records it in
vivid and impressive speech.

The essayist is therefore to a certain extent
bound to be a spectator of life he must be like the
man in Browning’ s fine poenf How It Strikes a
Contemporary ” who walked about took note of eve-

rything looked at the new house building poked
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his stick into the mortar.
He stood and watched the cobbler at his trade
The man who slices lemons into drink
The coffee —roaster’ s brazier and the boys
That volunteer to help him turn its winch
He glanced o’ er books on stalls with half an eye
And fly — leaf ballads on the vendor’ s string
And broad —edge bold —print posters by the wall

He took such cognizance of men and things

If any beat a horse you felt he saw— —

If any cursed a woman he took note

Yet stared at nobody—they stared at him

And found less to their pleasure than surprise

He seemed to know them and expect as much.

This is the essayist’ s material he may choose
the scene he may select the sort of life he is inter-
ested in whether it is the street or the countryside or
the sea — beach or the picture — gallery but once
there wherever he may be he must devote himself to
seeing and realizing and getting it all by heart. The
writer must not be too much interested in the action

and conduct of life. If he is a politician or a soldier

or an emperor or a plough —boy or a thief and is
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absorbed in what he is doing with a vital anxiety to
make profit or position or influence out of it if he
hates his opponents and rewards his friends if he
condemns despises disapproves he at once forfeits
sympathy and largeness of view. He must believe
with all his might in the interest of what he enjoys

to the extent at all events of believing it worth re-
cording and representing but he must not believe
too solemnly or urgently in the importance and ne-
cessity of any one sort of business or occupation.
The eminent banker the social reformer the foren-
sic pleader the fanatic the crank the puritan—
these are not the stuff out of which the essayist is
made he may have ethical preferences but he must
not indulge in moral indignation he must be essen-
tially tolerant and he must discern quality rather
than solidity. He must be concerned with the pag-
eant of life as it weaves itself with a moving tapes-
try of scenes and figures rather than with the aims
and purposes of life. He must in fact be preoccu-
pied with things as they appear rather than with

their significance of their ethical example.

I have little doubt in my own mind that the
charm of the familiar essayist depends upon his

power of giving the sense of a good — humoured
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gracious and reasonable personality and establis-

hing a sort of pleasant friendship with the reader.
One does not go to an essayist with a desire for in-
formation or with an expectation of finding a clear
statement of a complicated subject that is not the
mood in which one takes up a volume of essays.
What one rather expects to find is a companionable
treatment of that vast mass of little problems and
floating ideas which are aroused and evoked by our
passage through the world our daily employments

our leisure hours our amusements and diversions —
and above all by our relations with other people—
all the unexpected inconsistent various simple
stuff of life the essayist ought to be able to import a
certain beauty and order into it to delineate let us
say the vague emotions aroused in solitude or in
company by the sight of scenery the aspect of
towns the impressions of art and books the inter-
play of human qualities and characteristics the half
— formed hopes and desires and fears and joys that

form so large a part of our daily thoughts. The es-
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sayist ought to be able to indicate a case or a prob-

lem that is apt to occur in ordinary life and suggest
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the theory of it to guess what it is that makes our
moods resolute or fitful why we act consistently or

inconsistently what it is that repels or attracts us
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