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    This volume brings together Walter Pater’s mature practice of literary criticism, anchored by a programmatic meditation on prose itself. First published in 1889, it offers a curated sequence of appreciations rather than a comprehensive survey, presenting Pater’s method at full pitch. The collection’s purpose is twofold: to articulate guiding principles of style—precision, economy, and expressive integrity—and to exemplify those principles in readings of writers and works across periods. By assembling portraits of key figures and texts alongside reflections on language, the book becomes both a handbook of critical tact and a demonstration of how criticism may itself rise to the condition of art.

The contents are entirely essays in criticism and aesthetics. They include character-studies of English authors, close readings of dramatic works, reflections on a seventeenth-century master of prose, assessments of Romantic and Victorian temperaments, a consideration of a French novella, and a concluding postscript. The opening essay sets out the discipline of style in non-fiction prose; subsequent pieces apply that discipline to poets, essayists, and dramatists. There are no poems, stories, or letters here; the unity is that of critical prose practiced with literary ambition. Throughout, Pater’s medium is the essay: measured, reflective, and attentive to form, cadence, and the moral poise of expression.

What binds these studies is a consistent ideal of criticism as finely tempered appreciation. Pater prizes exact perception—how a sentence carries thought, how an image fixes mood, how a cadence persuades. He treats style not as ornament but as the precise register of a writer’s mind, the point where intellect and temperament become audible. The essays return to certain questions: how language shapes sensibility, how historical moment and personal vision meet, how beauty and ethical reflection coexist within form. The result is a criticism that is personal without whimsy, historical without pedantry, and stylistically scrupulous—an art of reading that reveals the art of writing.

The range of subjects is deliberately broad. Romantic figures are approached as distinct voices with distinct textures of feeling and thought. A seventeenth-century physician-essayist appears as a master of curious, gravely musical prose. Elizabethan drama is read from within the play of language and situation, while the panorama of a national history in verse is considered through its rhetoric of kingship and state. A Victorian painter-poet is treated as a case of modern sensibility, and a contemporary French narrative serves as a test of psychological nuance and economy. Across these instances, Pater traces continuities and contrasts in English—and European—artistic expression.

Pater’s method favors close attention over system. He approaches each writer as an individuality, asking what is unique in the texture of a page, the cast of an image, the turn of a sentence. Rather than impose doctrine, he lets the style disclose the thought and the thought reveal the style. Historical context matters in his readings, yet it is subordinate to what is immediately there in the writing. The initial essay on prose serves as a touchstone, reminding the reader that criticism earns its authority not by abstraction but by accuracy, tact, and a scruple for the exact value of words.

The continuing value of the collection lies in its union of rigor and delicacy. It teaches a reader how to dwell with a paragraph until its rhythm yields meaning, how to sense the interplay of idea and phrase, how to weigh beauty without sentimentality. These essays model a critical ethos that is patient, discriminating, and humane, making them significant beyond their immediate subjects. They are also admired for their craft: sentences built for clarity and resonance, paragraphs orchestrated for cumulative insight. In an age quick to summary, Pater’s pace—lucid, unhurried, exact—offers a durable counterexample of attentive reading and responsible judgment.

Readers may approach the volume sequentially, letting the opening reflections shape their sense of what follows, or dip among the studies to watch principles in action across different temperaments and forms. Each essay stands complete, yet the sequence creates a dialogue about style, character, and historical feeling that culminates in the final reflection. The postscript gathers the book’s concerns into a quiet emphasis on measure and fidelity in expression. Taken together, these pieces present criticism as a sustained practice: a way of thinking in sentences, of honoring particulars, and of finding, in the best writing, standards for one’s own use of words.
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    From the waning of Elizabeth I (d. 1603) through the reign of James VI and I (1603–1625), London’s playhouses—the Globe (1599) and Blackfriars (c. 1608)—shaped a civic theatre that frames Pater’s readings of Shakespeare’s Loves Labours Lost, Measure for Measure, and the English kings. The same Stuart milieu nourished Sir Thomas Browne, born in London in 1605, educated at Oxford and Leiden, and long resident in Norwich (from 1637), whose baroque prose bears the stamp of Counter-Reformation Europe and Anglican latinity. The closing of the theatres in 1642, civil war, and the nation’s shift from Renaissance synthesis toward modern skepticism bind Browne’s meditations to Shakespearean moral experiment.

The seventeenth-century traffic between experiment and eloquence—Francis Bacon’s reforming programs, the Royal Society (chartered 1662), coffeehouses, and the periodical press—shaped prose ideals reaching from Browne’s Religio Medici (printed 1642) and Hydriotaphia (1658) to the essayistic refinements admired by Charles Lamb. Addison’s Spectator (1711–1712) and the London press prepared a metropolitan readership that would later receive Lamb’s Essays of Elia (1820–1822) and Coleridge’s Shakespeare lectures (1808–1812). Pater, attentive to cadence and learned allusion, traces this lineage when considering style itself: the inheritance of Latinity, aphorism, and analytic poise informs his judgments on Browne’s cadenced sentences as much as his appraisal of the delicate wit of Shakespearean comedy.

Across the 1790s the French Revolution (1789) and the wars with France (1793–1815) redirected British letters toward nature, conscience, and the visionary. Wordsworth (born 1770 at Cockermouth; at Dove Cottage, Grasmere, 1799–1808) and Coleridge (born 1772 at Ottery St Mary; at Nether Stowey, 1797–1799) issued Lyrical Ballads in Bristol in 1798, with expanded editions in 1800–1802, while Lamb, a London clerk and man of letters, renewed the domestic, reflective essay. Their friendship networks—Bristol publisher Joseph Cottle, the London Magazine, and Lake District circles—formed a common culture of recollection, experiment, and reformist debate that Pater addresses when he weighs imagination, memory, and ethical temper across poetry, criticism, and the theater.

The nineteenth century’s Shakespeare revival frames Pater’s criticism as much as Elizabethan stagecraft. David Garrick’s Stratford Jubilee (1769) inaugurated modern bardolatry; Edmond Malone’s 1790 edition, followed by Clark and Wright’s Cambridge Shakespeare (1863–1866), established historicist textual scholarship. Victorian theater, constrained by the Licensing Act of 1737 and the Theatres Act of 1843, favored altered texts—Thomas Bowdler’s Family Shakespeare (1818)—that shaped responses to morally charged plays like Measure for Measure. Lamb’s Specimens of English Dramatic Poets (1808) and Coleridge’s lectures helped recover the tonal range of the old stage, enabling Pater to place Shakespeare’s comedies and histories within a living continuum of performance, editing, and ethical interpretation.

Shakespeare’s English kings are inseparable from Tudor historiography and the making of national myth. Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577; 1587) and Edward Hall’s Union (1548) furnished plots and rhetoric for the Henry VI sequence, Richard III, Henry IV, and Henry V (with Agincourt, 1415, emblematic of patriotic memory). That chronicle habit persists in Browne’s antiquarian curiosity and reappears in Romantic historicism—Lamb’s relish for the old drama’s idiom; Coleridge’s interest in character as moral history; Wordsworth’s late conservatism after 1815. Pater reads these interlocked traditions against Victorian nation-building—after the Reform Act of 1832—where literary style helps adjudicate between civic authority, personal conscience, and the pageantries of the past.

Religious conflict and settlement supply the moral vocabulary uniting Browne’s Anglican piety, Shakespeare’s jurisprudential fables, and the Romantics’ self-scrutiny. The Elizabethan Settlement (1559), the Thirty-Nine Articles (1571), Laudian ceremonial under Charles I, and the Puritan Commonwealth (1649–1660) conditioned debates on law, conscience, and mercy that Measure for Measure crystallizes. Later, the Evangelical revival and the Oxford Movement—John Keble’s Assize Sermon at St Mary’s, Oxford, 14 July 1833; John Henry Newman’s Tracts for the Times—renewed sacramental and medieval sensibilities that fed Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s symbolism. Pater registers these continuities, balancing doctrinal history with the aesthetics of restraint, penitence, and desire across prose, lyric, and stage.

Mid-century European networks, from the Revue des Deux Mondes (founded Paris, 1829) to London’s periodical culture, underwrote the cosmopolitanism that links Rossetti and Octave Feuillet. Rossetti (1828–1882), co-founder of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood in 1848, translated early Italian poets (1861) and published Poems in 1870 amid controversy over the fleshly school. Feuillet (1821–1890), elected to the Académie française in 1862, wrote La Morte under the Second Empire of Napoleon III (1852–1870), refining a psychological realism prized in Parisian salons. Pater situates these figures beside Browne’s Urn-Burial and Shakespearean elegy, tracing a Europe-wide commerce of sentiment, medievalism, and style that crosses London, Paris, Florence, and Stratford.

Pater’s own Victorian milieu—educated at Queen’s College, Oxford; Fellow of Brasenose from 1864; publishing The Renaissance (1873) and Appreciations (1889)—mediates his approach to Wordsworth, Coleridge, Lamb, Browne, Shakespeare, Rossetti, and Feuillet. Debates staged by Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1869), John Ruskin’s art moralism, and the aesthetic maxim art for art’s sake inform his Essay on Style (first printed in the Fortnightly Review, 1888). Mass literacy after the Education Act of 1870, new university reforms, and international periodicals enlarged his audience. The Postscript gathers this experience, presenting criticism as disciplined impression, historically alert yet personal, across three centuries of English and European letters.
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    WORDSWORTH
Pater presents Wordsworth as a poet of moral earnestness and inward vision who spiritualizes nature and finds the sublime in ordinary life. He notes both the elevating simplicity of this vision and its tendency toward prosaic didacticism.
COLERIDGE*
Pater contrasts Coleridge’s rare, dreamlike poetic masterpieces with his diffuse philosophical writing, portraying a genius of exquisite but fragmentary inspiration. The essay highlights the pull between visionary imagination and personal irresolution.
CHARLES LAMB
Pater depicts Lamb as a humane, whimsical essayist whose love for Elizabethan literature and urban life shapes a delicate, playful, and elegiac prose. He emphasizes Lamb’s blend of humor, pathos, and affectionate nostalgia.
SIR THOMAS BROWNE
Pater celebrates Browne’s ornate, meditative prose as a baroque instrument for curious, devout reflection on mortality and wonder. Surveying Religio Medici, Hydriotaphia, and The Garden of Cyrus, he shows how style becomes a mode of reverie.
"LOVE'S LABOURS LOST"
Pater reads the play as a youthful exercise in wit and courtly affectation, where Navarre’s vow of study collapses before the Princess of France and her ladies. He treats its airy plotting and inconclusive ending as signs of Shakespeare’s early experimentation.
"MEASURE FOR MEASURE"
Pater interprets the drama as a severe inquiry into justice, mercy, and chastity, centered on Angelo’s hypocrisy and Isabella’s integrity under the Duke’s hidden orchestration. He stresses its austere mood and deliberate moral ambiguity as marks of Shakespeare’s maturity.
SHAKESPEARE'S ENGLISH KINGS
Pater surveys the history plays to show how Shakespeare fuses pageant, politics, and character into a national drama from Richard II to Henry V. He focuses on the schooling of Prince Hal and the interplay of historical record with theatrical rhetoric.
DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI
Pater portrays Rossetti as a painter-poet whose sensuous medievalism and meticulous form unite color and cadence, especially in The House of Life. He underscores the intensity of Rossetti’s imaginative life and the fusion of visual and verbal art.
FEUILLET'S "LA MORTE"
Pater considers Feuillet’s novella a polished study of posthumous jealousy and conjugal passion, in which a widower confronts the secret inner life of his dead wife. He praises its restrained psychological realism and moral tact.
POSTSCRIPT
In 'Style,' Pater sets out principles of prose that demand exact expression, sincerity, and economy so that style becomes the precise equivalent of thought. He argues for the right word and a disciplined musical cadence over ornament for its own sake.
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[5] SINCE all progress of mind consists for the most part in differentiation[1q], in the resolution of an obscure and complex object into its component aspects, it is surely the stupidest of losses to confuse things which right reason has put asunder, to lose the sense of achieved distinctions, the distinction between poetry and prose, for instance, or, to speak more exactly, between the laws and characteristic excellences of verse and prose composition. On the other hand, those who have dwelt most emphatically on the distinction between prose and verse, prose and poetry, may sometimes have been tempted to limit the proper functions of prose too narrowly; and this again is at least false economy, as being, in effect, the renunciation of a certain means or faculty, in a world where after all we must needs make the most of things. Critical efforts to limit art a priori, by anticipations regarding the natural incapacity of the material with which this or that artist works, as the sculptor with solid form, or the prose-writer with the ordinary [6] language of men, are always liable to be discredited by the facts of artistic production; and while prose is actually found to be a coloured thing with Bacon, picturesque with Livy and Carlyle, musical with Cicero and Newman, mystical and intimate with Plato and Michelet and Sir Thomas Browne, exalted or florid, it may be, with Milton and Taylor, it will be useless to protest that it can be nothing at all, except something very tamely and narrowly confined to mainly practical ends—a kind of "good round-hand;" as useless as the protest that poetry might not touch prosaic subjects as with Wordsworth, or an abstruse matter as with Browning, or treat contemporary life nobly as with Tennyson. In subordination to one essential beauty in all good literary style, in all literature as a fine art, as there are many beauties of poetry so the beauties of prose are many, and it is the business of criticism to estimate them as such; as it is good in the criticism of verse to look for those hard, logical, and quasi-prosaic excellences which that too has, or needs. To find in the poem, amid the flowers, the allusions, the mixed perspectives, of Lycidas for instance, the thought, the logical structure:—how wholesome! how delightful! as to identify in prose what we call the poetry, the imaginative power, not treating it as out of place and a kind of vagrant intruder, but by way of an estimate of its rights, that is, of its achieved powers, there.

[7] Dryden, with the characteristic instinct of his age, loved to emphasise the distinction between poetry and prose, the protest against their confusion with each other, coming with somewhat diminished effect from one whose poetry was so prosaic. In truth, his sense of prosaic excellence affected his verse rather than his prose, which is not only fervid, richly figured, poetic, as we say, but vitiated, all unconsciously, by many a scanning line. Setting up correctness, that humble merit of prose, as the central literary excellence, he is really a less correct writer than he may seem, still with an imperfect mastery of the relative pronoun. It might have been foreseen that, in the rotations of mind, the province of poetry in prose would find its assertor; and, a century after Dryden, amid very different intellectual needs, and with the need therefore of great modifications in literary form, the range of the poetic force in literature was effectively enlarged by Wordsworth. The true distinction between prose and poetry he regarded as the almost technical or accidental one of the absence or presence of metrical beauty, or, say! metrical restraint; and for him the opposition came to be between verse and prose of course; but, as the essential dichotomy in this matter, between imaginative and unimaginative writing, parallel to De Quincey's distinction between "the literature of power and the literature of knowledge," in the former of which the composer gives us [8] not fact, but his peculiar sense of fact, whether past or present.

Dismissing then, under sanction of Wordsworth, that harsher opposition of poetry to prose, as savouring in fact of the arbitrary psychology of the last century, and with it the prejudice that there can be but one only beauty of prose style, I propose here to point out certain qualities of all literature as a fine art, which, if they apply to the literature of fact, apply still more to the literature of the imaginative sense of fact, while they apply indifferently to verse and prose, so far as either is really imaginative—certain conditions of true art in both alike, which conditions may also contain in them the secret of the proper discrimination and guardianship of the peculiar excellences of either.

The line between fact and something quite different from external fact is, indeed, hard to draw. In Pascal, for instance, in the persuasive writers generally, how difficult to define the point where, from time to time, argument which, if it is to be worth anything at all, must consist of facts or groups of facts, becomes a pleading—a theorem no longer, but essentially an appeal to the reader to catch the writer's spirit, to think with him, if one can or will—an expression no longer of fact but of his sense of it, his peculiar intuition of a world, prospective, or discerned below the faulty conditions of the present, in either case changed somewhat from the actual [9] world. In science, on the other hand, in history so far as it conforms to scientific rule, we have a literary domain where the imagination may be thought to be always an intruder. And as, in all science, the functions of literature reduce themselves eventually to the transcribing of fact, so all the excellences of literary form in regard to science are reducible to various kinds of pains-taking; this good quality being involved in all "skilled work" whatever, in the drafting of an act of parliament, as in sewing. Yet here again, the writer's sense of fact, in history especially, and in all those complex subjects which do but lie on the borders of science, will still take the place of fact, in various degrees. Your historian, for instance, with absolutely truthful intention, amid the multitude of facts presented to him must needs select, and in selecting assert something of his own humour, something that comes not of the world without but of a vision within. So Gibbon moulds his unwieldy material to a preconceived view. Livy, Tacitus, Michelet, moving full of poignant sensibility amid the records of the past, each, after his own sense, modifies—who can tell where and to what degree?—and becomes something else than a transcriber; each, as he thus modifies, passing into the domain of art proper. For just in proportion as the writer's aim, consciously or unconsciously, comes to be the transcribing, not of the world, not of mere fact, but of his sense [10] of it, he becomes an artist, his work fine art; and good art (as I hope ultimately to show) in proportion to the truth of his presentment of that sense; as in those humbler or plainer functions of literature also, truth—truth to bare fact, there—is the essence of such artistic quality as they may have. Truth! there can be no merit, no craft at all, without that[2q]. And further, all beauty is in the long run only fineness of truth, or what we call expression, the finer accommodation of speech to that vision within.

—The transcript of his sense of fact rather than the fact, as being preferable, pleasanter, more beautiful to the writer himself. In literature, as in every other product of human skill, in the moulding of a bell or a platter for instance, wherever this sense asserts itself, wherever the producer so modifies his work as, over and above its primary use or intention, to make it pleasing (to himself, of course, in the first instance) there, "fine" as opposed to merely serviceable art, exists. Literary art, that is, like all art which is in any way imitative or reproductive of fact—form, or colour, or incident—is the representation of such fact as connected with soul, of a specific personality, in its preferences, its volition and power.

Such is the matter of imaginative or artistic literature—this transcript, not of mere fact, but of fact in its infinite variety, as modified by human preference in all its infinitely varied [11] forms. It will be good literary art not because it is brilliant or sober, or rich, or impulsive, or severe, but just in proportion as its representation of that sense, that soul-fact, is true, verse being only one department of such literature, and imaginative prose, it may be thought, being the special art of the modern world. That imaginative prose should be the special and opportune art of the modern world results from two important facts about the latter: first, the chaotic variety and complexity of its interests, making the intellectual issue, the really master currents of the present time incalculable—a condition of mind little susceptible of the restraint proper to verse form, so that the most characteristic verse of the nineteenth century has been lawless verse; and secondly, an all-pervading naturalism, a curiosity about everything whatever as it really is, involving a certain humility of attitude, cognate to what must, after all, be the less ambitious form of literature. And prose thus asserting itself as the special and privileged artistic faculty of the present day, will be, however critics may try to narrow its scope, as varied in its excellence as humanity itself reflecting on the facts of its latest experience—an instrument of many stops, meditative, observant, descriptive, eloquent, analytic, plaintive, fervid. Its beauties will be not exclusively "pedestrian": it will exert, in due measure, all the varied charms of poetry, down to the rhythm which, as in Cicero, [12] or Michelet, or Newman, at their best, gives its musical value to every syllable.*

The literary artist is of necessity a scholar, and in what he . proposes to do will have in mind, first of all, the scholar and the scholarly conscience—the male conscience in this matter, as we must think it, under a system of education which still to so large an extent limits real scholarship to men. In his self-criticism, he supposes always that sort of reader who will go (full of eyes) warily, considerately, though without consideration for him, over the ground which the female conscience traverses so lightly, so amiably. For the material in which he works is no more a creation of his own than the sculptor's marble. Product of a myriad various minds and contending tongues, compact of obscure and minute association, a language has its own abundant and often recondite laws, in the habitual and summary recognition of which scholarship consists. A writer, full of a matter he is before all things anxious to express, may think of those laws, the limitations of vocabulary, structure, and the like, as a restriction, but if a [13] real artist will find in them an opportunity. His punctilious observance of the proprieties of his medium will diffuse through all he writes a general air of sensibility, of refined usage. Exclusiones debitae—the exclusions, or rejections, which nature demands—we know how large a part these play, according to Bacon, in the science of nature. In a somewhat changed sense, we might say that the art of the scholar is summed up in the observance of those rejections demanded by the nature of his medium, the material he must use. Alive to the value of an atmosphere in which every term finds its utmost degree of expression, and with all the jealousy of a lover of words, he will resist a constant tendency on the part of the majority of those who use them to efface the distinctions of language, the facility of writers often reinforcing in this respect the work of the vulgar. He will feel the obligation not of the laws only, but of those affinities, avoidances, those mere preferences, of his language, which through the associations of literary history have become a part of its nature, prescribing the rejection of many a neology, many a license, many a gipsy phrase which might present itself as actually expressive. His appeal, again, is to the scholar, who has great experience in literature, and will show no favour to short-cuts, or hackneyed illustration, or an affectation of learning designed for the unlearned. Hence a contention, a sense [14] of self-restraint and renunciation, having for the susceptible reader the effect of a challenge for minute consideration; the attention of the writer, in every minutest detail, being a pledge that it is worth the reader's while to be attentive too, that the writer is dealing scrupulously with his instrument, and therefore, indirectly, with the reader himself also, that he has the science of the instrument he plays on, perhaps, after all, with a freedom which in such case will be the freedom of a master.

For meanwhile, braced only by those restraints, he is really vindicating his liberty in the making of a vocabulary, an entire system of composition, for himself, his own true manner; and when we speak of the manner of a true master we mean what is essential in his art. Pedantry being only the scholarship of le cuistre (we have no English equivalent) he is no pedant, and does but show his intelligence of the rules of language in his freedoms with it, addition or expansion, which like the spontaneities of manner in a well-bred person will still further illustrate good taste.—The right vocabulary! Translators have not invariably seen how all-important that is in the work of translation, driving for the most part at idiom or construction; whereas, if the original be first-rate, one's first care should be with its elementary particles, Plato, for instance, being often reproducible by an exact following, with no variation in structure, of word after word, as [15] the pencil follows a drawing under tracing-paper, so only each word or syllable be not of false colour, to change my illustration a little.

Well! that is because any writer worth translating at all has winnowed and searched through his vocabulary, is conscious of the words he would select in systematic reading of a dictionary, and still more of the words he would reject were the dictionary other than Johnson's; and doing this with his peculiar sense of the world ever in view, in search of an instrument for the adequate expression of that, he begets a vocabulary faithful to the colouring of his own spirit, and in the strictest sense original. That living authority which language needs lies, in truth, in its scholars, who recognising always that every language possesses a genius, a very fastidious genius, of its own, expand at once and purify its very elements, which must needs change along with the changing thoughts of living people. Ninety years ago, for instance, great mental force, certainly, was needed by Wordsworth, to break through the consecrated poetic associations of a century, and speak the language that was his, that was to become in a measure the language of the next generation. But he did it with the tact of a scholar also. English, for a quarter of a century past, has been assimilating the phraseology of pictorial art; for half a century, the phraseology of the great German metaphysical movement of eighty years ago; in part also the [16] language of mystical theology: and none but pedants will regret a great consequent increase of its resources. For many years to come its enterprise may well lie in the naturalisation of the vocabulary of science, so only it be under the eye of a sensitive scholarship—in a liberal naturalisation of the ideas of science too, for after all the chief stimulus of good style is to possess a full, rich, complex matter to grapple with. The literary artist, therefore, will be well aware of physical science; science also attaining, in its turn, its true literary ideal. And then, as the scholar is nothing without the historic sense, he will be apt to restore not really obsolete or really worn-out words, but the finer edge of words still in use: ascertain, communicate, discover—words like these it has been part of our "business" to misuse. And still, as language was made for man, he will be no authority for correctnesses which, limiting freedom of utterance, were yet but accidents in their origin; as if one vowed not to say "its," which ought to have been in Shakespeare; "his" "hers," for inanimate objects, being but a barbarous and really inexpressive survival. Yet we have known many things like this. Racy Saxon monosyllables, close to us as touch and sight, he will intermix readily with those long, savoursome, Latin words, rich in "second intention." In this late day certainly, no critical process can be conducted reasonably without eclecticism. Of [17] such eclecticism we have a justifying example in one of the first poets of our time. How illustrative of monosyllabic effect, of sonorous Latin, of the phraseology of science, of metaphysic, of colloquialism even, are the writings of Tennyson; yet with what a fine, fastidious scholarship throughout!

A scholar writing for the scholarly, he will of course leave something to the willing intelligence of his reader. "To go preach to the first passer-by," says Montaigne, "to become tutor to the ignorance of the first I meet, is a thing I abhor;" a thing, in fact, naturally distressing to the scholar, who will therefore ever be shy of offering uncomplimentary assistance to the reader's wit. To really strenuous minds there is a pleasurable stimulus in the challenge for a continuous effort on their part, to be rewarded by securer and more intimate grasp of the author's sense. Self-restraint, a skilful economy of means, ascêsis, that too has a beauty of its own; and for the reader supposed there will be an aesthetic satisfaction in that frugal closeness of style which makes the most of a word, in the exaction from every sentence of a precise relief, in the just spacing out of word to thought, in the logically filled space connected always with the delightful sense of difficulty overcome.

Different classes of persons, at different times, make, of course, very various demands upon literature. Still, scholars, I suppose, and not [18] only scholars, but all disinterested lovers of books, will always look to it, as to all other fine art, for a refuge, a sort of cloistral refuge, from a certain vulgarity in the actual world. A perfect poem like Lycidas, a perfect fiction like Esmond, the perfect handling of a theory like Newman's Idea of a University, has for them something of the uses of a religious "retreat." Here, then, with a view to the central need of a select few, those "men of a finer thread" who have formed and maintain the literary ideal, everything, every component element, will have undergone exact trial, and, above all, there will be no uncharacteristic or tarnished or vulgar decoration, permissible ornament being for the most part structural, or necessary. As the painter in his picture, so the artist in his book, aims at the production by honourable artifice of a peculiar atmosphere. "The artist," says Schiller, "may be known rather by what he omits"; and in literature, too, the true artist may be best recognised by his tact of omission. For to the grave reader words too are grave; and the ornamental word, the figure, the accessory form or colour or reference, is rarely content to die to thought precisely at the right moment, but will inevitably linger awhile, stirring a long "brain-wave" behind it of perhaps quite alien associations.

Just there, it may be, is the detrimental tendency of the sort of scholarly attentiveness [19] of mind I am recommending. But the true artist allows for it. He will remember that, as the very word ornament indicates what is in itself non-essential, so the "one beauty" of all literary style is of its very essence, and independent, in prose and verse alike, of all removable decoration; that it may exist in its fullest lustre, as in Flaubert's Madame Bovary, for instance, or in Stendhal's Le Rouge et Le Noir, in a composition utterly unadorned, with hardly a single suggestion of visibly beautiful things. Parallel, allusion, the allusive way generally, the flowers in the garden:—he knows the narcotic force of these upon the negligent intelligence to which any diversion, literally, is welcome, any vagrant intruder, because one can go wandering away with it from the immediate subject. Jealous, if he have a really quickening motive within, of all that does not hold directly to that, of the facile, the otiose, he will never depart from the strictly pedestrian process, unless he gains a ponderable something thereby. Even assured of its congruity, he will still question its serviceableness. Is it worth while, can we afford, to attend to just that, to just that figure or literary reference, just then?—Surplusage! he will dread that, as the runner on his muscles. For in truth all art does but consist in the removal of surplusage, from the last finish of the gem-engraver blowing away the last particle of invisible dust, back to the earliest divination of [20] the finished work to be, lying somewhere, according to Michelangelo's fancy, in the rough-hewn block of stone.

And what applies to figure or flower must be understood of all other accidental or removable ornaments of writing whatever; and not of specific ornament only, but of all that latent colour and imagery which language as such carries in it. A lover of words for their own sake, to whom nothing about them is unimportant, a minute and constant observer of their physiognomy, he will be on the alert not only for obviously mixed metaphors of course, but for the metaphor that is mixed in all our speech, though a rapid use may involve no cognition of it. Currently recognising the incident, the colour, the physical elements or particles in words like absorb, consider, extract, to take the first that occur, he will avail himself of them, as further adding to the resources of expression. The elementary particles of language will be realised as colour and light and shade through his scholarly living in the full sense of them. Still opposing the constant degradation of language by those who use it carelessly, he will not treat coloured glass as if it were clear; and while half the world is using figure unconsciously, will be fully aware not only of all that latent figurative texture in speech, but of the vague, lazy, half-formed personification—a rhetoric, depressing, and worse than nothing, [21] because it has no really rhetorical motive—which plays so large a part there, and, as in the case of more ostentatious ornament, scrupulously exact of it, from syllable to syllable, its precise value.

So far I have been speaking of certain conditions of the literary art arising out of the medium or material in or upon which it works, the essential qualities of language and its aptitudes for contingent ornamentation, matters which define scholarship as science and good taste respectively. They are both subservient to a more intimate quality of good style: more intimate, as coming nearer to the artist himself. The otiose, the facile, surplusage: why are these abhorrent to the true literary artist, except because, in literary as in all other art, structure is all-important, felt, or painfully missed, everywhere?—that architectural conception of work, which foresees the end in the beginning and never loses sight of it, and in every part is conscious of all the rest, till the last sentence does but, with undiminished vigour, unfold and justify the first—a condition of literary art, which, in contradistinction to another quality of the artist himself, to be spoken of later, I shall call the necessity of mind in style.

An acute philosophical writer, the late Dean Mansel (a writer whose works illustrate the literary beauty there may be in closeness, and with obvious repression or economy of a fine [22] rhetorical gift) wrote a book, of fascinating precision in a very obscure subject, to show that all the technical laws of logic are but means of securing, in each and all of its apprehensions, the unity, the strict identity with itself, of the apprehending mind. All the laws of good writing aim at a similar unity or identity of the mind in all the processes by which the word is associated to its import. The term is right, and has its essential beauty, when it becomes, in a manner, what it signifies, as with the names of simple sensations. To give the phrase, the sentence, the structural member, the entire composition, song, or essay, a similar unity with its subject and with itself:—style is in the right way when it tends towards that. All depends upon the original unity, the vital wholeness and identity, of the initiatory apprehension or view. So much is true of all art, which therefore requires always its logic, its comprehensive reason—insight, foresight, retrospect, in simultaneous action—true, most of all, of the literary art, as being of all the arts most closely cognate to the abstract intelligence. Such logical coherency may be evidenced not merely in the lines of composition as a whole, but in the choice of a single word, while it by no means interferes with, but may even prescribe, much variety, in the building of the sentence for instance, or in the manner, argumentative, descriptive, discursive, of this or that [23] part or member of the entire design. The blithe, crisp sentence, decisive as a child's expression of its needs, may alternate with the long-contending, victoriously intricate sentence; the sentence, born with the integrity of a single word, relieving the sort of sentence in which, if you look closely, you can see much contrivance, much adjustment, to bring a highly qualified matter into compass at one view. For the literary architecture, if it is to be rich and expressive, involves not only foresight of the end in the beginning, but also development or growth of design, in the process of execution, with many irregularities, surprises, and afterthoughts; the contingent as well as the necessary being subsumed under the unity of the whole. As truly, to the lack of such architectural design, of a single, almost visual, image, vigorously informing an entire, perhaps very intricate, composition, which shall be austere, ornate, argumentative, fanciful, yet true from first to last to that vision within, may be attributed those weaknesses of conscious or unconscious repetition of word, phrase, motive, or member of the whole matter, indicating, as Flaubert was aware, an original structure in thought not organically complete
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