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The Fortune of Francis Bacon determined that he
should be born on the twenty-second of January 1560/1,
at York House in the Strand. It laid him in a cradle
among the rulers of kingdoms; the names of empires
were to be his daily business, but it interfused with them
another and invisible empire which was to belong to his
holidays and his nights, the empire of man over nature.
His Fortune prepared in him an energy which has protracted
itself through three centuries, saluted and
studied by such men as Descartes and Leibniz, and (in
another kind) Voltaire; an energy which, by the scope
of its vision and the vital lucidity of its speech, was to
make even his enemies his debtors. There was in his
lifetime but one other power of equal and superior
greatness; in the year of Francis’s birth John Shakespeare
was chosen to serve Stratford as a chamberlain,
while Nicholas Bacon held the Great Seal of England.
Men have been so astonished at the separate glories of
the two children that they have refused to believe that
the richness of God could put them in the world together.
Yet the one is in a sense the measure of the other. The
mortal greatness of Francis lacked but one thing—he
was not Shakespeare; his judgment lacked but one
intelligence—he would not have supposed the subordination
was on his side.

His Fortune gave him energy and lucidity, but also a
body troubled by ill-health. It set his cradle close by
the Throne, but on the left side. There had been but

recently another cradle on the right, in which the slightly
deformed body of his cousin, Robert Cecil, had lain.
Offices and powers loomed below the Throne and over
the cradles that stood, for the future as for the present,
so near the purple. Francis’s father was Lord Keeper;
his grandfather had been governor to royalty; his
uncle was Secretary and presently to be Treasurer.
The two cousins might look forward to succeeding to
such offices, or (if they preferred) to accepting convenient
titles, large estates, and enormous houses, now
being built for them, such as Burleigh House or Theobalds.
Gorhambury was begun two years after Francis’s birth.
His Fortune seemed to promise him everything he could
want at the cost of a little industry. In fact, for all
his unceasing industry, it kept him waiting for nearly
fifty years for what he did want, providing him with
unsatisfactory substitutes meanwhile, and having at last
given it, immediately took it back again.

He emerged from his cradle into the world, a distracted
and dangerous world, about which the rumours
and uncertainties of a new reign ran thickly, through
London, and to and from the ports, and overseas to
other centres—The Hague, Paris, Madrid, Rome. He
beheld the gardens of York House, and Whitehall away
on one side; on the other, towards Saint Paul’s, among
similar palaces, Essex House, where his elder brother
Anthony was to sit, thirty-five years later, writing and
dictating letters to those other centres of diplomacy.
He grew vividly aware of his brother, dutifully aware of
his mother and his father, of great personages; among
them, greatest of all, of the Queen. She was thirty-seven
when he was born; one day, by his deceitful
Fortune, he was led to her feet, and presented. She
asked him how old he was. “I am three years younger
than your Majesty’s happy reign,” he said, and maintained
the same tactful “gravity and maturity” during

his further youthful intercourse with her whenever she
teased him with questions, so that she laughed and was
pleased and called him “her young Lord Keeper.”
In Saint James’s Fields, years afterwards, he knew of
an echo; biography almost demands that he shall be
supposed to have found it then, and that fancy shall
invent and observe the young Lord Keeper listening to
the echo in the Fields, as a mere convenient prophecy
of his future as “privy councillor to King James and to
Nature.” “Probable conjectures,” the Essays remark,
“many times turn themselves into prophecies”; but
any one who attended to the Essays could never write
modern biography; let us pretend it happened. Add
that there was, then or later, a conjurer, and all that
was ever exposed of the Lord St. Alban’s childhood is
known.

The household in which the small Francis walked
was industrious and serious, concerned with statecraft
and religion. He inherited both, with a difference.
His father, Nicholas Bacon, after the death of his first
wife, had married again, as wives and husbands so often
did then; hardly any period of history is fuller of those
second marriages which contributed to the making of
estates and the enriching of the Families. Sir Nicholas
chose a lady as distinguished in her way as he in his,
who became the mother of two sons—Anthony and
Francis. She was Anne Cooke, the daughter of Sir
Anthony Cooke, governor of Edward VI, the prince
to whom Sir John Cheke, the brother of William Cecil’s
first wife, had taught Greek. Anne Cooke had herself
been a tutor to the young Majesty. Her sister Mildred,
William Cecil’s second wife, was reported to be one of
the two most learned women in England; the other
was Lady Jane Grey. And as that group of Bacons,
Cecils, and Cookes, with its connections, belonged to
the learned among the learned, so they belonged also

to the reformers among the Reformers, and to the rich
among the rich. Nothing quite like it has been seen
since among the governors of England: Gladstone,
pious, well-read, well-to-do, is, of all people, the nearest
example, and Gladstone had no brother-in-law or
successor of his own rank.

Sir Nicholas himself was a political lawyer. He
had been the son of the sheep-steward at the Abbey of
Bury St. Edmunds; he had received grants of monastic
lands, had become one of the official class, had been
used by Henry, Edward, and Mary, and on the accession
of Elizabeth had been given the Seal by his brother-in-law
Cecil. He often served Cecil in the office of an
unofficial opposition. There was certainly no marked
difference in their views, but sometimes their judgments
differed, or it was thought convenient they should differ,
and the brothers-in-law could afford a luxury which
had its use in State affairs. He was one of the great
men of the growing Civil Service; he had drawn out a
scheme by which some of the monastic revenues were
to be spent on building a college for the sons of gentlemen
where they could be trained for officialdom, some for
foreign, some for home service. His father had been
steward of the Abbey sheep; Sir Nicholas enlarged and
exalted in civil affairs a similar capacity. He was not
alone. Pastors of all kinds were thronging or anxious
to throng to England; the hungry sheep were to be
offered the most diverse food, and (but for the civil
government) would have been considerably overfed.
Mary’s stoled priests were in possession, and in Flanders
a Nuncio from the Roman Shepherd lingered. There
was talk of the Council of Trent; there was even a
hinting at the removal of Elizabeth’s bastardy. Unfortunately,
before it could be removed, it would have
to be implicitly admitted. The Queen’s Majesty was
not forward to admit her illegitimacy. At a Council

held at Greenwich in May, while Francis still looked
infantilely at the world, it was decided by his father,
Cecil, and others, not to admit the Nuncio. But besides
the stoles of those shepherds were the black gowns of
others. The Marian exiles flocked back from Geneva,
anxious to rebuild their fold. The Queen’s Majesty
had no liking for Geneva in her heart. Cecil and Sir
Nicholas shepherded the pastors as far as they could—slightly
Genevawards, and the mysterious religious
emotion of the Queen assisted to preserve the mystical
spiritual integrity of the Church of England.

But the official pastorate of Nicholas is a less vivid
thing to us than the personal passion of Lady Bacon,
who recalls an earlier mother of greatness—St. Monica.
Over the all-but-fatalistic doctrine which was part of
Augustine’s contribution to Christian theology broods
the all-but-fatalistic figure of the African matron whom
her husband (setting an example to all English gentlemen)
never struck, from whom her son was compelled
to escape by deceit and stealth, who separated him
from his paramour of ten years’ love and their child,
who proposed for him Christian marriage and the
Catholic Church, and, rationalized into something as
near predestination as orthodoxy will allow, still terrifies
the metaphysics of the Church; which seems to be
saved from her influence only by the still earlier mother
in whom the humanity as well as the piety of Christendom
has taken refuge, the silent maid of meditation who is the
mother of the Divine Word.[1] But Anne Bacon found
neither silence nor supremacy. She had always been
religious; she was very much in her place in that group
of governors. She was the kind of woman who could
translate from its original Latin Bishop Jewel’s Apology

for the Church of England. And she did. But it was
in her later years that religion became her realized
passion, and it is by her later years that we know her
best. She appears, from a letter of hers to Cecil, to
have undergone some sort of emotional change in 1577
or 1578, when Francis was about seventeen, and near
the time when her husband died. She speaks in that
letter of having “found mercy,” adding a pious acknowledgment
of the fact that she has profited more by the
opening of Scriptures in ordinary preaching during the
last seven or eight years than for well-nigh twenty years
in “odd sermons” at Paul’s. Her grief was for her
two sons, Anthony and Francis; not having Monica’s
genius, she had to content herself with lament and vain
hope.

Modern biography suspects her of being the unknowing
cause of her son’s preference of atheism to
superstition. “I trust they will not mum or mask or
sinfully revel,” she wrote of the Gray’s Inn Christmas
festivities. She was difficult with her household; a
servant of Anthony’s wrote to him that “nobody can
please her long together,” and again pathetically, “She
made me to buy starch and soap to wash my linen
withal: more than was wont to be: yet I care not so
she would be quiet.” It was probably what Anthony
and Francis also wished. She complained of Anthony’s
vain-glory in buying horses. She objected to his lending
his coach. She regretted the lack of Christian behaviour
in Francis’s cook. She was troubled by their personal
habits. Anthony spent too much on coal when he was
living at Essex House, and Francis at Gray’s Inn sat
up too late and then, when he did go to bed, lay musing
on she knew not what (she was quite right) when he
ought to have been asleep, and so got up late, “whereby
his men are made slothful and himself continueth sickly.”
But for all her flurries and commands and entreaties

and efforts after compulsion, she could not rule them.
Anthony, angered by her treatment of his servant, once
wrote: “However your Ladyship doth pretend and
allege for reason your motherly affection towards us
in that which concerneth Lawson; yet any man of
judgment and indifferency must needs take it for a
mere passion, springing either from presumption, that
your ladyship can only judge and see that in the man,
which never any man yet hath seen; or from a sovereign
desire to over-rule your sons in all things, how little
soever you may understand either the ground or the
circumstances of their proceedings.”

From his mother and his father, Francis went up in
1573 with his elder brother Anthony to Trinity College,
Cambridge. It was two years since another young
student had left that College; Edward Coke, the son
of an old Norfolk family, was by now reading law in
Clifford’s Inn. A long antagonism awaited its beginning.
At Cambridge again Francis’s life is hidden. He was
ill; he had his windows glazed and his stockings dyed,
shoes were bought for him, and a bow and arrows, silk
points, and a dozen new buttons; a desk was put up
in his study. That is all, except for one thing—he
disliked the philosophy of Aristotle; in fact, he fell in
love.

It may have been slow or sudden, but when he was
in London ten years afterwards he was engaged on the
first work done for the sake of that love, and the dislike
of Aristotle had, it seems, that same love for its cause.
At a distance in time and person, many years afterwards,
from the pen of his chaplain, we have his account:
“Whilst he was commorant in the University, about
sixteen years of age (as his lordship hath been pleased
to impart unto myself), he first fell into the dislike of
the philosophy of Aristotle; not for the worthlessness
of the author, to whom he would ever ascribe all high

attributes, but for the unfruitfulness of the way; being
a philosophy (as his lordship used to say) only strong
for disputations and contentions, but barren of the production
of works for the benefit of the life of man; in
which mind he continued to his dying day.”

Aristotle was still the master of those who thought.
But Aristotle’s own concern with existence had been
turned through the centuries into a concern with
Aristotle’s method of thinking about existence, and even
there the stress had been all on one side. As in religion
texts had been used to prove opinions, so in natural
science had facts; as in religion texts, so in natural
science facts, had been taken almost at random, certainly
without examination, classification, or relation. An
observed fact or a reported fable held almost the same
worth; for in argument they had the same worth; each
supplied a premise, and it was the premise that mattered.
Induction, or the drawing of general principles from
particular instances, provided the material for the far
more important business of deduction, or the application
of general propositions to particular instances. The
world, and all the innumerable things and relations of
things that make up the world, were taken anyhow in
order that the necessary general propositions could be
furnished to theorists, philosophers, or theologians.
They were all food for the syllogism, sacks of manure
on the mind in which the necessary crop of conclusions
could be grown. But Francis Bacon objected to the
world being used as manure.

It is impossible not to believe that he had seen the
method in use in York House. No doubt religion was
“rather different”; in our modern phrase, it was not
his subject. But the clash and challenge of text and
text without examination of the context or consideration
of the verbal intention had been going on, now this
way, now that, for decades of years. Preconceived

opinion, predetermined judgment, would seize phrases
from Isaiah or Kings or St. Paul to prove what nothing
would be allowed to disprove. The long examinations
of heretics, under Mary or Elizabeth, meant only that
in the end; in the end, therefore, both Majesties or
their governments were driven back on offering their
prisoners the choice between changing their preconceived
opinions or being put to death, that being, as all mankind
knows, the only certain way of dealing with a preconceived
opinion. Bacon was never anxious to put
people to death unless their preconceived opinions
were in danger of overthrowing civil quiet. Later he
observed the universal peril—“Men create oppositions
which are not, and put them into new terms, so fixed
as, whereas the meaning ought to govern the term, the
term in effect governeth the meaning.” That was his
note in the Essays, but in a paper on the controversies
of the Church, while Lady Bacon from Gorhambury
was unloading her heart, he let a similar warning sound:
“The disease requireth rather rest than any other
cure”; “if we did but know the virtues of silence
and slowness to speech”—O mother! mother!—“a
character of love more proper ... than that of zeal,”
“peace, silence, and surceance.”

But, though he observed it, dogmatic theology was
not his metier. At Cambridge, however, he found the
same thing. At York House they did not ask what a
text meant; it meant what their general principles
needed it to mean. At Cambridge they did not ask
what the facts were; the facts were what were convenient
for their general principles. Slowly or suddenly,
he became aware of his business, but his business was
not a mere contradiction of existing methods. He did
not concentrate for fifty years on a hatred of degenerate
Aristotelianisms. He had fallen in love, not (as do
most young lovers) with the universe concentrated and

manifested in a particular person, but with the universe
in itself. A romantic passion filled him, no less romantic
(as in other modes of love) for its realism: the particularities
of space and time were to him as the
particularities in which the universal form expresses
itself to many by means of the form of the beloved.
“Light-bearing experiments” were his method of
wooing, and the light that disseminates itself for mortal
lovers from the shape of their ladies was for him perceptible
in the thoroughfares of the nature of the world.
Emotional and intellectual at once, this thing that was
as vivid as a person was as exact as a formula. Such
mortal revelations remain, even in less great minds, as
a centre of union; so, a man may suddenly and in a
moment understand that space and time are one thing
diversely manifested, or that eternity is a unique state
and not a process of everlastingness. For most of us
such flashes remain as a memory or a doctrine; our
emotions and our minds live separate lives, and our
spirits cannot or dare not follow the unity that is revealed.
Francis Bacon’s could and did; he fell in love and to
the end of his life he remained passionately in love. He
blamed himself sometimes for infidelity, but in fact his
faithfulness continually filled and drove him, for he
loved necessity.

The thing possessed him. The thing that was—fact—as
distinct from words; the thing that was to
be—knowledge—as distinct from fables; the thing that
was to say it—truth—as distinct from argument. Man
was still lost in subtle discussions, incurious, unlearned,
accepting inaccuracy, rich only with insubstantial words.
Words must be made substantial with truth; truth must
be discovered by inquiry and observation, by rejection
and selection. But to achieve that meant in fact
nothing less than the entire reorganization of human
thought. It seemed then that Francis Bacon must

begin to reorganize human thought, must institute a
great instauration of science. Back to observed fact,
to right induction, to the world! Man must gain knowledge,
discover the true causes of things, extend human
empire; he must have certainty, not opinion; he must
rely on infinite experiment, infinite study, out of which
certainty would arise. The method had not been used;
it had not even been tried; nay, it had not been so
much as shaped for trial. It was utterly without
precedent. But it could be shaped, tried, used. He
could proclaim it to men. The “delicate, lively, hazel
eyes” (“viper eyes,” Harvey called them, but Harvey
did not love him), saw all possibilities open to the world
of men; there lay before them the universe of things,
and its thoroughfares were already filled with “God’s
first creature, which is light.” A ray of that light fell
upon the road before him and his business on the road.
He was to cry to mankind till they too saw it and ran
to work and experiment and understand, and the vision
should lie, palpable fact, before future ages. In such a
moment a man understands his primal duty, and feels it
already completed. Unrealized perfection exists within
him; his business is to preserve and define it.

York House, it may reasonably be presumed, would
have displayed no intense feeling for the Great Instauration.
The instauration of the Queen’s safety and success
was his father’s business; the instauration of Christ’s
kingdom on earth his mother’s. Francis read law, and
acceded to Sir Nicholas’s intention of sending him to the
Embassy at Paris. The proclamation of man’s chief
moral duty on earth must be made, but it must be made
with authority. The more notable the place from which
it was made the wider and more effective would be the
call to mankind. Great men must be brought to take
an interest, scholars and students. He was offered the
beginnings of a career; he accepted them. When in 1576

he went over to join Sir Amyas Paulet—another devout
Evangelical—in Paris, he stood at the opening of affairs,
and though on several occasions he was tempted to desert
them he never did, till he was thrown out with violence.
The reasons whereto (as he might have said), besides
the Great Instauration, were four: first, he held it to be
the duty of a man to serve the commonwealth; second,
he thought himself peculiarly fitted to do so; third,
it was to his immediate personal interest to do so;
lastly, it was impossible for his imagination contentedly
to withdraw from the public activities of men. Many
poets and other creative minds do tend to occupy themselves
so; they cannot be content in retirement. To
retire from the world is to lose some part of their natures.
It was not by accident that Dante was a politician, or
Chaucer a civil servant, or Shakespeare a successful
business man, or Milton Latin Secretary. They feel a
summons not only to place but to great place; they
desire to be among the chiefs. So very often does the
youngest clerk. But with those makers the demand is
more passionate, for men are part of that great whole
of Nature which is the stuff of their peculiar work. They
see things as a unity; to reject a part of that unity is
to deny its true nature, therefore they desire to be
involved in that nature. “Why did he not retire?”
asked Macaulay. For the same reason that Macaulay’s
essays are less deep than his; because the earlier mind
had a profounder and wider scope. It would be easy
for us to retire from the administration of government
to work at the Great Instauration; that is one reason
why we could not have imagined the Instauration.

At Paris, or rather at Pont-Charenton, he found
another echo. “I did hear it return the voice thirteen
several times: and I have heard of others, that it would
return sixteen times: for I was there about three of the
clock in the afternoon; and it is best (as all other echoes

are) in the evening.... I remember well, that when
I went to the echo at Pont-Charenton, there was an old
Parisian who took it to be the work of spirits, and of
good spirits. For (said he) call Satan, and the echo
will not deliver back the devil’s name; but will say
va-t’en; which is as much in French as apage or avoid.
And thereby I did hap to find that an echo would not
return ‘S,’ being but a hissing and an interior sound.”

It is the first example of the new method in contact
with the old, directly and indirectly. Long afterwards
Francis was to write in the Novum Organum of the
leaping directly from the evidence of the senses to the
most general principles instead of proceeding through
middle axioms. The evidence of the senses was that
the echo said “va-t’en” in reply to “Satan.” The
old method leapt directly to the principle of divine
intervention, which is one of the most general principles
possible. The new method, as eventually defined,
would gather particulars of all echoes—St. James’s
Fields, Pont-Charenton, and the rest—and discover by
careful comparison what echoes actually did do; that
in fact, no echo ever said “S.” In which case, it would
be less probable that Divinity disliked the letter “S”
than that the nature of an echo forbade the reproduction
of sibilants. But indirectly also the thing ratifies a
distinction. All the world around him was crying out
“Satan” and hearing the answer of the Holy Spirit,
“va-t’en”; only—or almost only—Francis conceived
that the reply might be due to an incapacity for a
particular interior sound; that, in short, the Holy
Spirit could not hiss.

He did not succeed in finding an immediate explanation
of another curious fact. He was troubled with one
of the distresses of adolescence. “I had, from my
childhood, a wart upon one of my fingers: afterwards,
when I was about sixteen years old, being then at Paris,

there grew upon both my hands a number of warts (at
the least an hundred) in a month’s space. The English
ambassador’s lady, who was a woman far from superstition,
told me one day, she would help me away with
my warts: whereupon she got a piece of lard, with the
skin on, and rubbed the warts all over with the fat sides;
and amongst the rest, that wart which I had had from
my childhood: then she nailed the piece of lard, with
the fat towards the sun, upon a post of her chamber
window, which was to the south. The success was,
that within five weeks’ space all the warts went quite
away: and that wart which I had so long endured, for
company.”

Between actual echoes and diplomatic rumours,
warts on the hands and plots in the mind, conversations
with studious Frenchmen and inventions of convenient
ciphers, two years wore away, and the winter of 1578
was drawing to its close. One night in February he
dreamed. He saw Gorhambury, the house that his
father had built, plastered all over with black mortar.
He might have been dreaming of the house of his own
life, prophesied in his visionary mind of power, so
covered with black. For the first separation between
him and his end had begun; unexpectedly, without his
realization, the universe had intervened between him
and his desire. His father had died suddenly. Francis,
by that swift accident of an open window and a great
thaw after heavy snow, was left without expected
provision. Sir Nicholas had meant to purchase an
estate for him as he had done for his other sons; but
now there was no estate and not very much money.
He would have to work. In March he returned to
England, bearing letters of commendation from Sir
Amyas to the Queen; and set himself deliberately to
study law.

It was not, however, in law that he put his trust.

On the other, the more important, side of the Throne,
to which his eyes were turned, stood his uncle. It
seemed to Francis that nothing could be simpler than
for the Lord Treasurer, who, as everybody knew, had
the Queen’s ear, to recommend his nephew to the Queen
and find him some post under Government. He applied
to him, writing youthful, solemn, respectful letters.
He was to go on applying to him for a year, three ...
seven ... ten years. The Lord Treasurer continued
to treasure his own council, and to lay up his powers
for the use of the baby who had lain in the cradle to
the right of the Throne.





[1]

What would have happened to Christendom if her husband had
ventured to beat Monica, as other African husbands beat their wives?
to Luther, Calvin, Trent, and the doctrine of grace?
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In 1590, towards the end of those ten years, a month
or two after Tamburlaine had been first presented “on
stages in the Citie” and a year or two before Shakespeare
had certainly reached the way to the stages in the
City, Edmund Spenser published, with the encouragement
of Sir Walter Raleigh, the first three cantos of the
Faerie Queene. He accompanied them with seventeen
sonnets, addressed among others to Raleigh, Essex,
Burleigh, Howard, and Walsingham. He described
Raleigh as the summer’s nightingale, with a compliment
on the nightingale’s verse. He invoked Essex as
“magnific Lord,” assuring him that this base poem was
not worthy of his heroic parts, which it would later on
more nobly celebrate. He assured Burleigh that at
bottom it was a very serious poem and not as vain as it
might superficially appear. Howard was an example
to the present age of the heroes of antiquity, and
Walsingham was Mæcenas.

The last unlikely comparison was used by another
poet, William Harrison, who preluded with it verses
commenting on “that anti-Christ at Rome”—a phrase
which would have surprised the original Mæcenas. In
fact Walsingham seems to have confined his patronal
attentions to very minor poets, to Puritan scholars and
divines, and to himself; he made nearly twenty thousand
pounds in five years, at the lowest reckoning, by farming
the Customs from the Queen. But the fact that Spenser
could address him with that rhyming and hopeful

untruth explains by accentuation the verbal music of
the age. Verse is not so different from prose, nor public
dedications from private devotions, that Spenser can
be held guiltless of flattery if Bacon is to be blamed.
A few years afterwards Shakespeare was to assure
Southampton that “what I have done is yours, what I
have to do is yours, being part in all I have, devoted
yours.” Such was the habit of writers to courtiers,
ministers, and great lords.

Beyond lords, ministers, and courtiers was the Queen
herself. Every one is aware how poets and less intelligent
people than poets “flattered” the Queen. Fashion,
which denigrates so many reputations after death, has
had to wait three hundred years and more to have its
turn at Elizabeth; it appears that it will soon console
itself for the delay. But to her poets and servants she
was, what she was to Spenser, Glory. She was all the
Goddesses, all the Muses, all the Nymphs and Graces,
the “imperial votaress,” the “dearest dread,” “the
bright Occidental star.” To attribute deliberate insincerity
to those voices is to misunderstand both their
imagination and their style. They beheld, while they
shaped, the external world. Their attitude towards
the Queen was voluntary and compulsory at once; they
also, in that lesser thing, chose necessity. They created
her, but they created what existed potentially. They
formed her and believed in her precisely as we all form
images and believe in them. They defined Royalty.

It is easy to believe they flattered, not so easy to
see that they flattered where they believed. Yet the
whole similar tradition of romantic love illumines their
devotion. The young lover believes that “authority
and reason” wait on his mistress; that




  Wisdom in discourse with her

Loses discountenanced, and like folly shows.
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We have kept the one passion, because nature assisted

us; we have lost the other, because—for the most
honourable reasons—the gentlemen of England took it
away. But in the days of Elizabeth it existed and it
was a power, producing interior as well as exterior
effects. It moved men’s thoughts and beliefs not only
about the Queen but about themselves. There was in
the Majesty of Elizabeth a kind of fate, and when it
struck in anger men wondered if they were as guiltless
as they themselves had supposed, and saw, again as a
young lover sees in the averted face of the beloved, as
Dante saw when Beatrice denied him her salutation,
the wrath of the gods directed against them. She
might be mistaken; she might be unjust. They protested
against her injustice, but only as men protest,
with sighs or oaths, against the supreme injustice of
the universe.

No doubt in minds which were continually in close
contact with hers, or were themselves rather rational
than creative, this imagination flagged and disappeared.
The vigilance of Cecil worked from it as upon a hypothesis
justified by the results; the violence of Essex despised it
as an offensive necessity. They controlled or attempted
to control her and fretted beneath her obstinacy, her
parsimony, her insatiable demands, and her secret fears.
That coldness and hatred came on them which (men
say) affects marriage and religion and all fulfilled
romantic dreams. No doubt also, in proportion as
sympathy with the Puritan fundamental of “no idolatry”—of
statues, miracles, transubstantiations, or living
men—grew stronger, the half-sacramental adoration
of the crowned figure grew less. The monarch was a
sinner, and his office at most but a necessary business
of a sinful world. John Knox had already exhorted,
rebuked, and denounced the Queen of Scotland. But
in England the deposition of the monarch had to wait
another thirty or forty years, and meanwhile to serve

the Queen was to serve reputed divinity. To make
love to the Queen was—anyhow in its first stages—at
once a convention and an excitement. The Queen
might be old and ugly. But gods were different from
their worshippers. Men who have quarrelled with their
women have been thrown off their balance; men who
have made love to queens have been in peril; but to
make love and then to quarrel with this adorned, fantastic,
earthy and unearthy Majesty was to run the risk
of being flung into a whirling void of phantasms in
which the only truth was the edge of the axe turned
towards the condemned traitor as he was conducted
from the court of his peers.

Of that last overthrow Francis Bacon was never in
danger. He was never allured to such intimacies as
Essex with Elizabeth or Somerset with James. But he
felt and believed in the image of royalty, and therefore
he believed in the powers and graces of royalty. It
would be too much to say that he believed in Majesty
rather than in himself; but he was always prepared
to submit to Majesty, because Majesty, and those whom
Majesty loved, were likely to be right. His imagination
did continual homage to its own vision of the wisdom of
the Crown. He did not merely pretend that a particular
woman or a particular man was set by God in
authority, but without any special capacity for the high
office. He believed that God meant the King to rule
and furnished the King with necessary endowments.
Nobody, certainly, believes either to-day, in spite of the
continual passionate entreaties of the Churches. But
then our contemporary imagination hears the noise of
the passage of the King rather as Mr. Perker and the
Pickwickians heard the cheering round the Honourable
Samuel Slumkey when he kissed the six babies at the
Town Arms of Eatanswill. The whole of the sources,
channels, and flood of that passion are hidden from us.


But in that Elizabethan poem which the Elizabethan
Spenser laid at the feet of “the most High, Mighty, and
Magnificent Empress, renowned for piety, virtue, and
all gracious government ... in all humility ... to
live with the eternity of her fame,”[2] there is another
figure, besides Gloriana, which illuminates the imagination
of the age, and that is Prince Arthur. Prince
Arthur was to marry Gloriana. And “in the person
of Prince Arthur I set forth magnificence in particular,
which virtue for that (according to Aristotle and the
rest) it is the perfection of all the rest, and containeth in
it them all, therefore in the whole course I mention
the deeds of Arthur applyable to that virtue which I
write of in that book.” Magnificence in man was, no
doubt, primarily a spiritual quality, but it had great
earthly symbols. In that sense also Magnificence was
a duty as well as an indulgence. A century earlier the
Black Prince had been praised, in a poem written ten
years after his death, for knowing well “the doctrine of
largesse.” Nowadays we praise the dead (if possible)
for generosity, and do not mean the same thing. Great
men, under Elizabeth, were still supposed to be wise in
“the doctrine of largesse.” Magnificence was to marry
Glory, and all the earthly glories and magnificences
were to attend on that supreme and superb bridal.
Gloriana herself certainly was not much inclined to the
doctrine of largesse; nor was Burleigh. But that did
not alter the fact that she approved it in others, and
the imagination of her age approved it everywhere.
Kings and great lords were not praised and admired
for leading simple lives; it would not have occurred to
any one that they ought to lead simple lives. In 1599
Shakespeare’s Henry V asked Ceremony what it was,
but only after an intense appreciation of Ceremony,

“the farcèd title running ’fore the king, the throne he
sits on, and the tide of pomp” that swells through so
many of the plays.

Patrons were to behave magnificently to their clients.
It was not an age of regular salaries. Men gave what
they had and could; men took all that was offered.
They took it in offices or houses or lands or money—money
if it were possible. It is not likely that the
Bishop of Durham to-day would send the Prime Minister
£100 for favours received, but so much a former Bishop
of Durham sent to Lord Burleigh. Bacon, writing in a
fit of temper to Cecil, says that it is rumoured he has
taken two thousand angels to help Sir Thomas Coventry
to the Solicitorship. He obviously thinks Cecil has
treated him very badly, but he does not think it a wrong
or even improper act in itself. The ladies and gentlemen
of that age, when they wanted anything, asked for
it. They even let one another know of anything that
was going which they could not themselves use. Francis
wrote to his mother (18th February 1591/2) that Alderman
Haywood had died, and that this would bring his
son into the Court of Wards (of which the Lord Treasurer
was Master). Lord Burleigh was often slow in disposing
of his wards. It was hardly suitable for Anthony who
had only just returned from abroad to ask anything of
his uncle before they had met; Francis himself was
reserving Burleigh’s patronage to make his way with
the Queen. Why should not Lady Bacon ask for the
wardship of the young heir? but she had better be quick
about it. We do not know if Lady Bacon acted.

The fact was that magnificence cost money, and as
they were not ashamed of magnificence so they were not
ashamed of money. They were not ashamed of asking
for it, of getting it, or (even more extremely) of being
refused it. The Queen, if she were in displeasure with
any one, might decline a jewel. Austere precisians

might prefer, if they were on bad terms with any one, to
maintain the quarrel at the expense of their income.
But the normal method was to make up the quarrel and
ask for the advantage. The memoirs of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries read strangely to us after the
letters of the sixteenth and seventeenth. Something
is lacking in those later sedate volumes, some frank
sound of human activity, of desire or necessity. If our
later generations ask at all they do it in a quiet, dignified,
self-respecting way—but how rarely they ask! The
petitions of their fathers were not quiet, do not seem
to us at all dignified, and hardly self-respecting. But
self-respect has many modes, and quiet dignity is not
certainly the chief virtue committed to man. The
English had not then become proud of their
reserve.

Ostentation as a virtue has disappeared from the
galaxy, but in those days ostentation was the brightest
of all. Whatever was kept secret was so hidden that
even now we often cannot be certain of their motives
and intentions. Whatever was shown was shown and
spoken almost in the style of Tamburlaine himself. As
artistic enjoyments meiosis and magniloquence are
equal and opposite, and so as moral virtues. It is not
certainly finer or wiser, though it may be safer, to say
less than the truth than to say more. If the latter leads
to looseness, diffusion, and insincerity, the former
induces paralysis of speech and therefore often of thought.
As in arts of decoration so in arts of expression, the
Elizabethans were ostentatious. Rhetoric—even rant—was
a courtesy—even a duty; they thought our simple
tastes not merely rude but wrong. It is difficult, but
healthful, to consider that they may have been right.
Essex, while he was the Favourite of Elizabeth, meaning
to assure James of Scotland of his devotion to the King’s
interests, wrote as follows:



“Most gracious and renowned prince,

“If I should only regard the weakness of mine own
merit, without having an eye unto the exceeding bounty,
whereby your majesty hath quickened me to make a
present of all that service, which my poor ability may
perform, I should have forborn to have made this paper
witness of my boldness. But in what manner could I
have framed a plea in excuse of inexpiable ingratitude,
if I had not by some lines given a taste of the affections
of my heart, which breathe only after the prosperous
success of a king of so much worth, whose servant I am
born by nature, and by duty am obliged to exercise all
the powers both of my mind and body in advancing his
designs? Therefore such as I am, and all whatsoever
I am (tho’ perhaps a subject of small price) I consecrate
unto your regal throne; protesting, that what defect
soever may be incident unto me, it shall appear more
fitly to be set on the score of error than of wilfulness.
And whereas I have presumed, out of the suddenness of
my brain, to hatch a rude and indigested piece of work,
most humbly I beseech your highness to overlook it
with a favourable eye, and to conceive, that I took in
hand to play the statesman rather out of the zeal I bore
to so just a cause, than out of any overweening humour
of mine own sufficiency. Neither do I doubt, that the
minds of all my countrymen, being already in motion
to betake themselves to a rightful cause, will jointly
unite their hopes in your majesty’s noble person, as
the only centre, wherein our rest and happiness consist.
I refrain from presenting thanks in lieu of full payment;
for I feel my forces unable to weigh with your highness’s
magnificence. Therefore in this behalf I will imitate
Timanthes, who covered those parts of his picture with
a veil which he could not express lively by the art of his
pencil, esteeming it more commendable to refer them
to the imagination of others, than to bewray his own

imperfections in colours. In like sort, while I want apt
words to reveal the thoughts of my grateful heart, I am
determined to shadow them with the veil of silence,
until some happy revolution of time shall turn my inside
outward, and give a public demonstration of my loyalty.
In mean season I please myself with this hope, that being
unable to present more, your accustomed grace will
accept of my good will, which offers all that it can.

“Your majesty’s most humble and affectionate
servant.

“7.

“London, May 17.”



Nor did ostentation apply only to politics; it applied
to everything, intellectual or emotional. Bacon filled
his speeches with his knowledge, as the pious filled theirs
with quotations from the Bible. The Queen made an
angry and impromptu speech in Latin to the Polish
ambassador. Drake dined to music. They displayed
their feelings. The Bishop of Lincoln wept in the House
of Lords when he was accused by the Commons. Sir
Edward Coke wept when he left the Court of Common
Pleas for the King’s Bench, and so did his brethren and
subordinates. Men exhibited their glory, their learning,
their pathos; so also their cruelty and their hate. They
made a display of pain, and where they could not display
it, they confessed, formalized, and announced it. Few
men at any time are not willing to cause pain to others
in order to achieve their desires. But in our age the
ostentatious causing of physical pain has, very fortunately,
gone out of fashion. The pain we cause is normally
interior, secret, and only half-acknowledged. It is
always possible to explain that one’s victim has misunderstood
a verbal cruelty, however exquisite; and
even possible, so deceitful and transitory are the hellish
moments of man, to believe that it was not meant. But
it is hardly possible for executioner or victim to misunderstand

the fire put to the bundle of wood or the
steel that searches the entrails. The torch and the
knife are meant for pain; if they are justified or defended,
excused or forgotten, it is still as pain and only as pain.

The ostentation, not of pain—or that only in one
instance—but of speech, concerns the movement of
Bacon’s mind. Words themselves are ostentation, a
showing forth, and he was a master of words. But, as
all masters must be, he was to an extent the instrument
of that which he controlled. Men capable of great
phrases are, by their inevitable nature, sometimes
subordinated to those phrases. We have thought so
much of realism, of writing with “the eye on the object,”
that we have forgotten that, though the eye may be on
the object, the mind is elsewhere. It is, in fact, a truth
which is only half the truth. To mean to put a thing
in words is to mean, at most, to create an image of the
thing, with the life of the image and not of the thing
itself. It—whatever “it” is—is discovered only by
its creation in words, and the exterior thing is but a
nourishment or a medicine for the other more obscure
life. One word thrusts another into being. But the
care which a man will take over his creation if he means
it to come before the world he may neglect in a familiar
letter. He will not therefore be insincere. What is
true of the poets and Majesty is true of any writer in
passion. He creates, in writing, the thing in which he
believes; it is desire manifested and fulfilled. That
the outer world destroys it does not prove it untrue. In
his great moments it is the last intelligence of man to be
able to believe that a thing, so defined and created, is
true eternally and yet may seem to change.

The privilege of those moments brings its corresponding
falsehood, as all such moments do, casting not
only their glory but their shadow on customary life.
Where that customary life itself exists in a high style of

rhetoric and imagined abandonment, the disproportion
between the phrase and the thing grows more marked.
The mind of Bacon may have seen a phrase as false even
while he wrote it: was he singular? Yet where he
wholly or partly wished it to be true, to strike it out
would be to hasten its denial. He was content to lie—as
all the servants of imagined devotion, in prose or
poetry, have lied, and he prepared for himself—as they
do—the future vengeance of the universe. Poets can
write business letters; they can be commercially sincere.
But where they need not be, they suffer for their inevitable
and creative falsity: vicarious in their pain for the
world that is nourished on their power.

Against the glory and ostentation of that age there
was already present an enemy without and an opposition
within. The first was an austerer power, soon to increase,
a witness (as it declared itself) to another glory. The
passion that, for no mortal gain, extinguished the lights
on the altars, and tore the copes, and even the surplices,
from the celebrants, and checked dances and revelry
and merrymaking, and banished plays—all to give clear
room to that sacred darkness in which the uncreated
light could spiritually shine; the passion that abolished
the ritual and denied the mystery of the Mass, and
pierced the ensuing void with the sound of solitary
voices preaching and praying, and either way proclaiming
to men the awful Presence which no idolatrous
mummery might pretend miraculously to control and
enshrine—Puritanism was coming. The Puritan was a
moment of man’s existence; his strength was that he
was a moment of man’s experience of reality; his weakness
that his own reality could not prolong that transcendant
fact. But he was a witness to a glory inexpressible
among earthly things: the least flash of the
least diamond on mitre or stomacher was an offence to
the bareness which alone properly reflected divinity.

The creed rose into angry fanaticisms of destruction,
as the creed it opposed had sunk into corrupt lethargies
of superstition. It strained after the mystical abolition
of man before Deity, and the secret knowledge of the
saints was demanded as a profession of experience from
the youngest in those aspiring schools. The illumination
of Christendom has been more tender and more slow;
as by a subtle working, without his own knowledge, the
newborn child has been decoyed on to the heavenly way;
the love of a man’s heart and the desire of his eyes have
been touched with the soft light of eternity. But the
few seconds of mortal life were too short for such tardiness
in the minds of men who inherited the harsher side
of the tradition of the Middle Ages, and the Limbo to
which the Church consigned unbaptized children or the
hell with which it threatened stubborn heretics brought
forth a deeper darkness and a fiercer flame of spirit to
consume its own branches. The purity of that fiery
knowledge was often mingled with earthlier flame.
Walsingham did not lose by his antagonism to Rome
nor the City merchants diminish their greed by their
creed. The Puritanism of Cecil was no nobler than the
Catholicism of the Earl of Northampton, who was his
chief rival. But where it existed in its integral devotion
it was possessed by a vision of unearthly glory, and it
despised as it opposed the glory of a king.

Those terrible antagonisms were to pass. The
Church remained; the Puritan remained. But after
centuries, in a less ostentatious age, the Church was to
deprecate the acts of her ministers, and the Puritan
to admit the beauty of holiness in his opponents. Meanwhile,
however, they made more bitter the national
warfare which was beginning—warfare between the
nations and warfare within nations. It was not enough
that men should promise not to do things; they must
promise not to believe things. The preoccupied voice

of Bacon proposed that the Roman party should be
relieved from penalties if they would swear not to bear
arms against the Queen. But no one took any notice.
Saints and sinners under every Monarch died for their
beliefs. Sir Thomas More and the holy monks of the
Charterhouse years before had gone as the principals of
a whole university of martyrs; doctors, masters, and
scholars of agony following them for a century. The
Kings of Europe smote their philosophical enemies with
torment and death. It may at least be said for them
that though they used they did not invent the habit;
that also had come from of old.

In that war Magnificence, and the Magnificence of
England, became a maze to protect itself. Treacheries
were reduplicated till treachery had lost its own intelligence.
Men grew uncertain whom they betrayed. The
privacies of their ostentation coiled through every kind
of duplicity. The secret service of Walsingham and
the secret service of the Roman Church were intermingling
in a subtle dance of conspiracies, martyrdoms,
assassinations, and executions. In 1576, when Bacon
went to Paris with Sir Amyas Paulet, Don John of
Austria was sending an ambassador to the Queen to
ask for shelter for his troopships if they were driven into
an English port by storms, and at the same time proposing
to use the troops to dethrone Elizabeth and free
Mary Stuart; of whose marriage with Don John, Paulet
wrote to Walsingham that he had heard by sounding
the secretary of the Duke of Guise. The marriage of
Alençon with Elizabeth, the intrigues in Scotland,
occupied Paulet’s attention. With these there is nothing
to show that the young Bacon had any direct business.
But the English embassy at the Court of the Medici
cannot have led even a junior member of its staff to
think that great place was without its keyholes, its
privy stairs, and its secret whispers.


On the edge, as it were, of Magnificence, figures
remote from Gloriana and Prince Arthur, moved the
obscure persons of Anthony and Francis Bacon. The
death of their father left each of them to make his own
career, with such aid only as their kindred would give
them or they could procure themselves by proving their
value. Anthony had one advantage over Francis:
he had possessions and revenues—in Hertfordshire, the
manors of Abbotsbury, Minchinbury, and Hores, of
Colney Chapel, the farm of the manor of the priory of
Redbourne, the site and demesnes of the manor of
Redbourne, the farm of Charings; in Middlesex, the
woods in Brent Heath, Brightfaith Woods, Merydan
meads, and the farm of Pinner-stoke. He had therefore
the possibility of determining his activity. He determined
on foreign travel. Francis had returned to
England in March. Anthony left later in the same year.
He was abroad for some thirteen years, till February
1591/2. It is only after that date that the purpose, or
at least the result, of his activity becomes clear. He
returned to take up the direction of an English secret
service abroad.

His travels took him to Paris, Bruges, Geneva,
Toulouse, Lyons, Montpellier, Marseilles, Bordeaux,
Montauban. At Bordeaux he was said to have contracted
a friendship with Montaigne, to whom after his
return he wrote. Unfortunately Montaigne died before
he could answer the letter, and a correspondence of the
most fascinating possibilities for us was cut short. At
Geneva he lodged in the house of the famous Theodore
Beza, who admired Lady Bacon so much, either on her
son’s report or from her translation of Jewel, that he
dedicated an edition of his Meditations to her. To him
also Anthony wrote after his return, but apparently on
his mother’s account. Lady Bacon would have sympathized
more strongly than her son, especially a son

who wrote to Montaigne, with Beza’s horror at discovering
that there actually were people who wondered
whether “that body which had antichrist for its head”
might not be part of the true Church. But in those
days the Pope felt the same almost physical horror at
those who thought the body which had Elizabeth for its
governor might be. At Bordeaux again Anthony was
denounced by three priests—probably justly—on an
accusation of being in the centre of Huguenot discontent,
and using his pen and person to assist it; he was
protected by the Governor—we dare not believe at
Montaigne’s instigation. At Montauban he fell into a
more serious difficulty; he made the wife of Philip de
Mornay, the Huguenot leader, angry, partly by persuading
her husband to send fifteen hundred crowns to
a gentleman in England, partly by supporting the
principal minister of the town, who had annoyed the
lady (her name was Charlotte Arbaleste) by “censuring
her scandalous excess in head-attire.” The breach
which Charlotte Arbaleste caused between de Mornay
and Anthony compelled him to borrow a thousand
crowns from the friendly Bishop of Cahors. The bishop
had heard favourably of Anthony from the great Marshal
de Biron, and in some compensation for the thousand
crowns got him to write to Burleigh asking for the
release of two priests, then imprisoned at Westminster.
Unfortunately, the only result was that a Mr. Lawson,
Anthony’s servant, who carried that and other letters,
was promptly imprisoned as well, largely at the urging
of Lady Bacon, and kept in prison for almost a year.

Lady Bacon indeed was by this time furious with her
son. He was consorting with Papists; he was endangering
his soul. “My mother,” wrote Francis to him,
“through passion and grief can scant endure to meddle
in any your business.” Anthony got a soldier-friend of
his to visit Burleigh and intercede for the unhappy

Lawson. Burleigh sent him to Gorhambury, where
Lady Bacon let herself go. “She let not to say that
you are a traitor to God and your country; you have
undone her; you seek her death; and when you have
that you seek for, you shall have but a hundred pounds
more than you have now.... She said you are cursed
of God in all your actions, especially since Mr. Lawson’s
being with you.... She wished you had been fairly
buried, provided you had died in the Lord. In my
simple judgment she spoke it in her passion and repented
immediately her words.” It was perhaps excusable.
According to her own showing Lady Bacon had spent
her jewels and borrowed from “seven several persons”
in order to send her son the money he kept begging for
his necessary expenses, and (Mr. Beza apart) all she
could see for it was commerce with Papists and servants
suspected of Papistry coming with intercession for
imprisoned priests. “Mr. Lawson is in great necessity,
and your brother dares not help him, in respect of my
Lady’s displeasure.” So Mr. Lawson remained in
prison, a victim of a mother’s religious passion as was
the paramour whom Monica, centuries before, had torn
from Augustine and sent back to Ostia.

Anthony, however, had other correspondents—Nicholas
Faunt, Walsingham’s Puritan secretary, and
occasionally Walsingham himself. Certain of his letters
were shown, secretly, to the Queen, who commended
“his care and diligence.” Mr. Faunt wrote at length
concerning state business, and at greater length concerning
the displeasure Christ would no doubt show at
the way the archbishop and others were treating the
professors of the Word. He alluded picturesquely to
those who, “having the mark of the beast, it is impossible
they should know the necessity of that sweet food of the
gospel”; he seems to mean the bishops. He entirely
approved of Lady Bacon: “the Lord raise up many

such matrons.” The loving-kindness of the Lord,
however, goes even beyond Mr. Faunt’s guess; he limits
the number. With Francis Mr. Faunt was not intimate.
He called on him in Gray’s Inn, but was told he was not
at leisure. “This strangeness” caused Mr. Faunt “to
doubt that he greatly mistaketh me”; in a sentence
of Elizabethan volubility running to eighty-nine more
words Mr. Faunt explained his friendship. That he
simply bored Francis stiff does not seem to have occurred
to him.

Yet that was the growing division between the two
types of mind. Neither Anthony abroad nor Francis
at home spoke Lady Bacon’s language or Mr. Faunt’s.
Anthony might lodge with Beza, or Francis go with his
mother to hear Puritan lectures at the Temple. But
their hearts were not in the quarrel between the religions.
Francis’s God certainly was “the Father of lights,”
but the two candles which burned upon the altar in the
Queen’s chapel at Westminster and shocked the earnest
professors of the Word were neither here nor there in
that glory of descending revelations. We do not know
much about Anthony’s God, but we know that he was
concerned not with theology but diplomacy. The two
brothers inherited war, but (as they saw it) it was a
war of this world and not of another, or if of another
then merely ex hypothesi, and the hypothesis was official,
so that the supernatural argument was rather ex officio
than anything else. Anthony wrote to one of his secret
service correspondents (who was himself then a Roman)
that certain rigours in a bill against recusancy were
“of many misliked, namely, of us brothers, who will do
our best against them.” It might certainly have been
his correspondent’s religion which evoked this placability,
but it is likely that Anthony was more preoccupied with
the setting up of throne against throne than of altar
against altar.


Francis was occupied with a work in which neither
the ardent Protestant nor the devoted Papist would have
felt much interest, despite its title which was, quite
simply, Temporis
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