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Of the English imagination there is no certain description. It has been
compared with a stream or river, in the same manner as English poetry.
It may be a fountain perpetually fresh and perpetually renewed, as in
the Marian hymn of the early sixteenth century: ‘Haill! fresh fontane
that springes new . . .” It can also be seen in close affinity with the flow
of English poetical cadence:

In the hexameter rises the fountain’s silvery column;
In the pentameter aye falling in melody back

[t can be compared to an aeolian harp, of which

. . . the long sequacious notes
Over delicious surges sink and rise

These words of Coleridge suggest in turn the drawn-out melodies and
vast chromatic harmonies of the English musical tradition. And yet, if
a literary metaphor is required, then the most powerful may be taken .

from Henry Vaughan in the seventeenth century: ‘Like a great Ring of -

pure and endless light’. The English imagination takes the form of a
fing or circle: It is endless because it has no beginning and no end 1t
moves backwards as well as forwards. )

Albion is an ancient word for England, Albio in Celtic and Alba in
Gaelic; it is mentioned in the Latin of Pliny and in the Greek of
Ptolemy. [t may mean ‘the white land’, related to the whiteness of the
cliffs greeting travellers and suggesting pristine purity or blankness. But
the cliffs are also guardians and Albion was the name of the primaeval
giant who made his home upon the island of Britain. He is the
‘elemental and emblematic giant’ whom G. K. Chesterton observed in
his study of Chaucer, ‘with our native hills for his bones and our native
forests for his beard . . . a single figure outlined against the sea and a
great face staring at the sky’. His traces can be seen in the huge white
horses which populated the primitive landscape, inscribed in the chalk
of the hills. Today, like those fading memorials, Albion is not so much
aname as the echo of a name.
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‘melancholy’ and “firm resolve’,* which were bequeathed to subsequent
English literature. In the art of the ninth and tenth centuries, too, there
is an unmistakable Englishness in the employment of light and delicate
outline. In the architecture of the same period irregularity and the
pragmatic assembling of parts have also been deemed to be essentially
English in spirit.

Yet from the beginning there are ambiguities and paradoxes. In
painting, for example, the Anglo-Saxon style was inspired and modified
by continental models before it could achieve maturity; the insular
idiom was most fully expressed and developed precisely in relation to
Mediterranean art of the same period. It could not exist without its
continental counterpart. The power of Anglo-Saxon culture springs in
part from absorption and assimilation, thus emphasising a more
general point concerning ‘the susceptibility of the English artist to alien %
influences . . . and his willingness to tolerate and even adapt to his own
purpose any acceptable new elements’.® This has been the pattern of the-
centuries, and indeed it can be maintained that English art and English
literature are formed out of inspired adaptation; like the langunage, and
like the inhabitants of the nation itself, they represent the apotheosis of -
the mixed style. R T ROV |

We may identify here a sense of belonging which has more tb do with . "¢
location and with territory, therefore, than with any atavistic native *-_
impulses. There has been much speculation on the subject of location
theory, in which the imperative of place is more significant than any
linguistic or racial concerns. In The Spirit of the People: An Analysis of
the English Mind, published in 1912, Ford Madox Ford suggested that
‘it is absurd to use the almost obsolescent word “race”’. He noted in
particular the descent of the English ‘from Romans, from Britons, from

Anglo-Saxons, from Poitevins, from Scotch . . .> which is perhaps the
best antidote to the nonsensical belief in some ‘pure’ Anglo-Saxon
people. In its place he invoked the spirit of territory with his belief that
‘It is not — the whole of Anglo-Saxondom — a matter of race but one,
quite simply, of place — of place and of spirit, the spirit being born of
the environment’. In Ford Madox Ford's account that tradition is in
some sense transmitted or communicated by the territory. It is a theory
which will also elucidate certain arguments within this book. ’

“There is clear evidence that the concept of Englishness - ’thi llilngchsl]:;
ness’ of the Anglo-Saxons, as opposed to the ‘Britishness’ of the L€ .
" _ circulated widely in the Anglo-Saxon worlc_l._: Be_de compose f
~ Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (The Ec’clesmstlcal Hcl‘stort};eoa
che English People), where the ‘Gens Anglorum’ were decm;ii ]tao e 2
specific and identifiable race sprung out of Sflxon a“nd o) _ ngt .
roots. In Bede’s history, ‘the English were G(_)d s new chps? 1 nadnor;
elected to r_eplacq the sin-stained lifritqn in the promise an bcl>
«  PBritain’.! (This belief in God’s providential choncel, l’(lilost .la hi
expounded by Milton in the seventeenth century, survn;eh urm.ttelf
latter part of the nineteenth century.) The notion of Englis ness its t
was a religious one from the moment l.’ope Gregory sent Augusltlull.‘e 0
England with the mission of establishing a Chu‘rch of th?‘Ens ish, 1;
the light of his celebrated if apocryphal remark ‘non Ar‘xg i se hantglf d
(‘Not Angles but angels’). A late seventh-century, I?nogrz;p y : e :
declared that Gregory would lead ‘gentern Anglorum’ into the sfng t[:)
God at the time of the Last Judgement. One ‘of the reasons orht t}
success of the Reformation, and the formation of the Church o
ies in this national zeal. A ,
»Enl%liir;d;\ll;::J is associated with ‘che council}ors of all‘the English race
in a late ninth-century treaty, and defined hlmself as ‘rex Ang{orum et
Saxonum’. In the preface to the translgtlog of Gn‘egory s ‘C;;a
Pastoralis he alludes to ‘Angelcynn’, ot Engllshklnd, a.nd Englzs.:. g (;
. ‘D' and ‘E’ texts of the Anglo-Saxon Chn_)mcle; evince the spirit (;
7+  English nationalism with reference to ‘t?us nat_xort , all the people
of England’ and ‘all the flower of the Engll§h nation’. N ‘
The nationalism of the Anglo-Saxon period has. been maintained by
the fact that no other European nation has kepF its boundaries intact
over so many centuries. English literature, too, is among the olgestft inj
Europe. It has been remarked that the heroic poetry of Englandaa er!
900 strikes a singularly patriotic note, and we may regard that date as
Slngziiril:i\op Waulfstan’s ‘Sermon of the _Wol.f to the English’, ofh1Q1 4;
continually invokes theodscipe or the nation in an act ?f sympathetic i
admonitory communion. As one historian has put it, ‘Englishness v;ilf;
the creation of the Anglo-Saxons, and it was they who made Englan .d
"It was of crucial importance, in this context, that many charters an
wills were composed in Old English; the lgnguage itself becomesl.:nl‘ll
image of unity and identity. In that most important of Old Eng ’1s
poems, Beowulf, the voices possess ‘eloquence and understatement’, a

.

And so the enterprise is begun. This study will concern the origins, and
not the history, of the English imagination. It will not deal pro-
portionately, therefore, with every period and every author or every
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artist. Beginnings will be granted more importance than endings. I will
mention other literatures only in passing, and for this I offer no excuse.
There will no doubt be many errors and omissions, to which 1 plead
guilty in advance. [ am fully aware that certain qualities defined here as
peculiarly English are not uniquely so. Russian melancholy, and the
Persian miniature, are cases in point. Yet such qualities flourish within
an English context in singular and particular ways; I have simply
endeavoured to trace their formation. There may also be faults of
a native hue. If this book is diverse and various, digressive and
heterogeneous, accumulative and eclectic, anecdotal and sensational,
then the alert reader will come to realise that the author may not be
entirely responsible.

Patterns of eternity

Peter Ackroyd,
London,
May 2002.

“Trees V: Spreading Branches’, 1979, by Henry Moore
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CHAPTER 1

The Tree

When William Wordsworth invoked ‘the ghostly language of the
ancient earth’ he spoke more, perhaps, than he knew. The mark or
symbol of the hawthorn tree is to be found in the runic alphabet of the
ancient British tribes, as if the landscape propelled them into speech.
The worship of the forest, and of forest forms, characterised the piety
of the Druids in whose rituals the spirits of the oak, the beech and the
hawthorn are honoured. According to the texts of the classical
historians the centre of the Druidical caste was to be found in Britain,
from whose shores the practitioners of magic sailed to the European
mainland. The forest worship of the northern and Germanic tribes,
who were gradually to conquer Britain from the fifth to the seventh
centuries, may derive from the Druids’ ministry. That is why Hippolyte
Taine, the French cnitic and historian who in the 1860s completed a
capacious history of English literature, hears the first music of England
in the fine patter of rain on the oak trees.

The poetry of England is striated with the shade that the ancient trees
cast, in a canopy of protection and seclusion. Thus John Lydgate, in the
fifteenth-century ‘Complaint of the Black Knight’, remarks of

Every braunche in other knet,
And ful of grene leves set,
That sonne myght there non discende

where the charm of darkness and mystery descends upon the English
landscape. In the nineteenth-century Tennyson recalls how

Enormous elm-tree boles did stoop and lean
Upon the dusky brushwood underneath
Their broad curved branches . . .

and in that tremulous dusk the trees themselves are images of
peacefulness and protection.

In the penultimate chapter of Jane Eyre, before her final awakening,
the heroine passes through ‘the twilight of close ranked trees’ like a
‘forest aisle’. “The Knight’s Tale’ of Geoffrey Chaucer is set in Athens

3



PATTERNS OF ETERNITY

but the funeral pyre of Arcite there is adorned with the trees of England
rather than those of ancient Greece — ‘ook, firre, birch, aspe, alder,
holm, popler’ - in a refrain which was in rum adopted by Spenser in the
ficst book of The Fairie Queene where ‘the builder Oake’, “the Firre that
weepeth still” and “the Birch for shaftes’ are among ‘the trees so straight
and hy’. For Spenser in the late sixteenth century the trees prompt
mythical longings, as if their ancient guardians might still be
summoned by the vatic tone of English epic. The hawthorn was the
home of fairies, and the hazel offered protection against enchantment;
the great oak itself descended into the other world. It is Milton’s
‘monumental Oke’. As a child William Blake saw angels inhabiting the
trees of Peckham Rye; as a child, oo, his disciple, Samuel Palmer, was
entranced by the shadows of an elm tree cast by the moon upon an
adjacent wall. Wordsworth stood beneath an ash tree in the moonlight

and was vouchsafed visions
Of human Forms with superhuman Powers,

The same poet saw among yew trees ‘Time the Shadow’, and wrote
other verses upon “The Haunted Tree’.

The magical talismans of Puck, in Rudyard Kipling’s Puck of Pook's
Hill, are the leaves of the oak, the thorn and the ash which afford
the children access to earlier times. As the Roman poet, Lucan,
apostrophised the Druids of the English isle in the first century - “To
you only is given knowledge or ignorance (whichever it be) of the gods
and powers of heaven; your dwelling is in the lone heart of the forest.’

In Piers the Plowman, composed in the fourteenth century, the divine

edict of a later god ensures that ‘Beches and brode okes were blowen to
the grounde’.

These sources fill with vigour and energy the legends of Robin Hood,
hiding himself among the trees of Sherwood Forest; he may be
descended from the English imp, Robin Goodfellow, but he is more

akin to the formidable figure of the Green Man. The fable may have |

begun in 1354 with the incarceration of a ‘Robin Hood’ for the
poaching of venison in the forest of Rockingham, but no local or

secular origin can account for the power which this green figure among |

the trees has been granted.

By 1377 the ‘rymes of Robyn Hood’ were as familiar as household ;
tales, and as late as the sixteenth century the local festivals of the

Thames and Severn Valleys, and of Devon, were still associated with
plays of Robin Hood. It is not necessarily an old, or forgotten, piety. In
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of place, of literal rootedness, which is one of

‘English imagination.

" §o in The Mill on the Floss George Eli

RNS OF ETERNITY

«which carries the traces of its long growth and history, like a

tree’. In “The Hollow Tree’

who laboured with the land, celebrates the

John Clare, the nineteenth-century poet
‘battered floor’ of an

anciently hollowed and hallowed ash:

But in our old t

ree-house rain as it might

Not one drop fell although it rained all night

Constable claimed that he could sce Gainsborough ‘in every hedge and

? s an
hollow tree’; the remark expresse ' ~ ing
of the earth itself, that local genius or deity to which we are bound

towards which we ineluctabl

y travel. Of Gainsborough’s lan

.6
trees and forests in profusion, Constable also wrote: “on

them we find tears in our eyes and know not what brought them.
Gainsborough himself remarked that there ‘was not a picturesque |
ingle tree of any beauty . .. that I did not
f Constable’s
__ seem to ask me to try and do

an enclosure in which

clump of trees, nor even a s

treasure in my memory from earliest years’. And what o
own paintings? ‘The trees’, he wrote, *.
something like them.” An enthusiast once created

were to be planted all the trees of Shakespeare’s plays.

. . .
The destruction of trees creates dismay and bewilderment amonzc;,l t;ll'l1
s favourite elm trees were condemned, ci
rnings to bid them farewell.

English poets. When Clare’

explained that ‘I have been several mo

There is an English legend

of a dying stag, sobbing when

time it enters its own familiar glade; this, too, is part of the

[3
When Gerard Manley Hopkins watched an ash tree cut down, there
came at that moment a great pang an
the inscapes of this world destroyed any m
y .
Saxon derivation, from ‘sceap’ meamng

the great themes 7_of_ the

ot describes a country town |

d I wished to die and not to see
ore’. ‘Inscape’ is of Anglo-
creation with a passing

millennial

identification with the offspring |

dscapes, of
looking at

for the last
genius loci.

obeisance to ‘instaepe’ or threshold. The ash represents a th:es];old ﬁf
creation, for Hopkins in the pineteenth century no less than for the
>

ancient priests of Britain.

There is, here,

a continuity. In sixteenth-

century tapestry the antlers of stags resemble the trees upon 2 hillside,

as if all nature were anpima

English mystics saw trees as men walkin,

in his legend of moving tre

derives from the Old English word meaning ‘giants’. Tolkien also refers |

to them as the ‘shepherds o

ted by one

aspiring spirit; fifteenth-century
g, a vision recalled by Tolkien

es or Ents in The Lord of the Rings. ‘Ents’

f the trees’, thus reintroducing t
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THE TREE

as another figure beloved in the English imagination.

It was remarked of Thomas Hardy, in 1883, that he ‘is never more
reverent, more exact, than when he is speaking of forest trees’. The tree
represents life itself, and his characters are often identified by it. There
is, for example, Gabriel Oak in Far From the Madding Crowd. In The
Woodlanders, Hardy himself dwells upon the ‘runic obscurity’ of the,

language of trees, yet ‘from the quality of the wind’s murmur through :
a bough’ the local inhabitants could name its species. In Far From the

Madding Crowd, humankind ‘learn how the trees on the right and the
trees on the left wailed or chaunted to each other in the regular anti-
phonies of a cathedral choir’. It is not difficult to understand, therefore,
how the trees of the ancient landscape became images of British liberty
and of primitive Christianity itself.

When Tess of the D’Urbervilles remarked that the trees had
‘inquisitive eyes’ she was exclaiming upon that same preternatural
insight which the ‘Tree of Truth’ possesses in nineteenth-century panto-
mimes; Whenever a character told a lie, a large acorn fell upon his or
her head. When Jane Eyre accepts Rochester’s fanatical passion, ‘little
Adele came running in to tell me that the great horse-chestnut at the
bottom of the garden had been struck by lightning’.

The folklore of England has many interesting ramifications. When in
1922 D. H. Lawrence wrote that ‘I would like to be a tree for a while’,
he was expressing his need for deep and yet deeper absorption into the
earth; it represents that descent into the layers of past time which is very
like the journey into his own inner self where all unacknowledged
fantasies and unknown powers lie hidden. That is why, in ancient

poems, the woods are places of refuge and sanctuary. When Will
Brangwen, in The Rainbow, carved two angels out of wood they ‘were
like trees’. In Blake’s ‘A Vision of the Last Judgement’, Jehovah is “The

I am of the Oaks of Albion’. So the tree grows through the literature of
the English.
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The Radiates
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THE RADIATES

in the Irish, Welsh and Cornish vernaculars but in no other source.
While extant inscriptions and symbols ‘make it certain that sub-Roman
[British] literacy included both letters and poems’! none of them has
been found in England; just as there are almost no Syriac manuscripts
dating from the Macedonian occupation of Syria, no British Celtic texts
survive from either the Roman or Saxon periods. One British
manuscript survives, the Vergilius Romanus of the early sixth century
which is ‘the earliest British book known to us today’.? It is of course
composed in Latin. Those who had mastered writing naturally
preferred to employ the ‘prestige’ language. No music remains and,
since early British churches were constructed of wood, no public
architecrure.

Yet the presence of a thousand years can never wholly die; it lingers
still in the words that spring most easily and fluently to the lips, among
them ‘kick’, ‘hitch’ and ‘fudge’. Celtic words lie buried in the land-
scape, like their quondam speakers immured in round barrows, in such
familiar names as Avon and Cotswold and Downs. The names of
London and the Isle of Man are Celtic. .

The settlement of the Saxon invaders was a more gradual and inter-
mittent process than has generally been acknowledged; new scholarly
emphasis is upon assimilation rather than conquest, and, for example,
Celtic patterns of farming have been found in medieval surroundings.

There may have been some compact or understanding, then, between
the indigenous population of the island and the invading Anglo-Saxon
tribes of the fifth and sixth centuries. There is evidence, both in place-
names and in personal names, of absorption or intermingling; there
was an Anglo-Saxon term, ‘wealbstod’, meaning one who can under-
stand and translate native Celtic (British) speech. In the bleak and
forbidding landscapes of the north, the Celts (the British) were often
left within their own communal areas; there seem to have been British
settlements just north of the Thames, also, and in the forests of West
Suffolk and Essex. It is possible that the British language was being
spoken as late as the end of the seventh century, in Somerset and
Dorset. There are many who claim that in Northumbria, for example,

there are still Celts, distinctive in appearance and even in behaviour,
among the local population.

There are deep patterns of inheritance and rransmission still to be ~

found etched in the stone or metal of surviving Celtic objects. We need
not call it ‘art’ because it furnished the texture of life itself. Consider the
characteristic motif of the spiral in Celtic workmanship both secular

9
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and spiritual; there are reverse spirals or whirls, and trumpet spirals,
and ‘hair-spring’ spirals, circling like some persistent pattern of

obsessive secret. It may come as no surprising revelation, therefore, to ]

note the presence of the same spirals, or ‘rings’, carved upon sandstone
rocks of the earlier Neolithic period. Here, chipped with hard stone
tools, are the same symbols upon cremation covers or cist covers or
outcrop rock, in locations such as Broomridge and Goat’s Crag and
Hare Law. They are sometimes known as ‘radiates’, and indeed they
seem to shine from prehistory into the annals of recorded time. Some

of them, marked upon stones beside burial cairns, were never meant to ‘

be seen; but they rise again, like the twelfth-century spiral markings in
the church of St Laurence Pittington, Durham.
This is no archaeological reverie, however. The paganism of the

Anglo-Saxon English, which survived for many centuries after

Augustine had brought Christianity to England in 597, may in turn be

traced to much earlier beliefs. The idols and demons, the spells and °

amulets, of the Anglo-Saxons may derive some of their power from
Neolithic avatars. Just as the spirals are found within the Durham
church, so concealed within the fabric of the church of St Albans were
discovered rolls which contained magical invocations and the details of
pagan rites.

The lineaments of a style and sensibility which have over the
centuries been characterised as entirely English can be traced to Celtic

work. The motif of the spiral, for example, is deployed within a severe, ‘

and abstract patterning. The tendency towards elaborate pattern,

aligned to surface flatness, will become increasingly apparent in this

narrative of the English imagination. The vision of the Celts was an

intense and graphic one, executed with a grave sense of form and a

majestic, almost numinous, style. Theirs was not an art based on the

representation of nature but one rooted in the essential truths behind |
appearance. Animals are depicted in long, flowing, ribbon-like move-

ments; they become zoomorphs, or images of life as part of the
calligraphy of significant form. This visionary capacity of the Celts is of
the utmost importance in understanding the English genius.

There have been many theories about the persistent Celtic presence
in native art and literature, the most eloquent of them embodied in The

Study of Celtic Literature by Matthew Arnold in 1867. He proffers the |

observation that even if we no longer hear of the Celts after the Roman
and Saxon invasions, that by no means proves they had ceased to exist;
conquerors make their own history, while the vanquished must endure

I0
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in sdfence‘ There is no record of extermination or general d
(despite the tendency of the old Britons to move westwagrd) o) the}i(3 e
would suppose that a great mass of them must have remaineda' OEC
country . . . their blood entering into the composition of a new o ; ’e
Arnqld noted among these early Britons ‘a singular inaptitudep;3 o li.
plastic art;’ yet also a ‘turn for melancholy’ and ‘natural e t'?
togetht?r with a ‘passionate, turbulent, indomitable reaction a ainmigi:
despotism of fact’. In his somewhat deterministic vocabfla ; th'e
natural temperament of the Celts is different from that of the IX tl 15
S_axgns which is ‘disciplinable and steadily obedient within reain
limits, but retaining an inalienable part of freedom anc;: ertall?
dependence’, with a propensity for ‘spending its exertions with'Se ,
bounded field, the field of plain sense, of practical utility’. Succe clln .
chap.te.rs of this book will suggest the extent of this ‘[;ractfc el’ or
ernpmc'a] genius, but it is worth noting that according to Arnoild tl(:r
conflation of Celtic. and Saxon in the national temperament haz“

produced a kind of -awkwardness-or-embarrassment — a tendency to .

:mder_sta;lement — in the characteristic productions of England. We may
race it t ;ougl? Chaucer and Auden, and will find one of its earliest
manifestations in the verse of Beowulf.

12th century spiral markings: church of St Laurence Pittington, County Durham
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CHAPTER I7

Faith of our fathers

In ‘the Tale of the Sankgreal’, as related by Thomas Malory, Sir
Galahad witnesses the miracle of transubstantiation during the holy
communion of the Catholic Mass.;The bishop took up a wafer ‘which
was made in lyknesse of brede. And at the lyfftyng up there cam a
figoure in lyknesse of a chylde, and the vysage was as rede and as bryght
os ony fyre, and smote hymselff into the brede, that all they saw hit that
the brede was fourmed of a fleyshely man. And than he put hit into the
holy vessell agayne.” It is a strange scene, as the wafer of bread is
transformed into a child and man before being dipped into the chalice,
but it is fully consistent with the belief of Malory’s contemporaries that
in the miracle of the Mass the Word does indeed become flesh. There
are many stories, or legends, of the eucharist turning into a burning
babe, just as the miraculous properties of the consecrated host were
endlessly actested. It is at the heart of Catholic England and, as a matter
of instinctive practice and natural belief, at the centre of the culrure
which Catholic England manifested, The material world was relished
with as much fullness as spiritual truths were venerated. It has been said
of London customs of the fourteenth century that ‘the drinking bouts
and rough games had once been religions ceremonies in themselves:
and the two ideas were still confused in the popular imagination’.! The
remark is of the utmost significance for any understanding of medieval
England. )

From the reports of foreign observers it becomes clear that in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the English were notable for their
piety; they rivalled the Romans in their love of ceremony, and the
Spanish in their devotion to the Virgin. The bells of the London
churches deafened those who were unfamiliar with them, and a con-
tinental observer noted of the citizens that ‘they all attend Mass every
day, and say many Paternosters in public, the women carrying large
rosaries in their hands’. This was the dispensation and condition of
England until the time of Henry VIII, and it is open to question whether
the legacy of the last five hundred years will outweigh or outlast a
previous tradition of fifteen hundred years.

L —
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: the understanding of Piers the Plowman, Pearl or the ‘Geneg

/

THE PIETY OF ENGLAND

We may begin by saying that England then was at the centre of Catholig
Europe. It was a shared civilisation of ceremony and spectacle, f
drama, of ritual and display; life was only the beginning, not the ends
of existence and thus could be celebrated or scorned as one statio
along the holy way. It was a world in which irony and parody of a]
kinds flourished, where excremental truth and holy vision wes
considered fundamentally compatible, where Aquinas could moug
towards heaven with his divine dialectic and Rabelais stoop towarg
the earth with his gargantuan corporeality. It was a world of symbo}
ceremony, with the processions of Palm Sunday, the rending of the
in Holy Week and the washing of the feet on Maundy Thursday. Do y
were released at Pentecost in St Paul’s Cathedral, and the Resurrectig
dramatised on Easter Day in Lichfield Cathedral. It was a world algl
deeply imbued with symbolic numerology; this lies behind the
occupation with form and ritual, as well as the fascination wil
pattern There were the five wounds of Christ and the five joys of ti§
Virgin, the five wits of the human self and the five principal soci
virtues of fraunchise, felawship, cleanness, cortaysye and pite. The
concern for pattern is embodied in the form of the pentangle, othe
known as ‘David’s Foot’ and created by the wooden swords of e
folk-dancers with the cry of ‘A Nut! A Nut!” or a Knott -

. the English call it,
In all the land, I hear, the Endless Knot?

There are seven sins, seven sacraments, and seven works of mercy, g
of them part of the passage of humankind through earthly existeng
the importance of allegory may here be glimpsed, with the allegorig
‘reading’ of texts and illuminations as a fundamental prerequisite §

i Prologue’ of The Canterbury Tales. We might suggest in turn that -
history plays of Shakespeare, and the symbolic fictions of Chag
Dickens, owe somethmg to th]S now burled or dlsregarded traditiod
" Church - with the ‘Great Hours’ of Lauds and Vespers mingled w
the ‘Little Hours’ of Prime, Tierce, Sext, None and Compling
materially altered the shape of time in medieval discourse. The haj
were connected with the narrative of Christ’s Passion, with
representing the crucifixion and entombment, but there was alsg
further litany of time with the hours of the Virgin as intercessor %
intermediary for mankind. The sequence of hours then represents §
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passage of sacred events which are beyond the claims of time; linear
duration is replaced by cyclical commemoration so that the elusive
present moment is. always hallowed by the presence of spiritual truth.
Thus the drama of the medieval period is at once eternal and starkly -
contemporary, the shepherds both local men and emblems of
wandering mankind. When in one of the nativity plays a sheep, stolen
from a field near Bethlehem, is disguised as an infant child in a cradle
the allusion to Christ as the Lamb of God might seem crude and even
shocking; but, for the Yorkshire audience of ‘The Second Shepherd’s
Play’ in 1440, it would have seemed natural if decidedly comic. There
was no aversion to things of the flesh but, rather, an understanding of
them as tokens of the divine order. A prayer at the end of the Mass
celebrates the fact that God blesses ‘oure brede & oure ayl’, where the
bread of holy communion is seen to be equivalent to the bread upon the
table of kitchen or tavern.

In a drama of the Crucifixion the ‘pinners' or nail-makers re-enact all
‘He weyes a wikkid weght’ —
in comic corporeal re-enactment of the mystery. It will often be

the physical details of Christ’s suffering —

remarked, in this study, how the most ostensibly tragic and comic
episodes are thoroughly intermingled in English drama and English
fiction; here lies one of the explanations. When the fifteenth-century
recluse, Julian of Norwich, saw the face of the devil, ‘the color was rede
like the tilestone whan it is new brent . . . his here was rode as rust’. Red
was also the colour conventionally attributed to the hair of Herod and
of Judas. So the more vivid the material of physical description, the
more intense becomes the spiritual experience. Thus again in Julian’s

- revelations, ‘the blewhede [blue] of the clothing betokinith his

stedfastnes’.

This equivalence between the material and the ideal can lead to irony
as well as pathos, parody as much as melanch_QLy, in a world where
certain sacred truths are accepted without question, then parody and
rony themselves become necessary devices. The great historian of the
Middle Ages, Johan Huizinga, remarked ‘that the line of demarcation
between seriousness and pretence was. never- less clear than in the
medieval period’;? it is a temperamental characteristic which has never
entirely deserted what might be called the Catholic i imagination., It has
been said that Chaucer’s fabliaux, in The Canterbury Tales, suggcst
that ‘men’s lives are seen as burlesque re-enactments of sacred
prototypes’.* But this equivalence might also encourage a sense of
completeness or wholeness. In the ceremonies of Corpus Christi, when

125§

Tl



THE PIETY OF ENGLAND FAITH OF OUR FATHERS

the sacrament was carried down the principal streets with banners
crosses in attendance, wreathed in smoke and attended by joylllE
chanters, the physical communion of the faithful was joined in spirig}
-\ the heavenly community. The ritual then became a social and cultug
' performance, a form of outdoor theatre not unlike the mystery piy been  described as one of earnest pracncallry combined with a ccrtaln‘
‘when the crucifix rather than the eucharist was carried through strain of optimism; it also manifests a native common sense and instinct
streets of England’s towns. This had been the message of St Augusti for compromise. Its hermits and anchorites, so0 much a part of medieval
the religion of the urban centres demanded an audience, just like life, illustrate both a tendency towards individualism and a distaste for
_of the theatre, where a ‘secret sympathy’ is shared. regimentation or excessive display. The spiritual pragmatism may have
There is another connection with the English imagination, als begun with Alcuin who, at the court of Charlemagne, wrote out
the context of ‘the rhetoric of performance and the performanc manuals of practical conduct for the Christian layman; but it was.
rhetoric’,’ whether in the debate poems of Chaucer or the declamat pethaps best summarised by Robert of Bridlington who wrote that
of Tudor drama. We cannot at this date, in other words, separa priests ought also ‘to plough, sow, reap, mow hay with a sickle, and
English sensibility from a Catholic sensibility. The world of miracig @ make a haystack’.® It has been called the via media of English
. and marvels is still alive in Shakespeare’s late plays. spirituality. As William of Malmesbury put it, ‘Best is ever mete’, or
" What else mlght be expected from a Catholic sensibiliry? Thede : moderation in all things. This, too, has been described as 2
+ in splendour is of course related to the intoxication withy-

Norman abbots steadily dimtnished its power; the names of its saints
linger in Cornwall and Northumbria, but their shrines and relics have
long gone. - Nevertheless ecclesmsucal hlstonans have outlmed a

[t is perhaps the reason for the relative failure of the Carthusians in
England, with their obsessive dedication to silence and penance. There
had also been a movement away from excessive clericalism, and the
medieval English priest was characteristically a comic figure lambasted
for greed, drunkenness and lechery.

There has never been in England a tradition of theological specu-
lation, in the manner of an Augustine or an Aquinas, or of devotional
concepts divorced from practice; the nearest equivalent to the great
‘summa theologica’ of European Catholicism are the short handbooks
i for English contemplatives or anchorites. It is of some significance that
| these treatises were always directed towards individuals and were
4 concerned with the exigencies of the solitary life; they were not
monastic productions or authoritarian edicts. They were instruments of
personal direction, in other words, and were “intensely English in that
g4 cthey combine unimpeachable orthodoxy with individualism’.® The
i1 piety of the English was by no means a morbid piety; there has been no
e § Savonarola or Luther but instead Wycliff and Tyndale. Pelagius refused
£ 4 10 countenance the orthodox belief that humankind had inherited the
§4 primal guilt of Adam and that ‘original sin’ thereby damned the world
g to perdition without the intervention of divine grace; he was a
[] thoroughly English heretic. The affective devotion of the English has
also been free of lachrymose or penitential excesses; the manuals of
] prayer consistently invoke the Incarnation rather than the Passion. It is

celebrating the hlerarchy and order of the universe. If the peog
England gazed heavenward, and looked up at the night sky filled:
light and harmony, they believed that they were looking mwaré -
outward; the pattern of the heavens then became a paradlgm oL,
orders of significance upon the earth, whether orders of interpreta
orders of human rank, orders of dream, or orders of perception.
of some importance to the writer and artist, since the concep
personality was not far advanced; just as the personal sinfulness i
priest made no difference to his power upon the altar, so uniqm
individual perception was less important than the corpus of app
and_acquired knowledge. Authenticity was more significant
individuality or originality, so we may expect an art or a literan
rests upon things already known and understood. It is the es
reason why Pope translated Homer and William Morris tra
Beowulf, why Tennyson modelled his verse upon Arthurian epic
why Alfred translated Boethius and Augustine. If in one aspe
describe the English imagination as antiquarian in instinct, animatég
the delight in the past, then it is important to see how a predomind}
'_Cathotic culture and sensibility may still dwel! within it.

It is a nice point indeed to settle rival instincts and rival claims. T}
was an English Catholicism, with its rituals and its own local saints§
the Roman declarations at the Synod of Whitby and the arrivg
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an aspect of what has been called English optimism which, in na
tragi-comic fashion, runs beside English melancholy. It is manifested,;
the benevolent expression upon the statues in Wells Cathedral and,
the belief of Julian of Norwich that ‘al manner of thyng shal be welg
In the images of Spain and Italy the Holy Virgin is seen as a figure ¢
tears; in England she is characteristically represented as the lovig
mother of the divine babe. It has been described as the difference of “tig
clear lines of English perpendicular against both the baroque and o}
whitewashed shed’.’ 4

It would be wrong to suggest, however, that English Catholici

who died in the middle of the thirteenth century, wrote a history of his
{ nonastery as well as a universal history entitled Chronica Majora.
There is no English Aquinas, whose scholasticism rose into the
4 empyrean, but rather John of Salisbury whose books were concerned
with the art of government. The English writers were well versed in
patristic texts and in classical literature but they applied their learning
1 (0 administrative and diplomatic affairs. As R. W. Southern wrote in
his Medieval Humanism, this ‘mixture of philosophical interest and
;4] practical familiarity’'? was unique to twelfth-century England. He
b4 ompares their work to that of Jeremy Bentham and Walter Bagehot in
represents an independent version of European Catholicism; the the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and traces a distinct native
that the great monastic orders, the Benedictines and the Cistercianglll censibility in this preoccupation with the art of government. We may
flourished all over England would disprove any such simple statemeng : draw a similar conclusion about the career of Sir Thomas More, a great
The Dominican and Franciscan friars also helped to create the larggll humanist and companion of Erasmus who became a courtier and a
body of English lyric, both sacred and secular, as well as a variety ofll satesman rather than a philosopher or a theologian. He was an English
English texts; among the great Franciscans can be numbered, in ¢yl Furopean. The English imagination, and the English sensibility,]

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries respectively, Roger Bacon ag emerged out of both collusion and collision with European exempla. !
William of Ockham. All of them, too, wrote in Latin for a Europeag$ Y

community of scholars. Nevertheless, it has often been maintained
their sensibility was of a distinct and distinctive English kind. Th
Ockham believed that “all knowledge is derived from experience’,'© g
argument which anticipates in an uncanny way the English predilect;
for empiricism, or logical positivism, or whatever term is used for
principled but pragmatic attitude towards all metaphysical speculati
Roger Bacon, too, has often been seen as the forerunner of his m
famous namesake, Francis Bacon, in his emphasis on the importance,
scientific method in intellectual enquiry. So we have the paradox a
distinctively English sensibility working within, and gaining stres
from, a European and Latin tradition of learning. When we read a
that, in the twelfth century, English architecture and paintig
represented ‘a great, at moments supreme, exponent of a Europeg
style’!! the question of influence and identity becomes a difficult o
If there is such a thing as a native cast of thought it can properly #§
understood only in the context of a broadly European sensibility. Thef
was a great movement of ‘humanism’ in the twelfth century,
example, but the most significant contribution which England made#
the new learning was historical and practical in nature. Has this nf
become a familiar theme? The great strength of English learning was+#
course monastic learning, but from the English religious houses
tens of thousands of charters, annals and chronicles. Matthew Pari§

The Chapter House of Wells Cathedral

kB
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CHAPTER 18

Old stone

The new rulers of England knew that there was power in stone. 3
cathedrals of Worcester, Canterbury, Winchester and Norwich werd
completed or at least consecrated by the end of the eleventh cen
Paul’s, Durham and Chichester were in the process of being built§
were Ely and Gloucester. The cathedral of Old Sarum had been c4
pleted by 1092. In the twelfth century the cathedral of Lincoln #
being erected, and Wells begun. But this was also the century off
monastic foundations, many of them with abbeys as large and as g
as any cathedral. It has been estimated that there were approximag
six hundred of these communities in England, with sixty-nine
Yorkshire and fifty-one in Lincolnshire. These monastic foundatil§
colonised the land about them, with pastures and sheep-walks, so it4
truly be said that they helped to create the landscape of England. Off
thousands of parish churches, many acquired spires so that the glor

Salisbury and Westminster were raised in the Gothic style, whileH
great west front of Wells Cathedral was fashioned with its pai#
tableaux and gilded statuary gleaming like the gate of heaven itself§

When Julian of Norwich believed that she was dying her parish pa
held a cross before her face saying, ‘I have browte thee the image of§
maker and saviour. Louke thereupon and comfort thee therewith.”§
a characteristic medieval scene, but the abbeys and cathedralf
England fulfilled the same purpose as the crucifix before the &
woman. The faithful saw them and were comforted.

Over four centuries the styles altered according to different md
of perception, with the broad movement of change from Romaneg
to Gothic classified into the somewhat arbitrary divisions of
English, Decorated and Perpendicular; but the statement of power3
glory remained the same. Perpendicular has been described as a p
native architecture, without parallel in continental Europe, but in t4
the central characteristics of English churches persist through time.
native predilection for patterning, and the delight in flat wall surfal
have already been suggested as aspects of English taste; the cif
bination of ingenious or elaborate surface decoration with blanki
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and evenness might offer interesting material to those who study the
pathology of nations. But the English cathedrals are also noticeable for
their emphasis upon the horizontal rather than the vertical; their naves
tend to be longer than their counterparts elsewhere, and their vaults
lower, thus giving the impression of ‘common-sense stability>' which
might otherwise be interpreted as solidity or dignity. They might have
been fashioned by the architects of Stonehenge, so massively do they
dwell and endure upon the land. Another historian has noted that ‘the
English national style is not elegantly Gothic . . . but sturdily plain and
matter of fact’.2

They are a complete statement of artistic intent, therefore, and as a
resuit the architecture of England has been used as a metaphor for its
music and literature. Fifteenth-century English music, for example, has
been characterised as ‘the distribution of masses of sound in order to
provide effective contrasts, the development of harmonic thinking, and
the cultivation of a highly decorative superstructure’® in the manner of
Perpendicular building. C. S. Lewis compared the model of certain
medieval books to that of ‘cathedrals where work of many different
periods mixed’.* He names Chaucer and Malory in this context, both
of them creating narratives which seem to grow incrementally and to
expand according to some organic principle rather than to a well-
defined logic of organisation. It has often been remarked how the
structure of English cathedrals is comprised of discrete parts;
presbyteries and chapels and transepts are added without any attempt
atuniformity in their arrangement, so that different styles and different
periods can be observed side by side. Lincoln Cathedral, for example,
has been described as ‘a building with a series of projections stepping
out at right angles to the principal axis’. This strangely fluent and
harmonious development ‘“is characteristic not only of Lincoln but of
the English Gothic in general’ and is ‘in sharp contrast to the French
Gothic cathedrals’.’ There is no logic or authoritarian code evinced
here, but a kind of inspired practicality; it might be called the aesthetics

| of pragmatism, if indeed any aesthetic can be adduced from i. The

conservatism of English architecture has often been discussed, but it is
the conservatism of organic form — literally the need to conserve itself
3 it develops according to its own laws of being. That is why it is also
such a natural expression of native aptitude and sensibility.

If these churches are instinct with the spirit of place, then they may
ome alive. One thirteenth-century poet wrote of the ‘head’ and ‘eyes’
of the church while the roof rears up ‘as if it were conversing with the
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winged birds, spreading out broad wings, and like a flying crea

striking against the clouds’.¢ The cathedral may also adopt the shape4

other organic forms. The beginning of this history was concerned

the tree worship of the ancient Britons, and it is perhaps approprig
that the long naves of the English cathedrals have been compared 4
avenues of trees. Sculpted out of stone are the leaves of vine and i

oak and wild apple, hawthorn and maple. At Southwell, Canterbx

and Christ Church Cathedral in Oxford, among other sacred placj
are to be found carved effigies of the Green Man or ‘Jack in the Greg
with foliage curling out of his mouth and head; Jack is the tree spd

invoked in ancient ritual.

The green men are in fact only one of a number of pagan devig
fashioned out of stone in the corners and recesses of cathedrals, like df
spirits banished into the darkness. You cannot see them until yd
venture almost too close to them. Then you may notice fauns ag
satyrs, goats and dragons, carved upon bosses; there are capitals fili
with the wild gaiety which seems to characterise one aspect of 3
medieval spirit. There are also scenes of matchless detail; a man w
toothache holds open his mouth in pain, in Wells Cathedral, and§
farmer belabours a thief with a pitchfork. In Beverley a man carries
scolding wife in a wheelbarrow, and a fox is hanged by geeseg

Manchester a hare grills a huntsman over a fire, and at Blackburn a4
preaches to a congregation of hens. These scenes are conceived 4
native spirit of mockery; if humour and pathos can be effortied
mingled in English drama and fiction, so the sacred and the profaneg
deemed to be natural companions. It is a question of not adopting§
one emotion, or manner, too seriously or for too long. |

This is nowhere more evident than in the grotesque miniatures
obtrude in the margins of sacred books; they are knownf
‘babooneries’ and according to Nikolaus Pevsner in The Englishnes
English Art they represent a wholly native convention — “if one tri#§
trace the baboonery to its source,’ he wrote, ‘one finds that it origi
in England’.” It is a remarkable, but not unexpected, fact. In %
Wycliff denounced ‘peyntings and babwyneries’, and in The Hout}
Fame Chaucer celebrated ‘subtil compassinges . . . Babewynnesd
pynacles’. There are monkeys disporting themselves in the margimi
illuminared psalters, and on the top of a page illustrating the Passio§
Christ are two medieval wrestlers; villagers are fighting ‘pick-a-bg
among a Jesse Tree, while on the Beatus page of the Gorleston psd
ten rabbits solemnly and decorously conduct a funeral complete 4

132

OLD STONE

candles and crucifix. A duck is taken off by a fox, with the word ‘queck’
issuing from its beak, and there was a vogue for depicting men with
wooden legs (a vogue which Charles Dickens would adopt at a later
date). These ‘grotesques’, often described as ‘hideous’, appeared at the
end of the twelfth century but spread rapidly in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries. The secular mind may even be tempted to
conclude that the real artistic interest is to be found in the margins
rather than in the illuminations themselves. They are marked by bizarre
medieval humour, the visual equivalent of Thomas More’s verses on
farting and eating excrement, but they are also characterised by an
informality and liveliness that seem decidedly English in spirit; the love
of fantastic detail, too, animates them as well as 2 passion for fine or
delicate outline. This celebration of the grotesque and the ridiculous of
course resides in what one art historian has described as the ‘strangely
English spirit that sets comic relief even in a tragedy’,® but perhaps it
also represents defiance of a divine order which consigns humankind to
misery in this world and possible damnation in the next. In a world of
illness, pain and epidemic plague, what other response is there but mad
laughter?

The provenance of many babooneries is taken to be London, and
that locality emphasises the fact that illumination was now a secular
rather than monastic art; part of the craft guild was reserved for
‘lymenours’, professional artists pursuing their trade in workshops or
as part of itinerant groups which toured the country. Three or four
artists gathered together, like masons, and set up shop wherever they
were required; it is likely, also, that each individual contributed a
different skill to the enterprise so that the illuminated page was the
product of several hands. This may in turn account in part for the
secular appearance of the babooneries themselves, not the least of
which depict scenes of ordinary medieval life with that attention to
mtimate and familiar domestic detail which plays so large a part in the
English imagination. Henry Fielding described it well when he extolled
the ‘exactest copying of Nature’ in his fiction, and John Dryden
expressed an admiration or affection for the ‘distorted face and antic

| gestures’. Hume remarked that ‘if we copy life the strokes must be

strong and remarkable.”® So in medieval miniatures we see workmen
clambering up ladders, farmers ploughing, boys leaping and women
dancing.

A great deal of attention is paid to foxes and geese, hens and rabbits;
this might be ascribed to the notorious English fondness for animals
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(which is perhaps a means of displacing fondness for each other), I§
there may be other sources. Human senses and familiar sins were ofg
given animal shape or ‘bestiarized’, where the sow becomes gluttof
and the fox covetousness, and this form of caricature has lefg
lasting inheritance. In eighteenth-century satirical prints the Dukes
Cumberland was depicted as an ox, and the Duke of Newcastle becay
a goose; Henry Fox was necessarily portrayed as a fox, and Jasg
Boswell as a lecherous monkey. In masquerades in the early decade§
that century, also, guests were dressed ‘some, in the shape of Monkg
and Baboons, others, of Bears, Asscs, Cormorants, and Owls’.

seems to be some primitive force at work.

There are other medieval patterns implicit in later English
ductions. One historian has noted that in the manuscript illuminatig
there is no essential concern with ‘human experience, human drag
and emotion’.!® There may be spectacle and crowded action, but ti
is no interiority of feeling; the outline, rather than the tchi
dimensional figure, is presented only. But these are precisely.d
criticisms aimed by contemporaries at Fielding and Dickens, at Smaf
and Sterne. It seems to be a native fault, if faule it be, thar artentig
often reserved for the surface.

‘Babooneries’ or miniature domestic scenes arrayed in the margidy
the illuminations often act as a kind of frame around the sacred tex
Chaucerian critic has in turn concluded that ‘the frame’ of 4
Canterbury Tales ‘gives us that strong sense of real life that the p§
affords’.!! In a fifteenth-century Book of Hours the central figureg
Virgin and Child and worshipper, are depicted in grandiose butd
formal attitudes; the frame around it, however, is replete with huj
life and activity as a pilgrimage makes its way.

The transpositions from illumination to text are naturalsd
inevitable. In 1250 the artists working upon the murals in the qu
‘low room’ at Westminster requested a copy of the Gests of Antiof
order to illustrare scenes from it. In turn the devisers or creators of
medieval drama directly copied scenes and images from wall-paint§
stained-glass windows and roof-bosses. In a Catholic_culture cegf
visual icons or. exempta are universally recognised, and can in
every mode_of art. The illustration of a royal pageant, dated
shows the principal guests with costumes and attitudes taken fron
stages of the ‘cycle drama’ of Chester or York. In a culture of sp '—t-f
the appropriate costume or uniform will be displayed. The sceyl
‘Christ among the Doctors’ is depicted in manuscript and stained g
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with the child in a seat raised higher than the doctors themselves: there
is a stage direction to the same effect in a miracle play, where ‘the’y lead
Jesus into their midst and make him sit in a higher seat, while they
themselves sit in Jower ones’. It is possible that after this movement the
players remained still for a moment, forming a silent tableau as if they
had become carved or painted figures. English Catholic culture was
mediated through these images. In the roof-bosses of the English
churches Herod ‘is shown contorted with rage, his legs grotesquely
crossed’,'” while the same character is depicted in the Coventry
mysteries in the same posture as a sign of ‘crossed’ or thwarted human
energy. These cycle plays conducted their audience through the history
of the universe, from Creation to Doom, but that sacred chronology
was also depicted in the wall-paintings and stained glass of the
churches. It was the unifying myth, the grand context for the creation
of art and literature alike. And it survives still. Stanley Spencer’s
twentieth-century paintings, The Resurrection in Cookham Churchyard
and The Resurrection of the Soldiers, where all emerge at the sound of
the final trumpet, seem to derive from medieval images of the
Apocalypse; the same artist’s Christ delivered to the People and The
Crucifixion, with the leering faces of the workmen putting the hammer
to Christ’s nails, might be a detailed transcription of a scene from one

of the medieval mysteries. Spencer was an English artist filled both with

a mysterious sense of place and with an encompassing vision that

accommodates a medieval as well as 2 modern sensibility. *When I see

fmything’, he once wrote, ‘[ see everything.” In this context it is perhaps

interesting to note that ‘he found it very important to paint what is in

the extreme foreground. . . . It seemed to him all Wwrong to start at an

arbitrary plane say 10 feet distance rather than at the nearest plane in

one’s line of vision.’'® He recaptures, or retrieves, an essentially

medieval painterly vision.
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CHAPTER 19

Part of the territory

‘It is not surprising’, Walter Oakeshott wrote in The Sequence#§

Medieval Art, ‘that East Anglia should in the fourteenth century

been the centre of artistic production in England.’! Another historif
emphasised ‘the predominance of East Anglia over all other regiof§
theatrical traditions in fate medieval England’.2 A unique form of ‘3
rhyme stanza’ has been located in romances derived from that regid
“The two greatest female writers of the fourteenth century, Juliang
Norwich and Margery Kempe, both came from East Anglia. So thd
exists a pattern of activity, which at a later date manifested itself in

‘Norwich School’ of painting.

Its two principal counties, Norfolk and Suffolk, are named after __A

North Folk and South Folk of the Anglo-Saxons but the topograph

boundaries of those tribes are uncertain; we may also include parts§
Cambridgeshire and Essex in what was the most fertile and, excludi§

London, the most densely populated region of the country. East A

was to a certain extent isolated from the rest of England by its fens#

commerce with Europe flourished, however, since it was open to alk

trade routes of northern Europe and the Netherlands; the wool tr

prospered, in particular, as the emergence of the great ‘wool ch
of Long Melford and Lavenham may testify. Another topograp
aspect lent a particular tone to the area. There were few great ‘mand
but instead a large number of villages and towns filled with merch

and a farming population. In turn this seems to have created, or hel§

to create, what has been described as an ‘economically precocious
religiously radical area’.? The area was radical in more than one sef
however; anti-monarchical in tendency, it gravitated towards pa#

ment or the barons rather than to the king. It possessed a flourt
merchant economy, ‘involved in a capitalist and cash-markeg

system’,* and out of it sprang a distinctively local art and litera

the saints, they are all domesticated within a native idiom

combines naturalism with grotesquerie. There are East Anglian daif
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in abundance and, in the Luttrell psalter, domestic scenes which might
almost illustrate a novel by Samuel Richardson. The influences of
northern Europe have been assimilated, but they have also been
coarsened and simplified. They have turned native, in other words.

The burgeoning of religious theatre in East Anglia was primarily due
to the commercial success of the region. There were many monasteries
and many great churches but, equally significantly, there were more
than one hundred East Anglian areas where dramatic performances
were conducted. Just as the illuminations of the ‘East Anglian School’
were characterised by a diversity of influences and sources, so one
historian of medieval theatre has described East Anglian drama as
possessing ‘a richness and diversity of theatrical practices unmatched in
any other region of the country’.S On the basis of vocabulary and
dialect several individual plays can be traced to their source in East
Anglia, among them The Castle of Perseverance and The Killing of the
Children. Characteristically these dramas were highly local affairs, run
by individual parishes and performed for local profit. (One of them, at
Snertisham, was known as a ‘Rockefeste’ in anticipation of later
festivals.) Just as grotesques and writhing figures play so large a part in
East Anglian books, so East Anglian drama can be recognised by its
emphasis on spectacle and by its general theatrical effectiveness; the
characteristics are those of ribaldry, grotesquerie and ‘shameless
manipulation of audience sympathy’.® It is a local art within an
international context.

Julian of Norwich can also be placed in this unique setting. She was
known as ‘the Recluse atte Norwyche’, and was born towards the close
of 1342. It seems likely that she inhabited a cell outside the church of
St Julian, near the centre of Norwich, which belonged to the
Benedictine nuns of Carrow. The rest of her life is known only through
her own words. In her thirty-fourth year, at her mother’s house, she lay
close to death; on the seventh night of her agony, after the priest had
placed the crucifix before her face, she was granted sixteen ‘shewings’
or revelations within two nights. It is believed that, after this pilgrimage
of the spirit, she entered the Benedictine community as a recluse or
devoted laywoman. Then, out of her epiphanies, came her reflections in
Revelations of Divine Love. She wrote in an East Anglian dialect, with
northern additions, and her writing possesses a local savour. She
‘vtmdly describes the drops of blood upon Christ’s face, which ‘were
like to the scale of heryng in the spreadeing on the forehead’; his dying
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body was ‘lyke a dry borde’ and he was hanging ‘in the eyr as men ki
a cloth to drye’. When the devil appears to her ‘anon a lyte smoke >
in the dore with a grete hete and a foule stinke’. These powerful img
might have come directly out of East Anglian drama; when J
declares, ‘Methought I would have beene that time with N§
Magdalene’, at the Crucifixion, she may be recalling her experie 3
watching the dramatic and sensational Passion plays of her ned
bourhood. When she describes how ‘halfe the face’ was covered 4
‘drie blode’, she might have been watching a theatrical scene. A
granted a vision of a very English St John of Beverley as if he wenyg
hende neybor’, a dear neighbour, and of course the actors
liturgical drama were in a literal sense neighbours and acquaintang

The spiritual dimension of life on earth could not be bl
exemplified. When she confirms that she studied the pains of Chri
they were depicted in painting or in stained glass, a particular qu
of art or theatre can be seen to inform a particular kind of devoy
indeed, in any just analysis, art and devotion cannot be separated
also, is part of the Catholic inheritance of England. e

Just as the art of East Anglia is derived from many different so
English and European, so in turn the lineaments of Julian of Norw
piety have been traced to European spiritual mentors such ,
Bernard and St Catherine of Siena, St Thomas Aquinas and Willid§
St Thierry. Yet it has been said that ‘Julian perfectly expresse§
English spiritual tradition’ because ‘she combines all the strands
patristic lineage into something new’.” It is the charactenstic E4
procedure of assimilation and change, expressing itself in wha
been described as Julian’s native cheerfulness and common se
‘optimism’ and her ‘prudence’ are ‘inherent in al} English spiritu4
Her methods are practical and her metaphors pragmatic; the pes)
must labour as does the gardener, ‘delvyn and dykyn, swin
sweten, and turne the earth upsodowne’. Thus she rejects ‘the §
juridical categories of scholastic moral theology, and the exaggel
penitential rigours of the Franciscans’,? arriving at a wholly Engli
East Anglian compromise.

9

Another native of that region has added significantly to Eng
religious history. Margery Kempe came from Bishop’s Lynrid
Norfolk, and was a contemporary of Julian of Norwich whom she o
visited for spiritual consolation. Her father had five times been md§
of this prosperous ‘wool’ town, and her husband was ele '

138

PART OF THE TERRITORY

chamberlain in 1394. She was an East Anglian woman of wealth and
competence, who tried her hand at both brewing and milling; yet The
Book of Margery Kempe is primarily concerned with her spiritual and
visionary experiences in which she encountered, and conversed with,
Christ himself. The experience of the Passion would overwhelm her
«umtyme in the cherch, sumtyme in the strete, sumtyme in the
chaumbre, sumtyme in the felde’, so that East Anglia becomes the site
of eternity. But if Julian of Norwich was influenced by continental
theology, Margery Kempe was in more literal fashion affected by
continental travellers. Lynn was the port to which pilgrims came from
Scandinavia and Europe, on their way to the sacred sites of England.
Hers is again a local, and universal, story; Margery Kempe, very much
the literal-minded daughter of East Anglian devotion, was able also to
witness the details and forms of continental piety and, within certain
limits, to adopt them. She knew the people of ‘Deuchlond’ and a friend,
Alan of Lynn, had already indexed the works of St Bridget of Sweden.
Yet once more, in native fashion, she mingles the ideal with che real, the
sacred with the profane, with an almost Chaucerian eye for significant
detail. Her career as a brewer did not flourish ‘for, whan the ale was as
fayr standyng undyr berm as any man mygth se, sodenly the berm wold
fallyn down’; the froth, in other and more modern terms, would go flat.
When she asked a man to have sexual intercourse with her he replied
that ‘he had levar ben hewyn as smal as flesch to the pott!’ This matter-
of-fact dialect could be effortlessly turned to spiritual matters. Jesus
came to her in vision and informed her that she would be ‘etyn and
knawen of the pepul of the world as any raton knawyth the stokfysch’.
Sometimes the voices of those people of the world can be heard. ‘I wold
thu wer in Smythfeld,” one London woman told her, ‘and I wold beryn
a fagot to bren the wyth.” The same vivid detail, seen in the margins of
the psalteries or on the scaffolds of licurgical plays, animates Margery
Kempe’s East Anglian account of her visionary experiences.

Out of that native soil sprang other writers and artists, among them
John Skelton of Diss whose rough and exuberant ‘Skeltonics® became
once more influential in the twentieth century:

To wryte or to indyte,
Eyther for delyte
Or elles for despite

John Lydgate of Suffolk was the most prolific and popular poet of the
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fifteenth century; there are writers such as John Bale, Gabriel Hagf
and Nicholas Udall who together emphasise the fact that no of
region of the country ‘could boast of so many prominent, identifiy
bookish figures’.’
So in the fourteenth, fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries ¢t
had been set on the prolificity and variety of East Anglia in
mination, drama and literature. Some may interpret that superiorif
terms of wealth; where mercantile profit leads, the arts will follow
others have discerned a local passion. One historian of a
concluded that the ‘flat expanses’ and ‘rolling outlines’ and ‘wide ¢
of East Anglia ‘have had a curiously powerful hold on the Eng
creative intellect and have been a striking stimulus to it’.'? It might g
be remarked here that “flatness’ of surface and the bounding od
have also been the defining characteristics of English art; it is as
landscape itself adopted the form of the English imagination.
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CHAPTER 39

An essay on the essay

The art of fictional dialogue imitates the practice of conversation. In the
middle of the eighteenth century, when the novel emerged fully armed
upon the stage of the world, there were in London ‘conversation
assemblies’ and conversaziones. In high art ‘conversation pieces” were
considered to be distinctly modern, because conversation itself had
pecome the single most important medium for understanding. The idea
of conversation, as the proper form for public and socialised truth, was

re-eminent in a culture of coffee-houses, clubs and weekly periodicals.

London had of course always been the centre of political and
economic debate. But the notion of polite conversation, making judge-
ments and recording opinions, spread as rapidly and as widely as the
newly emerging ‘middling classes’ of London merchants and pro-
fessional men. The discussion of essays played a large role in these
informal debates where, by general report, the latest Spectator or Idler
would be commended or disparaged. The Spectator was primarily
designed for readers ‘in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-Tables and in
Coffee-Houses’, with the assumption expressed by the Earl of
Shaftesbury that ‘All Politeness is owing to Liberty. We polish one
another, and rub off our corners and rough sides by a sort of amical
collision.” The civic virtues of the seventeenth century had been those
of hardy frugality and moral independence, but these in turn gave way
to condescension and civility. The unamiable rigours of Hobbes’s
Leviathan, for example, were replaced by a blander benevolence. The
martial spirit was outmoded and unfashionable; the new key-word was
sensibility not untouched by sentimentalism.

The success of the essay depended upon a shared set of values and
assumptions, therefore, in curn allowing an intimacy or familiarity of
tone; a certain rapprochement between author and reader was to be
desired. Johnson, in one of his own essays in The Rambler, associated
himself with Francis Bacon. ‘Bacon, among all his pretensions to the
regard of posterity, seems to have pleased himself mainly with his
essays, “which come home to mens business and bosoms” and of
which, therefore, he declares his expectation that they “will live as long
as books last”.’ It is this desire to reach ‘bosoms’ as well as ‘business’
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which suggests a connection between the essay and the novel, but§
its unique form and its formidable strength the essay itself take
place as a true feature of the English imagination.
The first collections were published in the 1780s, the great},
tributors being Johnson and Goldsmith, who had succeeded Add
and Steele; after them came Hazlitt, Lamb, and the series of Exg
Essayists published between 1802 and 1810. Samuel Johnson:
natural and prolific essayist, so there is more than a touch of hurmg§
self-abasement in his remark that a writer ‘needs only entidf
performance an essay, to acquire the right of heaping toge
collections of half his life, without order, coherence, or propriety%
again is the English aptitude for variety, even if it is irom§
expressed. Essays were not only conversational and various, howl§
they were also practical and useful. They were modes of instructy
exhortation; where once the circulation of learning was maintainig
the pilgrimage to European libraries or by the work of schel
exegetes, the demands of knowledge were now amplified andZ
municated in the various journals and periodicals of London-¢f
house society. Matters of theology and of physics, of medicine. i
economics, were now the subject of the ‘easy’ and ‘familiar’ sty
English essayists. The contribution of the essay to moral and hod§
literature was therefore immense. As Addison remarked in t
number of the Spectator, ‘I shall be ambitious to have it said of
I have brought Philosophy out of closets and libraries, schoig
colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea-tables and im§
houses’. The other merit of the essay lay in its brevity; as one vl
the early eighteenth century put it, it was more appropriate to “tiy§
and Impetuous Humour of the English, who have naturally n«f
for long-winded performances, for they have no sooner begungi§
but they desire to see the End of it’. That is perhaps why the el
Montaigne, translated by Florio in the early seventeenth <
acquired such an enormous popularity at an earlier date. So thf
first popularised in English by Francis Bacon, sets its sesi
eighteenth-century civilisation. It has been concluded that the e:
‘the only literary form used by every major author of the centufi§
influence can be traced in the more fluent and informal
dialogues and sermons, treatises and poems. And, of course, shi
was all. :
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CHAPTER 40

The Hogarthian moment

$amuel Johnson wrote poetry and essays while also attempting drama
and fiction; Fielding and Smollett began as dramatists before they ever
considered writing novels; Defoe mastered every single form of the
a'ghteenth century, and invented several new ones. This variousness
can of course be studied as part of the English appetite for hetero-
geneity in all its forms, but variety is also an old London dish. Dryden’s
dramatised version of Paradise Lost, The State of Innocence, has been
described as that of ‘a London citizen and his wife mixing on familiar
terms with angels and archangels’,” a dialogue which has less to do with
seventeenth-century London than with the inheritance of the medieval
mystery plays on the streets of Clerkenwell and Cheapside. It is the
same appetite which Dryden himself apostrophised in his dedication of
Love Triumphant; he declared that the mixture of tragedy and comedy
was ‘agreeable to the English Genius. We love variety more than any
other Nation; and so long as the Audience will not be pleas’d without
it, the Poet is oblig’d to humour them.” The condition of London itself
encourages a life, or sense of life, in which contraries meet. Without
contraries, one Cockney visionary once wrote, there is no progression.
Yet when everything is contiguous, there is danger of so close a
contact that distinction ends. This was conveyed by metaphors of the
plagl.xe, when in one essay Fielding suggested that public assemblies in
the city were ‘as infectious by Example, as the Plague itself by Contact’.
The same vision was promulgated by Charles Dickens when he
surmised that it is certain ‘that the air from Gin Lane will be carried
wrhen the wind is Easterly, into May Fair, and that if you once have :;
vigorous pestilence raging furiously in Saint Giles, no mortal list of
Iady. Patronesses can keep it out of Almacks’. It was often observed
It-i;at in Londpn the' li'ving'must keep close company with the dead,
Flogarth depicted this in Gin Lane. The same sense of mortal contagion
fnfccts the dramatic and novelistic representations of urban life where
‘fever’ and “fevered dreams’ are constantly invoked. ’
In a wor.ld where all marks of rank and distinction can also be
blurrec!, as if in masquerade, there is the danger of social slippage. That
precisely why the novels and plays and paintings of the period are
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concerned with the ambiguities of gentility and criminality, as wel§
by the urgent aspirations of one or another character to move forwg
in the social hierarchy. ,
The role of chance meetings and unexpected events, generally agai
the background of the ‘mob’ or crowd, is as integral to the fiction
Fielding or Smollett as to that of Dickens. Thus in Fielding’s A
(1752) a ‘trifling adventure’, a perambulation in ‘the green fields
London’ by the heroine and her husband, is capable ‘of producing §
most unexpected and dreadful events’. Such is the quality of chance|
fortune in London, where a population of socially fluid characters§
engaged in incidents over which they have no control; the ‘events’
‘unexpected’ because they conform to no observable plan or pattd
This mutability is mimicked by the novels themselves, which
unexpectedly from allegory to history, from heroism and high
ment to pantomime and melodrama. Pierce Egan’s Life in London
narrative adventure diverted and diffused by verse, philosoph§
speculation, topographical enquiry, romance and passages of
Egan even manages to include an operatic score. This vision of-
world is comprehensive and capacious without necessarily being cd
plex or profound. It accommodates arbitrariness, inscrutability
endless change. ,
Yet Charles Dickens, of all novelists, knew that the city was

necessarily random or inscrutable; rather, that the mystery of Lond
lay in its interconnectedness. His own novels represent by meand
image and symbol such an interpenetration of lives and destinies t§
London itself is packed to blackness with accumulations of suffered
shared experience. ‘Draw but a little circle’, he wrote in Ma
Humphrey’s Clock, ‘above the clustering housetops, and you shall h{
within its space everything, with its opposite extreme and contradict
close by.” Here ‘life and death went hand in hand; wealth and povd
stood side by side; repletion and starvation laid themselves ddf
together’ and here also were ‘wealth and beggary, vice and virtue, g
and innocence . . . all treading on each other and crowding togett
He described ‘the restlessness of a great city, and the way in whid
tumbles and tosses before it can get to sleep’, as if it had someho
encompass its multitcude before it rests; if it ever can rest, that is,
the ‘streams of people apparently without end. . . jostling each othd
the crowd and hurrying forward’. Spectacle and melodrama
intrinsic aspects of the London vision and thus, by extension, of]
English imaginarnion itself. Yet it is not a false or ignoble sensibili
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allows pathos and sublimity no less in the canvases of Turner than in
the pages of Dickens where ‘every voice is merged, this moonlight
night, into a distant ringing hum, as if the city were a vast glass
vibrating. ’

Hogarth’s Night, executed in 1738, is very much a stage-set or a
nocturnal tableau in which the tall buildings of brick are its ‘wings’;
crowded upon the stage of stone and cobbles are vagrant children,
drunks and an overturned coach. Gin is being poured into a keg, while’
urine is discharged from a chamber-pot out of a first-floor window. Fire
is spreading in the foreground, and in the background are signs of a
larger conflagration. “We will therefore compare subjects for painting,’
Hogarth wrote, ‘with those of the stage.” In his graphic works action
and contrast thrive in dramatic chiaroscuro; exits and entrances are
manifold. Healthy ‘Beer Street’ and noxious ‘Gin Lane’ exist side by
side; the purse-proud milliner passes a wretched whore, and the plump
child of esteemed parents struts beside a vagrant girl eating broken
crusts out of a gutter. Here dwell incongruity and difference but
curiously, in the light and atmosphere of London they are for a momen;
united. It may be wrong, then, to conclude that London artists are not
capable of profundity.

In every respect Hogarth conceived of himself as a distinctly and
defiantly English artist. He was born at Smithfield in 16 98, and his art
became identified with the raucous streets of the city. He began in a
hard trade, that of a goldsmith’s engraver, but quickly realised the
commercial possibilities of political satire. He was a wonderful artist,
who excelled in the realm of portraiture, but he managed to combine
genius with business in an exemplary manner. He secured the passage
of legislation, known as ‘Hogarth’s Act’, to protect the copyright of
engravers. Like Blake and Turner, he was short, stocky and pug-
nacious. In a letter to the St James’s Post in June 1737, he condemned
those dealers in art who “‘depreciate every English work, as hurtful to
thell]:’ ‘trade, of continually importing shiploads of dead Christs, holy
far{uhes, Madonnas. . . and fix on us poor Englishmen the character of
universal dupes’, He declared that he would rather depict an ‘English
cook-maid’ than a Venus, and in one print displayed crowds attending
an Ital.ian opera while the works of Dryden, Congreve and Shakespeare
are cried out as ‘waste paper for shops’. So Hogarth aligned himself
with an English dramatic tradition ar the same time as he promulgated
a wholly native art. That is perhaps the reason for the marked
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resemblance between some of his caricatures or grotesques and
‘babooneries’ in the margins of medieval psalters; the same spisig§
gross and popular art is abroad. It is of course in the nature of Engll
genius that it steals from foreign compositions even as it dispaggl
them, and Hogarth borrows from European artists as dispa
Raphael and Watteau; there is always this sense, in even the wy
defiantly ‘nationalist’ art, that the English imagination has . juf
quickened and revivified by contact with European sources. .
ultimately the scene is that of contemporary London, and the tradigl§
Hogarth invokes is that of Shakespeare and Pope, Swift and Defo

His first paintings were of scenes from Gay’s The Beggar’s Ope
which ‘high’ and ‘low’ are confounded, but his gift for g
portraiture can be seen most clearly in relation to Langland or Chaxj§
Only in the city can true drama and allegory be discovered. ‘In il
compositions,” he wrote, ‘those subjects which will both enterta
improve the mind, bid fair to be of the greatest utility, and: gy
therefore be entitled to rank in the highest class.” That emphasis
‘utility’ might of itself be enough to characterise his English geniusgl
his demotic and egalitarian temper is also pertinent. He dwelled ko
upon the details of ‘low life’, and crowded his engravings with the
and helpless. In part it represents a Hogarthian defiance of ‘hig]
and a kind of embarrassment at the striking of heroic or
attitudes; in practice, too, it relies upon the representation of hon
familiar details rather than the grandly or generally expressive pain
gesture. The deflation of magnificence has always been part of
English imagination.

Hogarth also depicts pantomimes and masquerades on the st
London, as if in implicit homage to the theatrical reality by whidl
are surrounded. In an engraving completed in the early montly
1724, Masquerades and Operas, the London crowd is seen to patn
a pantomime entitled The Necromancer; in the same street,:}§
market, is displayed the notice for a midnight masquerade. Hogl
also drew Punch, whom in The Analysis of Beauty he called ‘dralf
being the reverse of all elegance, both as to movement and figure’sf
same may be concluded of the Londoners in his engravings,
often rendered as caricatures or as types.

Hogarth is of London, too, in his disregard for the convesmtid
pieties of Christianity. Turner died murmuring that the sun was:
and this pagan spirit is very much part of the city’s instinctive4§
energetic life. In the fifth plate of Marriage-a-la-Mode, Hoi§
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parodies the Descent from the Cross in the dying posture of a
nobleman; he also parodied the effects of sermonising in The Sleeping
Congregation and burlesqued William Kent’s altar-piece at St Clement
panes Church. One curious detail may be mentioned in this context. In
The Sleeping Congregation Hogarth has included an hour-glass, but
this is only one of the many time-pieces which he incorporates within
the scenes of London. In the work entitled Morning the clock of St
Paul’s Church is clearly visible, with an image of Father Time above it
and the legend ‘Sic Transit Gloria Mundi’ below. Smoke rises from a
chimney pot towards these emblems of time, as if to represent the
elements of transitoriness and forgetfulness in the passages of London
life. In such paintings as The Graham Children and The Lady’s Last
Stake, clocks appear as emblematic features of a rushing or decaying
world. In his last completed work, Tailpiece, or The Bathos, he again
depicts Father Time with his scythe at a ruinous tavern in Chelsea
known as “The World’s End’; here on the edge of London is the broken
portal of eternity. So Hogarth was vouchsafed an intuition of London
existence in the context of time and evanescence. It has been remarked
that, the more local and specific a sensibility, the more it may aspire to
universality. It is appropriate, therefore, that, in the words of one
historian of art, Hogarth ‘was the first British artist ever to achieve
international fame’.> We may go further, and suggest that he was one
of those Cockney artists who saw real visions in the streets of London.

His influence was profound, but also particular. Rowlandson, Gillray
and Cruikshank were the three principal English caricaturists who
considered themselves to be in the Hogarthian tradition of London
portraiture, combining a fluency of line with a gift for grotesque or
comic observation. The cartoons of Gillray and Rowlandson are
vigorous and energetic, filled with the life and variety of the city,
savagely denunciatory or gargantuan and tumultuous. They were true
London artists because they were entranced by the scenic and the
spectacular; in a city built upon greed and upon commerce, Gillray in
particular was preoccupied with the shadows of money and power. His
great works are striated with light and darkness, as if he were an heroic
artist of the streets. He was neither sentimental nor introspective; his
power came out of caricature and theatrical display, even though a note
of rancid poetry emerges in some of his more demonstrative com-
positions. Each one strikes a different attitude, some grave, some gay,
with a readiness of wit and rapidity of association which are also
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associated with urban life. As one historian of the national charg
has observed, the dweller in a great town ‘is always receiving 4§
impressions; and he may readily fall into a longing for a cong
renewal of his sensations’.? ¢
The book illustrations of Cruikshank were perfectly equivalent tef
early urban vision of Charles Dickens, too, with their fierce
constriction and incarceration. There is a famous illustration of Fj
in the condemned cell ac Newgate, of which Chesterton wrote thi
does not merely look like a picture of Fagin; it looks like a pictus
Fagin’. There is something feverish about Cruikshank’s ‘
peculiarly apt in a city itself often described as fevered. In lates]
Cruikshank often declared that he had been the principal begette§
Oliver Twist and his sad history, and it is possible that he did inj
conceive of an Hogarthian ‘progress’ of the orphan from pove
misery to wealth and happiness. 4
One critic wrote, in 1844, that anyone who wished to ‘estimacg
genius of Mr Dickens’ should ‘read the essays by Charles Lamb ang
Hazlitt, on the genius of Hogarth’. There is indeed a true and pow
affinity. Dickens was often described as ‘Hogarthian’; the novelis
the artist were believed to possess the same strident urban sensity
The resemblance is not fortuitous. Dickens was a keen adming
Hogarth’s work, and his imagination was partly trained by
absorption of Hogarth’s engravings. Hogarth’s depiction of Gin§
helped to create Rowlandson’s The Dram Shop and Cruikshank’y]
Shop, for example, but it was also the inspiration for an early esss
Dickens entitled ‘Gin-Shops’; the young novelist describes in #
terms precisely the same spot which Hogarth had depicted eighty-d§
years before. Just as Hogarth dwelled in loving detail upon the crj
mass of crowds in March to Finchley and Southwark Fair, so Dig
exclaimed that ‘we revel in a crowd of any kind - a street “row” i
delight’. Hogarth and Dickens were both preoccupied with gaols
asylums, as if they represented a true image of London,; the third §
of A Rake’s Progress is best and most fully interpreted in the acof
of Mr Pickwick’s incarceration in the Fleet Prison. But they were]
entranced by fairs and street carnivals so that Hogarth’s South
Fair is amplified by Dickens’s essay on ‘Greenwich Fair’. In their wj
the city becomes both prison and theatre, fairground and madhd
Oliver Twist has as its subtitle ‘A Parish Boy’s Progress’ in ¢
homage to Hogarth, while the more pathetic scenes of Nick
Nickleby were described by Forster as ‘like a piece by Hogarth, §
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judicrous and terrible’. They both dwelled upon minute particulars. In
Hogarth’s third plate of Marriage-a-la-mode, for example, a quack’s
surgery is seen to contain a fish’s skeleton, a tripod, an odd shoe, a
sword, a2 model of a human head, a top hat, pill boxes, and so (;n.
Dickens describes the interior of the old curiosity shop as containing
suits of mail standing like ghosts in armour . . . fantastic carvings
brought from monkish cloisters, rusty weapons of various kinds:
distorted figures in china, and wood, and iron, and jvory; tapestry and,
strange furniture’. Both artists packed their work with strong detail, as
if arttempting to convey all the fragmentation and adventitious chaos of
the urban world. It could even be argued that some of Dickens’s success
and popularity sprang directly from the fact that he rendered Hogarth’s
engravings legible and readable; he gave the artist’s vision a literary life.

The example of Charles Dickens will in any case confirm that the
influence of Hogarth’s vision was not confined to artists. Just as
Hogarth borrowed some of his satire from Pope - particularly from
that visionary poem of London, The Dunciad - so in turn Hogarth
influenced Samuel Johnson. One of Johnson’s essays for The Idler is a
direct commentary upon Hogarth’s print of Evening in the city. Yet the
artist’s most formidable bequest was to those eighteenth-century
novelists who shared his sense of the urban world, Hogarth and Samuel
Richardson were on terms of familiar acquaintance, for example, and
Richardson’s Pamela borrows directly from A Harlot’s Progress a’nd A
Rake’s Progress. Richardson’s Apprentice’s Vade Mecum wishes that
‘the ingenious Mr Hogarth would finish the portrait’. Henry Fielding
called Hogarth one of the most ‘useful Satyrists that any Age hath
produced’ and, in his preface to Joseph Andrews, praised ‘the ingenious
Hggarth’ for his ability ‘to express the affections of men on canvas . . .
it is a much greater and nobler applause, that they appear to think’. In
Tom Jones, also, Fielding interrupts his narration to exclaim ‘O
Hogarth! had I thy pencil! Hogarth himself was not averse to
borrowing from Fielding; his Industry and Idleness, which recorded the
careers of industrious and idle apprentices, was clearly indebted to the
nov.cllst’s account of criminality in Jonathan Wild published four years
carlier. There is here a consonance of attitude and taste which surely
belongs to the broader history of the English imagination.

It has been observed that Laurence Sterne is heavily indebted to
Hlogarth’s The Analysis of Beauty — Corporal Trim’s flourish with his
stick copies the artist’s ‘serpentine line of beauty’ — and Sterne’s sermon
upon ‘Felix’s Behaviour Towards Paul’ serves as a commentary upon
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Hogarth’s Paul Before Felix. Tobias Smo!lett invokes I:Ioganh ol
principal novels. ‘It would take the pencil of Hogarth’, he wro :
Roderick Random, ‘to express the astonishment and concern 'of 4
an expression in Humphry Clinker ‘would b§ no bad subject
pencil like that of the incomparable Hogarth, if any such ever .. 
again, in these times of dullness and degeneracy’. Ir} the context o
admiration, then, it may be appropriate to consider the nove

specifically London form.

CHAPTER 41

Some eminent novelists

Prose fiction, which is believed to be of Graeco-Roman origin in the
centuries before Christ, is ancient and ubiquitous. The Anglo-Saxons
rranslated Apollonius of Tyre into Old English prose, which can
properly claim to be the first novel in the vernacular. But if it can be
argued that a broad tradition of popular fiction began with the work of
Defoe and Richardson, Smollett and Fielding, then the springs or
sources of its inspiration are most likely to be found in the circum-
stances of cighteenth-century London. The city was the centre of
novelty and of change, of social mobility and of sociable excitement;
most eighteenth-century novels are set in London or send their
characters spinning in that direction, as if they were being drawn
ineluctably by a ‘vortex’ or a ‘lodestone’. The conditions of the novels
of Smollett or of Fielding are populous and multifarious, with
characters led by chance or exigency into one another’s company. The
symbolic power of the capital was, therefore, immense. It was itself one
giant novel.

Eighteenth-century fiction is hybrid and various, part realistic and
part allegorical, combining heroism and farce in equal measure; it
conflates epic with romance, and even includes critical theory. The tone
is never constant, and the instability of the narrative mimics the fluidity
of the action. At the time of the city’s greatest expansion, the novel is
endlessly prolific. It has no boundaries of form or genre, mingling fact
and fiction indiscriminately; in that sense, too, it reflects the nature of
the city. Masquerades are to be found in Richardson’s Pamela, in
Fielding’s Amelia and Tom Jones, in Fanny Burney’s Cecilia, in
Smollett’s Peregrine Pickle, in Defoe’s Roxana, and in a score of other
fictions.” Upon these occasions a ‘strange medley’ of persons in disguise
disport themselves; this is the condition of the city, and also the nature
of the novel. Masquerades represent the shifting crowd, an unnatural
assembly in every sense which in Cecilia includes men dressed as
‘Spaniards, chimney sweepers, Turks, watchmen, conjurors and old
women’; these are of course the inhabitants of the city itself who are
here portrayed in caricature as if in homage to the genius loci. The fear

of enforced touch, and of contagion, is also evident in the descriptions
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of untidy or unnatural couplings: ‘a Devil and a Quaker, a Turk 2 '
female Rope-dancer, Judge and Indian Queen, and Friars of seve
Orders with Fanatick Preachers, all pair’d’. There is a suggestion hg
of sexual licence underlying the incoherence and arbitrariness of
proceedings; the city itself is portrayed in eighteenth-century fictiong
the haven for lusts natural or unnatural. As Addison remarked, “
secret history of a carnival would make a collection of very divertsy
novels’.

Many fictions present a journey towards the city as a colous
pilgrimage - the most celebrated example being that of Tom Jong
and in a similar spirit novelists such as Fielding and Defoe
disorder and mutability. Just as the ‘low’ can be disguised as t}
betters at a masquerade, so in eighteenth-century fiction servants{
masters often find their roles reversed; Pamela is transformed frof
chambermaid into a lady, even if her gentility is somewhat theatr]
But then this is also the condition of the city, where servants
chastised in pamphlets and tracts for dressing up as their employers}
imitating their manners. The novel was often criticised, in obl§
terms, for the size and nature of its audience. There is no doubt thaf
vogue for fiction helped to create a ‘reading public’ but the morg
observed that fiction had become the especial delight of wod
tradespeople and servants. The appeal to women is perhaps exemp}
by the plethora of titles devoted to heroines — Pamela, Amelia,
- where the Anglo-Saxon and medieval tradition of female saints’ §
is continued in another guise.

Despite the complaints of moralists, however, fiction was far #
being simply an entertainment or diversion for servants and trd
people; it acted, on the contrary, as an instruction manual or ‘pa§
book’. The fictions of the eighteenth century were on one level desig
to ‘describe manners, paint characters, and try to correct the publi
was advertised that Pamela was ‘published in order to cultivang
principles of virtue and religion in the minds of the youth of both sf
a narrative which has its foundation in truth’. Novels, however, §
concerned with practice as well as principle. They were manuaf
etiquette and guides to polite society. It is no simple coincidy
therefore, that ‘they depict more often than not attempts to aci
status (or wealth and power) through isolated and individual virtug
action rather than by inheritance or through corporate involvemy
So the elements of pantomime and masquerade also hold the sliver§
glimmerings of individualism; just as the city is the true arena 4»:
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human striving after profit or power, so the novel celebrates individual
and practical exertion.

It is striking and significant that Daniel Defoe, for example, should
select as the subject of his fictions solitary and generally fearful
individuals. Robinson Crusoe, who has variously been described as the
representative of ‘economic man’ and the Protestant conscience, has
become a key figure of the English imagination; in that context, his
earnest practicality and hesitant spirituality, as well as his position in
‘the middle state, or what might be called the upper station of low life’,
are at least as important as the variety of his ‘strange surprizing
adventures’. He was as isolated upon his desert island as in any London
garret.

Daniel Defoe was born in Cripplegate, in 1660, the son of a tallow
chandler; he shared that shopkeeper parentage with William Blake,
whose father was a hosier, and Defoe can best be seen in the light of a
broad tradition of London dissent. It is an honourable and old
tradition, which has continued into the present century. He attended a
Dissenting academy in Newington Green before taking up the trade of
hosiery. He was never a successful businessman, however, and soon
adopted the role of journalist and pamphleteer in the cause of William
of Orange and the Whigs; the new king had invaded England in 1688,
turning out the Catholic James II in the process, and reinstated a
Protestant dispensation. Yet Defoe was not successful as a creature of
party politics; he was constantly imperilled by bankruptcy and the
threat of prison. As one of his most recent biographers has suggested,
he had turned “from a conventional city merchant into a lonely, hunted
and secretive outsider’.> He had experienced all the splendours and
disasters of the city, in other words, and out of that confusion created
ﬂ:ne rapid and avaricious careers of Roxana and Moll Flanders. Yet he
f:hd not turn to fiction until he had exhausted his influence as a
journalist; he did not believe his novels to be a substitute for, but rather
an extension of, his reportorial and polemical work. He wrote dis-
courses on family life and on trade; he wrote stories about pirates and
thxev.es and murderers; he composed political as well as economic
teatises; he wrote biographies of Peter the Great and Charles XII of
Sweden; he finished a history of the Church of Scotland and a history
of the devil; he issued a great many pamphlets and wrote down many
accounts of London ‘marvels’ such as hauntings and healings. Like
many Lgndon writers, he tried his hand at anything.

It is important, also, to note that the novels sprang out of this
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prodigal inheritance and that they were conceived from Defoe’s cf
fusion of fact and fiction. Robinson Crusoe was advertised as a o
history ‘Written by Himself’, with Defoe’s name absent from 1§
frontispiece. A Journal of the Plague Year is nothing of the kind, b
rich concoction of true report and fictive imagining, while A Toud
the Whole Island of Great Britain was written from Newington Grd
If fact proves to be fiction, then Defoe’s fiction has often been gran
a factual status. The adventures of Robinson Crusoe were taken tdj
literal truth, while in more recent years Moll Flanders has been idej
fied as Moll King or Mary Godstone. Yet all of these characterisa
and attributions are beside the point. In the eighteenth-century §
Daniel Defoe discovered the poetry of fact, and in that combinatiog
the marvellous and the real he found his true subject. It is a token df
more of that hybrid art which London seetns to nurture; in an uns
and fluid society, where all may walk in disguise, there is no value «f
found in generic identity and stability. It could be said that Def§
fiction is a simulacrum of his journalism, but in truth there need by
distinction. This may be profoundly unsettling for the more sol§
critics, who wish to find in ‘the English novel’ some intrinsic vi
some reliable touchstone of excellence, but it is true to the mix
various nature of the English imagination.
Defoe loved sensation and adventure, excessive delight and chard
in violent action. The energy and motion of London fill his senteg
with their rapid and impersonal beat, their digressions and divagati
all the fever and fearfulness of Roxana’s life, for example, can be sef
in the restless and repetitious cadences of her autobiograpl§
narrative. The speed and acceleration of the London streets are vi§
in Moll Flanders’s quick way of explaining herself - ‘for the next§
I try’d it at White-Chappel just by the corner of Petty- Coat-
where the Coaches stand that go out to Stratford and Bow and3
Side of the Country; and another time at the Flying Horse, with
Bishops-gate, where the Chester coaches then lay’. The language of
streets emerges, too, in Moll’s strong phrases. ‘So there was her m#§
stopped. . . . That’s by the way.” There is a wonderful scene in Ne
between Moll and a condemned woman. ‘Well says I, and are you$
casy? ay, says she, I can’t help myself, what signifies being sad> It}
hang’d there’s an End of me, and away she turn’d Dancing . . .> He
further confirmation of the foreign belief that the English dlS -‘
death as a cheat or a thing of no moment, but it is also a tribug
Defoe’s remarkable fluency. In recent years his tone has becon

England is the only European countr
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matter of debate. Is he being ironic at his characters’ expense, or does
he expect the reader fully to sympathise with their respective fates? A
similar question has been raised about his style, which has been praised
as a triumph of literary artifice and condemned as artless and prolix.
Yet these considerations need not apply, especially within the new form
of prose fiction which confounds distinctions of every kind. Defoe was
an instinctive and prolific writer who effortlessly combined all the
materials that were closest to hand without any attempt to discriminate
between them. In this context it is perhaps worth noting that ‘Defoe’s
prose contains a higher percentage of words of Anglo-Saxon origin
than that of any other well-known English writer except Bunyan’.* The
old language emerged naturally, almost instinctively.

The metaphor of London as a stage also came spontaneously to
Defoe, so that Moll Flanders may declare that ‘generally I took up new
Figures, and contriv’d to appear in new Shapes every time I went
abroad’; in particular, ‘I dress’d myself like a Beggar Woman, in the
coarsest and most despicable Rags I could get’. Defoe himself dressed
in strange shapes, and was for a long period a paid political spy in the
service of Robert Harley; like Moll herself, he was consigned to
Newgate Prison which was ‘an Emblem of Hell itself, and a kind of an
Entrance into it’. So he was always drawn to the condition of the
confined and the desperate, and the birth of individual character in
English fiction can confidently be ascribed to the condition of London
itself. As Moll Flanders observes while living in the Mint, a poor area
of Southwark, ‘I saw nothing but Misery and Starving was before me’.
These are the afflictions which haunt Robinson Crusoe and Roxana,
albeit in different guises. The general plot of Defoe’s fictions, which
include the ‘true’ histories of the criminals Jack Sheppard and Jonathan
Wild, is of a provincial’s journey to London; it is also a pilgrimage
towards sexuality and crime, with the imminent threat of the gaol and
the gallows.

Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year, published in 1722, is itself a
tabulation of fears. London ‘might well be said to be all in tears’, and
Defoe’s frequent image of the city as a human body takes on a piteous
aspect. It exudes ‘steams and fumes’ so that its streets reproduce ‘the
Breath . . . the Sweat . . . the Stench of the Sores of the sick persons’. In
this world of steam and suffering the inhabitants of the city run mad,
‘raving and distracted’, with others ‘frighted into idiotism, and foolish
distractions, some into despair and Lunacy, others into melancholy
madness’. The Journal is in fact itself a narrative of melancholy
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madness, that condition to which the English were most prone.§
London resembled an asylum, however, it was also compared tad
prison with every house its own gaol since ‘here were just so nad
prisons in the town as there were Houses shut up’. Many people, nalj
and delirious, ran through the streets screaming or plunged into §
Thames while others grew ‘stupid with the insupportable sorrow’.

In Defoe’s account we see as much evidence of the Englj
imagination as of the London plague. It purports to be the work off
Citizen who continued all the while in London’ but in fact Defoe wal
small child at the time of the distemper, and this highly wroug
account is essentially a fiction with details taken from contempor
annals and memoirs. It is literally a work of sensation in the mé
strident urban style, relying upon anecdote and adventure, filled v
short character studies of the afflicted and suffused with practy
detail. Defoe is always seeking for extremes, so that the sensational§
is effectively a literary device. Here we may make the connection wi
Hogarth or with Gillray, whose vivid and animated visions dwell in
region of sublime distortion. The artists employed a ‘strongly engray
expressive line’,® just as Defoe coined a powerful and fluent s§
heavily influenced by short Anglo-Saxon derivations; all of them cil
out of a popular tradition of print or journalism, and all appealed ¢
varied and urban market. But if it was a London vision, it also res§
upon a native spirit and tradition.

The theatricality and excess of Henry Fielding’s novels are n¢
doubt; he was a highly successful dramatist before he becam
novelist. During his early career in London he wrote comedies
farces for the popular stage, composing some thirteen plays in less t
three years, with titles such as The Author’s Farce, Rape Upon R
and Tom Thumb. In the tradition of Defoe, he also found employng
as a journalist before he turned to fiction; he became assistant editol
The Champion: or, The British Mercury and wrote most of its lead§
articles. He created a character upon the model of Addison’s
Spectator’, Hercules Vinegar, who with the members of his immed
family commented upon the affairs of the day. In fact he conting
writing journalism for the rest of his life. He edited two political ne
sheets, The True Patriot and The Jacobite’s Journal; even after{
success of Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones, he took on the editord
of 2 twice-weekly periodical called The Covent-Garden Journal. In1
sense he shares a curious affinity with Charles Dickens, who ¢
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Housebold Words and All the Year Round while engaged upon his
great works of fiction.

There is in fact a skein of associations and resemblances between
these three London novelists. Dickens wrote for the stage, also, and
enjoyed great success as an amateur actor for much of his life. And all
three men were touched by the shadow of the prison-house. Defoe was
incarcerated at various times in Newgate, the Marshalsea and the
King’s Bench, while Dickens’s youthful experience of London included
the imprisonment of his father for debt in the Marshalsea. In turn
Fielding was arrested and imprisoned for debt; he may have escaped
Newgate, but he could not have avoided the ‘spunging house’ or half-
way house to gaol. Defoe’s fiction is filled with images and scenes of
imprisonment; the novels of Dickens are preoccupied with prison and
prisoners; the opening chapters of Fielding’s Amelia are set in a London
gaol, and Tom Jones may be said to have been incarcerated with Moll
Flanders in Newgate. It might also be mentioned here that for five years
William Hogarth’s father was imprisoned for debt in the Fleet.

Fielding, like Defoe and Dickens, also wrote essays on social and
political matters — among them ‘An Attempt Towards a Natural
History of the Hanover Rat’ and ‘A Dialogue Between the Devil, the
Pope and the Pretender’. Like Defoe, he composed poetical satires,and
dubious ‘factval’ accounts of famous criminals. His Life of Mr
Jonathan Wild the Great is a classic of its kind, supplanting even
Defoe’s True and Genuine Account of the Life and Actions of the Late
Jonathan Wild. These London authors were prodigal of genres as well
as words so that urban writing becomes the stuff or material out of
which are shaped novels, newspapers and pamphlets. Fielding himself
called the novel ‘a newspaper, which consists of just the same number
of words, whether there be any news in it or not’; but he also described
Tom Jones as ‘this heroic, historical, prosaic poem’. Just as the
elgll'lteenth-ccntury term ‘cartoon’ could be applied equally to a
caricature and to an historical painting, so the word ‘history’ applied to
Joseph Andrews as well as to more sober narratives. Out of many forms
came that formless jumble, the English novel.

The truest metaphor for Fielding, however, remains that of the
theaFre. The master of burlesque and farce, once called ‘the English
Moliére’, he translated his talent for stage comedy into another sphere
?n defending his heterogeneous entertainments, filled with the spirit o%
contrast’, he invokes ‘the inventor of that most exquisite entertain-
ment, called the English pantomime’ who mixes ‘the serious and the
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comic’. In Hogarth’s frontispiece to Fielding’s collected works, tif
image of the novelist is placed above the masks of comedy and traged
in true interpretation of his genius. In Jonathan Wild he compares ti
political life of the nation to a street theatre — ‘these Puppet-shows’, §
he puts it, ‘which are so frequently acted on the GREAT stage’. That§
why his own work was often considered to be ‘low’. His reputation ¢
a writer of farce and burlesque was held against him, and he w
accused of importing these qualities into his fiction. His characteris
tion was implausible, his plots impossible, and his characters dif
gusting. ‘Common charity, a f—" exclaims Mrs Tow-Wouse. §
Tom Jones Squire Western declares that he regards his sister’s politif
‘as much as I do a f——+". Which word ‘he accompanied and gracd
with the very Action, which, of all others, was the most proper to if§
Whereupon the periodical Old England described Tom Jones as
Book so truly profligate, of such evil Tendency, and offensive to eve§
chaste Reader, so discouraging to Virtue and detrimental to Religion}
Dickens avoided any taint of obscenity and impropriety - there couf
be no Hogarth or Fielding in the nineteenth century — but his ow§
fiction was also derided for inconsistency and implausibility. The pld
of his later novels were considered to be unrealistic ‘twaddle’. It is d
response of earnest intelligence to an urban sensibility which embra
the pantomimic and the scenic, which revels in energy and adventa
and which betrays little interest in psychological or moral complexit
It is no accident that both Fielding and Dickens, for example, defendi§
their use of coincidence in plot-making as a natural device; th{
experience of the city convinced them that coincidence is a strong fo
in human life and that it reflects a greater underlying network
relations. Theirs is a London vision. ¢

If we reflect upon the different virtues of Tobias Smollett and Sam
Richardson, however, we may understand the actual capaciousness
that vision. Smollett was born and educated in Scotland, but moved
London in order to pursue his career as a surgeon. Very quickly
assumed the role of a London writer, however, by becoming in qui
succession a journalist, dramatist and pamphleteer as well as a novels
He helped to edit the Critical Review, he compiled a selection 4
Autbentic and Entertaining Voyages and wrote a history of England;
even tried his hand at farce and tragedy. A recognisable pattern4
prodigal achievement once more emerges. -
Charles Dickens had Smollett’s novels by heart, having
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encountered them in childhood when Jiving in lodgings beside the
Marshalsea Prison. Smollett was himself imprisoned in the King’s
Bench, just south of the Marshalsea, affirming in his own life the
connection between urban fiction and the London gaols. As a result,
perhaps, his art is one of extremity and intensity. When Roderick
Random, the eponymous hero of The Adventures of Roderick Random
meets his benevolent uncle who releases him from debt and conﬁnez
ment, ‘T was utterly confounded at this sudden transition . . . and a
crowd of incoherent ideas rushed so impetuously upon my imagination
that my reason could neither separate nor connect them’. This is a fai;
measure of the sudden and rapidly changing sentiments which invade
Smollett’s characters, and which prompted Sir Walter Scott to suggest
that he ‘loved to paint characters under the strong agitation of fierce and
stormy passions’. His metaphor of the ‘crowd’ here suggests, in fact,
how his sensationalism and excitation are related to the feverish life of
the city. It is the life which he portrays in Humphbry Clinker, where Matt
Bramble remarks of Londoners that ‘All is tumult and hurry; one would
imagine that they were impelled by some disorder of the brain, that will
not suffer them to be at rest . . . how can I help supposing they are
actually possessed by a spirit, more absurd and pernicious than any
thing we meet within the precincts of Bedlam?’

Smollett was aware of the violence and despair which are the
condition of the city, London ‘being an immense wilderness’. Roderick
Random is beaten, robbed, press-ganged, swindled until he eventually
languishes in the Marshalsea Prison with an ‘imagination haunted with
such dismal apparitions, that I was ready to despair’. One critic has
written of this novel that there ‘can be no movement but from ope
extreme to another, from shock to shock, from terror to hysterical
laughter’.® The life of the novel then replicates the life of the streets,
flled with rapidly changing scenes and imbued with a certain
spontaneity or incoherence of tone. All is action and confusion. When
itis further concluded that, in the novels of Smollett, ‘each statement is
in competition with all the other statements; there is no remission from
the struggle for attention’” we are truly in the little world of London.
Here are strident ‘types’ who may clamour for notice — “There were also
my Lord Straddle, Sir John Shrug, and Master Billy Chatter, who is
actually a very facetious young gentleman’ - but they must also struggle
to be seen and heard among ‘the modish diversions of the town, such
as plays, operas, masquerades, drums, assemblies, and puppet-shows
- -« surprisals and terrifications’.
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Prison and pantomime, death and excremental farce, are af
consort together. The city then becomes a kind of dream or halld
ation in which irreconcilable states are jumbled together. ‘I could§
believe the evidence of my senses,” declares Roderick Random, §
looked upon all that had happened as the fictions of a dream!’ Lj
Heary Fielding, is no more than ‘an idle, trifling feverish dream’. “Ief
all a troubled dream?’ asks Richard Carstone at the end of his "
life in Bleak House. It is the great dream of London.

If there is one aspect of Smollett’s art which is of partid
significance, however, it lies in his creation and embellishmes
eccentric character. A general delight in eccentricity, in all its forne
fact animates the English genius. It is related to the habit
individualism and defensive privacy which the English have adog
eccentricity then becomes the natural, if unacknowledged, issued
native virtue. So Smollett introduces certain stock characters, suc}
the formidable Mrs Trunnion who ‘by the force of pride, religion4
Coniac, had erected a most terrible tyranny in the house’. Busf
unfortunate spouse, Commodore Trunnion, is of quite another ordg
creation. He is perbaps the first eccentric in English prose fiction. §
his companions, Pipe and Hatchway, he lives in a nautical drean
have been a hard-working man, and served all offices on board f§
cook’s shifter to the command of a vessel. Here, you Tunley,
the hand of a seaman, you dog.” He is the immediate ancestod

innumerable Dickensian characters, from Captain Cuttle to Mg
Bagstock, and the preposterous if amiable ex-seaman has entd
the list of English immortals. He calls his house a ‘garrison’, h{
drawbridge over a ditch, and sleeps in a hammock; he ‘s
woundily’ but ‘means no more harm than a suckling babe’. Hy
located in an English county ‘bounded on one side by the sea’, and§
can be seen as a burlesque upon the private and enclosed Eng
character. That is why he has achieved such exemplary status. §
constant memories of the sea, and of nautical battles, render hind
Anglo-Saxon revenant; his fear of women and his whimsical se§
mentality can also be seen as marked characteristics of the Eng
temper. He is a reluctant and hen-pecked husband who finds comf
with his male companions, generally in the tavern, but he makes a
good death, On his death-bed he declares, of his gravestone, tha
may not be ingraved in the Greek or Latin lingos, and much less ing
French, which I abominate, but in plain English, that when the af
comes to pipe all bands at the great day, he may know that I 2
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British man, and speak to me in my mother tongue. And now I have no
more to say, but God in heaven have mercy upon my soul, and send you
all fair weather, wheresoever you are bound.” It has been sajd that
Smollett based the death scene upon that of Shakespeare’s Falstaff; in
the calm dignity and cool despatch there are resemblances, but it mi’ght
also be fair to claim that in its reticence and disinclination to lament it
is a very English death. The sensibility endures to the very moment of
its surcease.

The emphasis upon eccentricity of behaviour or demeanour is also part
of a larger English preoccupation, best exemplified by what became
known as ‘the novel of character’. Its first and best practitioner was
another urban writer, a tradesman and pamphleteer who like his
contemporaries in eighteenth-century London seemed to adopt the
novel form almost by accident. Samuel Richardson once confessed that
T almost slid into the writing of Pamela’. Thus was born the novel
whose intense interest centred on the development of character under
the pressure of circumstance and extremity, with a highly coloured
presentation of the individual formed upon the anvil of adversity.
Richardson’s novels betray their London origins,

Richardson himself, in characteristic London fashion, was a
businessman and pamphleteer before turning to the business of writing
novels. He was a printer by trade, with a shop at the top end of Fleet
Street, who had already fashioned a successful career out of publishing
political literature and periodicals such as the Duke of Wharton’s True
Briton; he had a licence to print parliamentary debates and launched
himself into the public domain with a scholarly account of seventeenth-
century English diplomacy. His fictional skills emerged out of that
Pract.lcal. or pragmatic interest which bhas served the English
imagination so well; he had been asked to compose a manual on the art
of letter-writing ‘in a common Style’ for the use of ‘Country Readers’
and on the basis of these models he hit upon the plot of Pamela whict;
isitself an epistolary novel. The story of the kidnapping and imprison-
ment of the unfortunate heroine took him two months to complete; in
fact it can be said, of al! the cightger}th-century London novelists, that
they wrote fast and furiously, as if in consort with the life all around
thf:m. In a period when a pamphlet could be written in the morning and
prmt‘ed (by Richardson among others) in the afternoon, when a play
and its prologue could be ready in published form the day after their
first performance, there was a premium upon speed of execution.
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Weritten at this rapid pace, Pamela instinctively and effortled}
incorporates such familiar characteristics as melodrama and theatri
caricature. The portrait of Pamela’s unofficial gaoler, Mrs Jewkes, i§
been variously described as resembling Hogarth and Dickens buti§
family likeness is clear. ‘Her face is flat and broad; and as to Coldf
looks as it had been pickled a month in Salcpetre: I dare say she dris§
She has a hoarse man-like Voice, and is as thick as she’s long . . .* §
might be the procuress in A Harlot’s Progress or Mrs Gamp in Mai§
Chuzzlewit. She is, in other words, a London type. She has an
horse-lip’, calls Pamela ‘lambkin’ and tells dubious jokes. ‘Hey-d
why so nimble, and whither so fast?’ she calls out. “‘What! are you ug
a wager?’ Yet the principal emphasis is upon the intense and heighte
sensations of Pamela herself, all the time fearing that she is about i
raped by her ‘master’, and the novel is filled with apprehension 4
passionate reproach. It is written in the form of apparently artless
spontaneous letters, so that everything happens in the foreshorts
space of a day or a passing hour; the intensity of the action is prog
tionately increased. It is not difficult to enter the movement of feell§
therefore; the reader keeps pace, as it were, with the consciousnes§
the principal characters. :

In that sense, if in no other, Samuel Richardson changed the cog
of the English novel. He had a direct influence upon the work of §
Austen who, in her Sanditon, reveals a character very like herself wil
‘fancy had been early caught by all the impassioned & most excepf
able parts of Richardson; & such Authors as have since appears
tread in Richardson’s steps, so far as Man’s determined purs ~_
Woman in defiance of every opposition of feeling and conveniend
concerned’. It has also been said that the novels of Richardson,
their steady attention to a sequence of fleeting impressions, mater§
influenced Virginia Woolf and James Joyce; in addition, he affg
European writers as diverse as Rousseau and Goethe. Diderot &
posed a poem in his honour, ‘O Richardson, Richardson, first of§
in my eyes, you shall be my reading at all times!’ So did this su
and somewhat prim London tradesman enter the history of Eurof
romanticism.

It could be said that Richardson provided a peculiarly
contribution to that history since, according to Paul Langfor§
Englishness 1dentified, the ‘English novel, the single most potent &
of English culture on the Continent, was par excellence about chari§
and manners’. By the latter half of the eighteenth century, ‘it was
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sensibility of the English novel rather than the brutality of English
history that informed Continental assumptions’.® A French critic sgaifi
of innkeepers, that ‘che English novel writers who are so fond o;
painting these characters copy from a given model which, though it
admits of but little scope for variety, is nevertheless true ’to natire’
Fanny Burney’s novels were celebrated for forming ‘a history o%
National Manners in themselves® while an Italian critic believed that
the novels of Fielding and Smollett comprised a vast encyclopaedia of
‘English manners and peculiarities’. As Mr Langford remarks in
another plzfce, ‘Continental observers were fascinared by the English
preoccupation with originality of character’;'? it is manifest no less in

pom.-alt-pai.nting than in satirical caricature, English drama and
English fiction.
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CHAPTER 42

A character study

There is perhaps no greater English character than Dr Johnson.
shambling, obsessive, melancholy figure has become representativel
less of London than of literature; he walks through both accompas
by a fluent and sharp-witted Scotsman. In his bad temper and solici
for others, in his prodigious learning and no less prodigal speech, ig
hack work and in his high endeavours, in his gregariousness and i
melancholy, he is characteristic and unmistakable. He attempted ¢§
form of writing and excelled in each one of them. In his essays for§
Rambler and The Idler, in his commentaries upon Shakespeareg
evinces a kind of sublime common sense — fiterally communis sen§
the feelings common to mankind - so that his poetry and prosej
marvellously freighted with general reserves of taste and judgen
His gravitas lies also within the weight of his language, wi
contained all of its classical affiliations. When introduced to Fre§

scholars and divines he spoke in Latin; like More and Milton be

him, he trusted the efficacy of European humanism and what has §

called ‘the Anglo-Latin tradition’. His two greatest poems, ‘Londoi

Poem® and ‘The Vanity of Human Wishes’, are imitations of Juvend

satire; he translated Horace, and wrote poetry in Latin. In his ownd

of dignified melancholy he adverted to his position as ‘scholar’ td

than ‘author’:

There mark what Hlls the Scholar’s Life assail,

Toil, Envy, Want, the Patron, and the Jail

He was possessed by the idea of translation as a major force v
English letters, therefore, and in the second volume of Lives oft
Poets he wrote that ‘the affluence and comprehension of our langg
is very illustriously displayed in our poetical translations of the / g
Writers; a work which the French seem to relinquish in despair’.u
concluding note suggests a certain nationalism of response, even,. .
learned a context, and once again the English genius seems to § :
out of a confluence of European or classical influences. It is 3
Johnson remarked of Pope, when he declared that the earlier B
cranslation of the Iliad was ‘certainly the noblest version of p§
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which the world has ever seen; and its publication must therefore be
considered as one of the great events in the annals of Learning’; it was
4 performance which no age or nation can pretend to equal’ ’This is
high praise, but praise for an English poem rather than a Greeic epic

That Johnson understood the dimensions of his national culture‘is
not in doubt. Of the proposal to establish a society for the reformation
and standardisation of language upon the French model, Johnson
wrote that ‘such a society might, perhaps, without much dif’ﬁculry be
collected; but that it would produce what is expected of it ma): be
doubted’. In England its proposals ‘would probably be read by man
only that they might be sure to disobey them’. He understood the natiz,é
sensibility too well to imagine its renovation in a Gallic or neo-classical
spirit. Of course his own Dictionary might be seen as an exercise in
authoritarian linguistics but, like his work upon Shakespeare and his
Lives of the Poets, it is more profitably to be regarded as an attempt to
restore a native tradition. In his preface to that great enterprise Johnson
insisted that he wished to recall English to its ‘original Teutonick
character’ and that he felt obliged to take ‘examples and authority from
the writers before the restoration [1660] whose works I regard as the
wells of English undefiled, as the pure sources of genuine diction’. In
that sense the Dictionary might be considered to be a project filled v;’ith
the spirit of English antiquarianism — what Johnson himself termed ‘m
zeal for anFiquiry’ - and the learned lexicographer did indeed insisﬁ
upon ‘making our ancient volumes the ground work of stile’. This
reverence for ‘the genius of our tongue’ is then entirely consonant with
hlhs deep regard for history and the historical process, or what one
bu_)gll'apher has called ‘Johnson’s lifelong concern for historicity’.! The
Dictionary itself is devoted ‘to the honour of my country’ whose ‘chief
glory . . . arises from its authors’.

His declaration that ‘No man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for
rqoney’ has been widely regarded as a ‘typically’ English st,atement of
dlsregarq for theoretical or ideal aspirations. It is an aspect of his
pragmatism or, at least, of his practicality. The tone is continued in his
repl}r to James Boswell’s enquiry about the meaning of human activity
- ‘Sir (said he in an animated tone) it is driving on the system of life’ —
upon which he further elaborated in an essay for The Rambler. “We
proceed, because we have begun; we complete our design tha.t the
laboulr may not be in vain.’ It is possible to glimpse here ,also that
peculiacly native combination of fatalism and melanchol; inh;rited
from the Anglo-Saxon poets and continued ever since.
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famous gesture was his kicking of the stofd

Perhaps Johnson’s most
non-existeny

in contempt of Bishop Berkeley’s theory concerning the
of matter. ‘I refute it thus’ is a sufficiently English rejoinder to haf
entered what might be called the canon of native sensibility. It ai
touches upon the most perplexing aspect of his Englishness or, rath
his English reputation. Samuel Johnson is better known for ¥
character than for his writing. it1s part of a native tradition.
The English were preoccupied with character as the determi iy
force in human relations and the agent of social change. It was i
jectured, for example, ‘that English educators were obsessed with §
development of characrer rather than the inculcation of knowledgi
We may find its traces within the texture of English common law g
religious thought, both of which emphasise individual rights
responsibilities, while one historian finds its origins in the Engl
language and its Gindividualism of style, which corroborates a passy
for individuality’.? These are profound matters indeed, suggesting
transmission ‘of some common substance of thought from a dim
forgotten past’.* The English language will not yield to the bland
ments of academic discipline, and English literature is marked by}
absorption in character and its development’.” These concerns are
found in Elizabethan drama no less than in the comedy of ‘huma i
in the historical characters who populated Clarendon’s History o i
Rebellion or Burnet’s History of My Own Times, and in the philosg
of Locke which sustained the natural rights of the individual. They

in short, to be found everywhere.

It is the merest truism to note, in this context, that the art of f
painting became for all intents and purposes a national pur
Hogarth once surmised that ‘portrait painting cver has, and ever4
succeed better in this country than any other’ and an historian of
has confirmed this observation with the remark that ‘portraiture 4
agenda for other forms of painting’.é It is 2 practical art; it is a ¥
art; it is a commercial art. These may be considered English virtues§
obsession with character may be traced in medieval babooneries
misericords, in Rowlandson’s cartoons and in Frith’s crog
paintings. No other European nation has a National Portrait Ga

It has been said of Holbein's portraiture that ‘his sense of chad
in itself gives an English appearance to his work’,” which suggesti
there is something in the soil or air or atmosphere of England W
impregnates even a foreign genius. Roy Strong has also wntv
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Holbein 'that ‘the longer he stayed, the more his work moved

from bcmg three-dimensional towards being flattened iOVC g
dimens'lorTaI pattern’® which is also part of a native :—1cstht:tr'l t'OTah i
a cgnnqmty, therefore, manifested in thirteenth-centu nl:‘ S iors
which display a ‘purely English skill in portraiture’? anzyin :}:’lUSCHPtS
heads of Early English architecture; it has been observed efc a;\ved
amefa_ct‘s, that ‘in no other country are such heads fou :io ‘wuch
quantities, a fact that indicates the English interest in physiongn::n;u:2

b

interest which in the future was to lead to the prominence of portrait

painting’.w

Th? English Renaissance has been called ‘an age of i
gaintmg’“.so tl’lzil;:! in the sixteenth century there was a tE"neac: mlz)zg::lt;

y portraiture>.’* The twin ideals i
Reformation,‘ if such intellectual short}?afnc:hl:e ll:eil:;:::; C:n ind the
t!?e presumption that religion was the domain of the indivi;iualc Ozgafd
history was the arena of the hero. It is of some significance tooath : "at
:aIJ its varied aspects only the formalised linear portrait is, to k: fat 13
in Englar:nd"-" so that the preoccupation with the hard or simpl y Olll'n
is qf a piece with the interest in character. English minianl:rcc Ouft ‘Ee
period are_also entranced by the individual sttter, with ‘the i <istence
on the _facnal likeness, on the vocation or status’of the si:temsmmnCe
_memonal nature of the works’;'* the practicality of the excrc? e e
in doubt. In these miniature portraits an exquisite individuali s 0 be
found, comp}emcnting the rich colour and decoration so thl:g lfm . b'e
an l;xp;ct equivalence between face and surface. feres
. ;0 ;tsie(::vimcent%\ century ‘far?uly portraits and portraits of friends
ko isawz;)sescf)zljrtlzs‘prfc:ldomuiatgl’,“ while the most interesting

| . in funereal effigies and i ;

of Sir Christopher Wren by Edward Piilrcc is jul;ﬁ;trc?:ell;?;:::ifhg):: i)df

aﬂ:e artri}tmtes of Eng}ish painting in this period is that of ‘a fresh
Dpy;zli(oz:l:1 dtB ch?rlarc;t{er , and the sojourn of artists such as Anthony Van
aniel Mytens in England is often invoked to e ] i
1 fyten: xplain th
g?:enl;ltqg sense of 1lnl<(iw1dual or at least courtly personality Izl'he woit
ive painter like William Dobson, on the oth j
: : , er hand, has be
g;r:s}l:’ﬁlid in the femark that his ‘fecling for character is entireell;
oppost.d. In the single heads of the early seventeenth century, as
A }:o the full-lcngfh portraits, ‘the beginnings of what r;m
o r:}is e called a native British tradition can first be found’ ’};
Fagﬁz hlus Johnson, for example, was ‘the first to seize (as only ;n
man could) upon that shy and retiring streak in the English
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temper, whose presence in a portrait is a sure sign of native ,
art’.!® This is an interesting perception, and does much to explaim{
feeling of hesitancy and awkward formality in subsequent ports
painting. In many of Gainsborough’s portraits, it might seem that}
sitter did not wish to be painted at all. It is a form of English emM
rassment, manifest in Gainsborough’s delicate and ambiguous li
The exception may be made here for seventeenth-century “fail
pieces’, or ‘conversation pieces’, in which tribal or social imperat
triumph over the individual sensibility. That is why Steele could
in the Spectator that ‘no nation in the world delights so much in hag
their own, or Friends or Relations pictures. . . . We have the gref§
number of the Works of the best masters in that kind [portraiture}
any people’, which compliment he followed with ‘Face Paintin|
nowhere so well performed as in England’.
His own likeness by Godfrey Kneller emphasises the sociability of
English portrait: he was painted as one of the forty-eight membes
the ‘Kit-Cat Club’, a club of Whig notables which met in Shire k
These portraits are not representations of the isolated or 4
communing individual but of something close to a collective ided
When Jonathan Richardson elaborated upon the theory of por
painting in the early eighteenth century he chose to emphasis
importance of ‘beauty, good sense, breeding and other good qual
of the person’, as if he were constructing a racial or national mod
which the representation of the sitter must aspire; they are social i

than personal qualities.

One collector of contemporaneous English art was asked by if
why he had not purchased one of Benjamin West’s classical §
positions, to which came the reply, ‘You surely would not hav
hang up a modern English picture in my house unless it wif
portrait?” He might have included in this category the somewhat#§
formal portraits of actors in role, or actors in costume, which fé§
significant part of the English canon. They reflect the national ap§
for theatrical illusion, and in the work of such artists as Zoffa g
Wright the tinctures of stage lighting reveal action as if it wereq
proscenium. Hogarth’s renditions of The Beggar’s Opera
Highmore’s represcntations of the more dramatic moments in Pd
are also part of this tradition. !

Yet Hogarth was equally capable of composing individual podl
which are suffused with a certain homeliness or intimacy of resg
the portrait heads of his servants are sufficiently well known but,§
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representati'ons of Captain Thomas Coram or The Grabam Child
the expressions and gestures of the subject manifest Hogarth’s’ oy
or‘dmary.alertness to the springs of human character. It has alwa e’;tfa'
said of him that he specialised in the English face, with The Shrin);S é‘f‘}
as one of tl?e more notable examples, but this abiding inte:) t i
cc;nrrl;?lcted :;nth whagghas been called Hogarth’s ‘rugged individu;l?snllf
of style and manner™ as well as the ‘homely simplicity’?® i
the E_ngllsh prided themselves. He is preoccuypiserc;lf;llilf;\t)t,he t\;gittwmd;
the living character, and with the practical expression of llifeoftie(if

beyond the range of authori - :
nation. g authority and theory. England is a biographical

Bust of Sir Christopher Wren by Edward Pierce. Circa 1673
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CHAPTER 43

The fine art of biography

The extant portraits of Samuel Johnson, no less than five of which v
executed by Sir Joshua Reynolds, have created a familiar compoy
image of the scholar with intense and serious gaze, deeply preoccupg
or deeply troubled by some inner vision. More circumstantial de
supplied by contemporaries who have remarked that ‘his i
structure of bones was hideously striking to the eye, and the scars of4
scrofula were deeply visible’. At a later date ‘down from his
chamber, about noon, came, as newly risen, a huge uncouth fig
with a little dark wig which scarcely covered his head, and his clos}
hanging loosely about him’. His clothing was often dirty, his o
collar and sleeves unbuttoned, his stockings atound his ankles.
Boswell noted that ‘he is very slovenly in his dress, and speaks wif
Fanny Burney has left the most interesf
account, however, with her observations that ‘He is tall and stout;§
stoops terribly; he is almost bent double. His mouth is aln
constantly opening and shutting as if he was chewing. He has a
method of frequently twirling his fingers, and twisting his hands.§
body is in continual agitation, sec-sawing up and down; his feet
never a moment quiet; and, in short, his whole person is in perpel
motion.’ His curious gait meant that he was a constant obiject of ani§
ment to children or to the ‘mob’. He would ‘zigzag’ across the Lo
streets, often colliding with people without realising thar he had ¢
s0, and he had an obsessive habit of knocking every post with a
if he missed one, he would retrace his steps and give it a tap. He
suddenly come to a halt in the middle of these thoroughfares, and 4
his arms above his head ina spasmodic movement; before crossingg
threshold he would whirl about, twisting his body before maki
sudden stride or leap. He enjoyed rolling down hills and climbing #
This is not a diversion but, rather, an example of biograp
description in the English manner. Here is Samuel Johnsond
example, upon the life of Jonathan Swift: '
He thought exercise of great necessity, and used to run half a mile up #
down a hill every two hours. . .. He was always careful of his money, §
was therefore no liberal enterrainer, but was less frugal of his wine t§

most uncouth voice’.
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ofd}_us me:;lt.. When his friends of either sex came to him in expectation of
:h;ig:lr;esls crﬁtc;m was to give everyone a shilling that they might please
with their provision. At last his i
1ems . avarice grew too powerful fo
' r
hfs; kindness; he would refuse a bottle of wine, and in Ircland no m
visits where he cannot drink. -

Johnson himself believed that biography, the history of character in th
world, was a noble and salutary pursuit. ‘I have often thought’ hen e
wrote, ‘that there has rarely passed a life of which a judic;ousoncfi
faithful narrative would not be useful.” Whether he would have pr. 'and
Bﬁ;swell’s Life of him in these terms is an open question; but hl?salse
Lives of the English Poets amply fulfils his principles. ‘B’iogra h ?zn
wrote, ‘is of the various kinds of narrative writing, that whichpisy ,o "
eagcrlx{r read, and most easily applied to the purpos’es of life.” He t:)IIdSt
gatherlng of friends in the Mitre public-house ‘that he. loved ha
biogr‘aphlcal part of literature most’,’ and once explained to BOS‘;CE
that ‘I esteem biography, as giving us what comes near to ourselves
what we can turn to use’. This emphasis upon usehilness partakes ;
the English spirit, but Johnson’s preoccupation with individual lif 0d
character is also of English provenance. e
In an essay for The Rambler he proposed that biography was a
extension of imaginative literature since ‘all joy or sorro“}; for thn
happiness of calamiries of others is produced by an act of ima 'nat‘onc
that realises the event, however fictitious, or approximates it g}’:ow‘v ’
remote, by placing us, for a time, in the condition of him who;e for:u:l:;
we contcm.plate’. The biographer will ‘conceive the pains and pleasur
of od.'ler mmfis’ but must also ‘excite’ them in rhe act of imagirl:ativcle1 r?
_creat.lon..Thls dictum has profoundly affected the course of the English
imagination, even as it arises naturally out of it. The novel andg th
biography are aspects of the same creative process. In fact it might be
suggested that the greatest writers are those, like Johnsong hc
:cffortlcssly transc;nd the limitations of genre; tl',leir writing, wh,at‘:vc(:
rel;lfﬂ:):gﬁfg:gfxtcfekcsr is of ? piece. If his poetry becomes a ‘just
g general nature’, then so must his life of Milton or of
Bu i
whre e xshions b prose 1 the et of i syt When in b
of Milton he exclaims upon ‘th ; % lighe an Whe“ m‘hls e
apion he exclaim pon ‘these bursts of light and involutions of
o 'mven;ion’ N 1tcnt alnd> lnvoln.mt.ary t:xcursions and retrocessions
e enic }viil s trans ating within his own style the idiom and
ton’s verse. In a less elevated mode he notes that ‘the
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death of Pope was imputed by some of his friends1t<;) a sdvclx;) szu}f:r-e "
in which it was his delight to eat potted larqpreys ; he ko-:ml'lp ywn c i
delicate and familiar imagery of Pope‘s satires to make his 02l ps.
The collusion of style is also evidence of further mnfmb‘i)y, sine
Johnson is drawn into autobiography b)',b;hedizzil::z <t)0 olthgex;sp Y
—creates himself in passages ostensibly dec - I
Zeenl;ei:ﬁirse htimself with Richard Savage, the destitute ym_mlft ?I:i‘
and poet with whom he walked the streets of London a‘t:l nig o in e
conversation. When he writes of the wild al'md penni cs‘s:l " fe
‘His mind was in an uncommon dcg{'ec v150rousdaﬁ_ ;cemo. .
judgement was accurate, his apprehension quick ar;1 l:s e ,,5
tenacious that he was frequently lc:bserve: to k:;:;‘:e wb ;tw;:lom i .
thers in a short time, better than “
gx?::;n?ed‘ he is also limning a self-portra_nt. When l}c vr;z;cﬁgifﬁ
scientist, Boerhaave, he was also engagcd. in an a;:lt odsc dehnicio
“There was, in his air and motion, something roug arl1 ind ) ,On b
majestic and great at the same time, that no man evex;) loo e h;:) on B
without veneration.” There were less'ha)ppy resem a?ces,therc %
and in his account of William Collins’s ment?l CETC ine here ie
suggestion of his own incipient m‘adncss.ACollmsh .angu}lls S
years under that depression of mind which enc ams[ td e 2
without destroying them, and leave§ reason the knc‘n.v e g;:onc
without the power of pursuing 1t’; this is the com;c)losmon_ o one v3
desired to be tied and whipped, and \I'C}llct);e own depression of sp#§
ier than many other men cou ar. .
wa;lllwti\;l;t; and syny;pathy of his nature, therefore, went c::;stto :
bereft Savage. Indeed his entire desc'nptlo.n of the yloung o;doo > €
uncommon writer thrown away destitute into the alleys an e
of London, is an image of Johnson as he‘mlght have been orhrinr:l o 4
day become. He wrote his friend’s life when h;: was s
impoverished hack in the employment of the Gent. efma:zﬂsd 105 3
often forced to wander the streets at night fo‘r want o lscf:t 1-: ' ;
And so when Johnson writes of Savage': that ‘when he e . is <t:h o
he was frequently to spend the remaining part of the, mf t m.t : -
or at least was abandoned to gloomy reflections’, he write iy
himself as eloquently as he writes about Sav:?ge. The assodcnaflo \
affiliations are formed. When in the same life-story he declare |
Savage was ‘disowned by his mother, df)omecli tg tp}(}): ;
obscurity, and launched upon the ocean of hfe only t’ ah e mis
swallowed by its quick-sands or dashed upon its rocks’, he 1s
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the entire plot of Smollett’s Peregrine Pickle with more than a little
seasoning of Tom Jones. A common language creates a common vision
of the world; this is the English imagination at its primary and pre-
eminent work.

In his absorbing study of Johnson and Savage, Dr Jobnson and Mr
Savage, Richard Holmes noted that literary biography is a hybrid art
and amplified the argument by suggesting that this mixed and mingled
form — this essentially English form - helped to create the romantic
sensibility. He surmised that Johnson’s naive romanticism? seized upon
Savage as an outcast poet, and that he had ‘glimpsed in the back streets
the first stirrings of the new Romantic age’.? It is only another step then
to claim, as Mr Holmes does, that biography itself ‘is essentially a
Romantic form™ which, in the eighteenth century, ‘became a rival to
the novel’. It is perhaps more appropriate to suggest that it
incorporated the novel, just as it manifested certain tendencies which
come under the rubric of ‘romanticism’. Like the language, and the
culture, it assimilates anything.

In truth English biography was, from the beginning, a collection of
fictional or dramatic episodes united by a commentary of a didactic or
homiletic nature. The twin deities of ‘Fortune’ or ‘Fate’ were invoked in
medieval narratives, while North’s preface to his translation of
Plutarch’s ‘Lives’ — one of the key influences upon the development
of the native tradition — reveals the moral aspect of biography in the
typically English injunction that ‘it is better to see learning in noble mens
lives than to reade it in Philosophers writings’. The perception was
extended by Fielding in his novel, Joseph Andrews, in which he
remarked that ‘examples work more forcibly on the mind than precepts’.
The pragmatic dimension of biographical study is here made explicit,
and that practicality helps to explain the love of biography among
English rather than French or ltalian readers. With its approximation to
fact it is considered to be an instructive and useful art, implicitly opposed
to the fanciful and useless — if entertaining - allurements of fiction.

There has never been any distinction between ‘fiction’ and ‘fact’,
however. Just as early biographies followed the tragic pattern of the
drama’s ‘wheel of fortune’, so the early novelists insisted upon the basis
of their fictions in true sources and authentic reports. It is appropriate
that 2 dramatist, Thomas Heywood, proposed to write ‘the Lives of all
the Poets, foreign and modern’ while Thomas Fuller’s Worthies of
England (1662) promised a narrative ‘interlaced with many delightful
stories’. [zaak Walton’s Lives maintain the hagiographical tradition of
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medieval biography; his accounts of Donne and Herbert, Hooker a
Wotton, resemble threnodies or laments, and he did not scruple 4
invent lengthy conversations in order to transmit the nobility §
sanctity of his subjects. More’s Richard III reverses the equation
constructing an almost wholly inaccurate report of that monarch§
false and malevolent. More’s son-in-law, William Roper, in tuf
fashions a biography of More which proposes him as a secular saf§
and martyr. Cavendish’s biography, The Life and Death of Cardid
Wolsey, is filled with imprecations to Fortune — ‘O madness! O fooli§
desire! O fond hope!” — while Foxe’s Book of Martyrs thorought
exemplifies the English tradition in its combination of improbal§
anecdote and broad theatricality. -
If the eighteenth century witnessed the first flowering of the nove -
was wholly appropriate that it should also have nurtured the mol
extensive development of prose biography. They grew up together in 4
act of symbiosis. There were volumes entitled The History of the liv
of the most noted highway-men, footpads, house-breakers, shop-h i
and cheats as well as The lives of the most eminent persons who dif
in the year 17 . the Biographica Britannica was begun, and
seventeen volumes of John Nichols’s Literary Anecdotes of #
Seventeenth Century were completed. It is also highly appropriaté§
indeed it is fitting and significant — that Samuel Johnson himself 3
been made more generally known to posterity through Boswe
biography rather than through any of his own books or essays.
Yet we must pause before we cross the threshold of this great wos
and examine Boswell’s practice of mingling representative fact al
selective fiction. In his advertisement to the second edition of the Lif#
Johnson Boswell compares his narrative with that of Homer’s Ody
‘Amidst a thousand entertaining and instructive episodes the HERO
never long out of sight; for they are all in some degree connected wi
him; and HE, in the whole course of the History, is exhibited by ¥
Author for the best advantage of his readers.’ Boswell less resembles'$
writer of the verse epic, however, than the novelist. He is concerd§
with his subject’s important actions but also with ‘what he privaol
wrote, and said, and thought’; he wishes to display ‘the progress of §
mind and fortunes’, like any fictional hero, principally by dwelling ug ’
‘innumerable detached particulars’. Boswell admired Rembrandt #
Vermeer in this respect, noting ‘with what a small speck does 4
painter give life to an eye!” He quotes Johnson himself to the effect ¢
the biographer must examine ‘domestick privacies and display §
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minute details of daily life’. The biographer thereby congratulates
himself that Samuel Johnson ‘will be seen in this work more completel

than any man who has ever yet lived’. But when he states that ‘I havz
spared no pains to ascertain with a scrupulous authenticity’ the facts of
the matter, and that ‘I have sometimes been obliged to run half over

London, in order to fix a date correctly’, we may recall Daniel Defoe’s
similar protestations in the prefaces to his fictional accounts. There are
indeed scholars who have dismissed Boswell’s Life as a work of the
imagination, but of course it is only in the imagination that writin
lives. The imagination is the secret of Boswell’s art. °

He inforfned one acquaintance that he wished to cast Johnson’s
biography ‘in scenes’, as if he were somehow impelled by the theatrical
nature of London life to proceed upon a dramatic model; then Johnson
might become the chief actor surrounded by secondary lalayers If it is

Fhe business of the biographer to create drama, however h;: must
introduce pace or tempo into various confrontations. He mu;t rehearse
moments of significant action, such as that of Johnson kicking a stone
in refutation of Bishop Berkeley’s theories. Most importantly he must
cr'eate, or shall we say fabricate, memorable dialogue. Since Boswell
himself was engaged in many of these conversations, he was also
obliged to enter his own narrative with all the attendax;t problems of
repression and revision.

ATher,e is a very interesting account of Boswell’s procedures in Adam
Sisman’s Boswell’s Presumptuous Task, in which he suggests that
Boswell subjected his narrative ‘to every type of revision: summary.
para;:l:slrase, .expansion, contraction, conflation, interpolation, and sc:
forth’.> Stories were abbreviated, and anecdotes transposed; short
notes were amplified and, significantly, ‘details that did not fit were
a!tered or discarded’.® That this is also the practice of most other
bwg;aphgs upderl'mes its suggestiveness. The radical reshaping of @
life 1s.pr1manly the imperative of the artist who must fashion the
narrative to accord with his or her own personal vision; it is also
necessary to alter or discard facts and details in order t,o create a
C?herent character out of the raw materials lying all around. When Mr
Sisman BOES on to suggest that Boswell was to some extent ‘forced to
rely on his imagination to elaborate stories of Johnson’s early years’,’
all the formal boundaries of discourse are dissolved. The overridin,
concern is with the creation of character. °
~ Certainly Boswell did not scruple to invent facts, or omit
inconvenient ones. He made only a few notes at dinner in May 1776
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when Johnson and Wilkes, the radical .London politician, .,
introduced; but out of these random jotiings a fully prepareds
described scene, of some four thousand words, was peruced .
years later. Boswell also engaged in what he 4escr1bed as -
correction’, by which characters and scenes were omitted or refine
the sake of the narrative argument. N
One of his more obvious procedures was to render originally .
Anglo-Saxon words into their Anglo-Latin ‘equwalents, thn‘s ad
sonority to Johnson’s stated opinions. Yet this was also a device .,
Johnson himself employed. On hearing himself say, of a drama, .
not wit enough to keep it sweet,’ he corrected hlmself_ ancl contisl
it has not vitality enough to preserve it from putrcfact}on. There: :
have been an element of irony or self-parody here, but it may also 3
been a genuine attempt by Samuel Johnson to preserve a respeciy
mien for the benefit of his biographer; both men were involved _'
process of artistic collusion. ‘
Boswell also believed it to be necessary to bowdlerise or bos
Johnson’s correspondence, sO that no trace of grossness or
remained. But Boswell’s desire to maintain a stable identicy for ]9 g
was designed to reassure himself as well as his readers. As one criticy
suggested, ‘the impulse to create or construct a j_ohnson answerin
private needs is overwhelmingly visible’.® There is often. some conf
ance between the biographer and the subject of th(? bnogaghy,;
the biographer were ineluctably drawn towtards certain destinies. I
act of inspection or observation, there is also an elemf.:nt f’f
examination. It might account for Mrs Gaskell’s blogrfaphlcal inty
in Charlotte Bronté, for example, or for that of Carlyle in Frederid :
Great. ' o |
There is another way of conveying biographical identity in a cove
factitious manner. Boswell admitted that, while composing his narrg
out of notes or stray anecdotes, ‘he had rewritten some of thejse say}
of Johnson’s into what he considered the authcntfc ]ohnsom‘:m ’
It is once more a question of artistry, and has nothing to do vlwth
or historical concerns. That is why the ‘Johnsoman’ style, as invents
embellished by Boswell, was powerfully inﬂuentie.ll. The biogra
relates how, after publication of the Life, an acquaintance spoke o
success ‘in the circles of fashion and elegance’. He informed Bosweli
‘you have made them all talk Johnson’, to which ‘rema‘rk Ba
appends: ‘I have Johnsonised the land.” The conversations inventcl
Boswell were anthologised as Johnsoniana’, and in subsequent yeas§
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piography became the only official or extant source of Johnson’s life.
This was his success as an artist — to have created a character who over
the intervening years has become as recognisable and as familiar as Mr
pickwick or Mr Micawber. In 1835 Francis Jeffrey concluded in the
Edinburgh Review that Boswell ‘has raised the standard of his
[ Johnson’s] intellectual character, and actually made discovery of large
provinces in his understanding of which scarcely an indication was to be
found in his writings’. He did not pause to consider whether those
provinces were the rightful territory of Johnson or of Boswell himself.
Yet this invented biography created the first ‘romantic’ hero. Out of
artificial material a great truth was born; romance, epic, fiction and
drama come together to form biography.

Mrs Gaskell’'s The Life of Charlotte Bronté was one of the most
popular and most controversial lives of the nineteenth century. A
modern editor of this interesting volume has remarked that ‘she seems
to have forgotten that it was not a novel that she was writing’.1? There
are indeed some startling resemblances between Mrs Gaskell’s
biography and her fiction, to the extent that Charlotte Bronté becomes
the heroine of a novel rather than of her own life.

When Elizabeth Gaskell first met Charlotte Bronté, she wrote that
‘the wonder to me is how she can keep heart and power alive in her life
of desolation’, a sentiment similar to the themes of female anguish and
self-sufficiency in her novels Ruth and Mary Barton. The opening of
her Life follows the same trajectory as that of Ruth and Sylvia’s Lovers,
as the narrator walks through the landscape and setting of her story.
The parsonage at Haworth ‘is of grey stone, two storeys high, heavily
roofed with flags, in order to resist the winds that might strip off a
lighter covering’. In Sylvia’s Lovers Hope Farm is ‘long and low, in
order to avoid the rough violence of the winds that swept over that
bleak spot’. In Ruth are to be found ‘grey, silvery rocks, which sloped
away into brown moorland’, while in Sylvia’s Lovers stretch ‘the
moorland hollows’ and purple heather; in The Life of Charlotte Bronté
are to be found ‘the dense hollows of the moors’. The first chapter of
Ruth opens with a description of a town ‘in one of the eastern counties’
where the streets ‘were dark and ill-paved with large, round, jolting
pebbles, and with no side-path protected by kerbstones’. The first
chapter of the Life opens with a description of Keighley where ‘the
flagstones . . . seem to be in constant danger of slipping backwards’.
There is a remarkable consonance of tone and theme. In each case the
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landscape creates a steadfast heroine, and what Mrs Gaskell calf
Charlotte Bronté’s ‘wild, sad, life’. As Virginia Woolf suggested, 4§
Life gives you the impression that Haworth and the Brontés are soul§
how inextricably mixed. Haworth expresses the Brontés; the Brogf
express Haworth; they fit like a snail to his shell.” This formula is itf§
so perfectly adapted to the English imagination that it might serve as
introduction; the mingling of character and landscape expresses a gog
truth, and out of this essentially fictional intuition by Elizabeth Gasl§
have sprung a myriad books and literary pilgrimages.
It is appropriate, therefore, that Haworth Parsonage itself is perhg
the principal object of popular affection. Mrs Gaskell did not start §
identification of writer and place — the Shakespeare Jubilee of 176%
Stratford has some claim to that honour — but Mrs Gaskell’s setting
the Bronté sisters on the edge of the moors has greatly influenced
English literary inheritance. It combines a peculiar reverence for p
and a preoccupation with the formation of character. Just as artl
have found inspiration on Salisbury Plain or among the Malvern

enchanted through their association with writers. From the 18
forward there emerged a fashion for topographies or itineraries bad
upon the life of famous writers ~ The Homes of Tennyson, In the St}
of Charles Dickens, Bozland, Dickens’ Places and People, The Hoj
and Early Haunts of Robert Louis Stevenson are among the scores
volumes which appeared upon the subject. It became a natiof
pursuit, and Tennyson was forced to move house in order to avoid §
attentions and depredations of these literary tourists. There are ma
volumes upon the neighbourhood of the Lake Districe and Thon
Hardy’s semi-fictional ‘Wessex’, and there are books entitledy
Writer’s Britain and The Oxford Literary Guide to the British Is§
The genius loci has many hearths in England. 3
So Elizabeth Gaskell, inspired by the imaginative vision of :
novels, re-created Charlotte Bronté. As a novelist she was preoccupl
with details, and in similar fashion requested information on §
peculiar customs & character of the population towards Keighley’§
one of Mrs Gaskell’s biographers has put it, ‘Charlotte Bronté’s 4
already fell easily into the patterns of Gaskell’s fiction, with its suffes}
daughters, profligate son and stern facher, and its emphasis on upbri
ing and environment, female endurance and courage’.!’ Mrs GasH
lends strong imaginative shape to her biography, also, with letters &
anecdotes reinforcing the pace and emphasis of the narrative. She ¥§
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commcflfiﬂg upon Charlotte Bronte’s husband as an ‘exacti igid
law-giving man’ at the same time ag she was creatin 'usltl:I s 1‘lhg l
character, John Thornton, in North and South. In tie] L'fsuc :
Elizabeth Gaskell comments that standards of behaviour and e th o
‘in such a manufacturing place as Keighley in the north’ :;‘)fa -
different from those of any ‘stately, sleepy, picturesque cathed f o
in the south’; this of course js 2 principal theme of her novel Nfit}:()wn
South. But the resemblances do not end there. Afier the ublicO i o
the Life Charlotte Bronté’s tather, Patrick Bronté wrotcpto it o o
and informed her that ‘the truth of the matter jo thac aml P
respects, a kindred likeness to the father of Margaret Hale i;ll:ll\?om;:
and South” — peaceable, feeling, sometimes thoughtful’. The ¢j lorr
‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ becomes complete. . cirele of
IF has als9 become evident that Mrs Gaskell, like Boswell before h
omitted, Cd.lted and distorted details so that they might more accur. tclr,
reflect hgr Imaginative concerns. It was necessary for her pur os: o
emphasise the private and domestic life of Charlotte Brozté Sfto
exanllple, rather than to examine her professional career in r,o o
deta.[l. .When Charles Kingsley wrote to congratulate herp o
fashioning ‘che picture of a valiant woman made perfect by suff, UPOT:
he touched upon an important truth; hers is a ‘picture’ raZher tflrmg
defined or definite reality. Gaskell omitted unfortunate facts suci}llnaa
her h'ero.mc’s obsession with a Belgian schoolmaster and frequ’entl c :
out significant details from Charlotte Bronté’s corre;pondence- shcyalu
chose to emphasise the endurance and courage of the three s’istcrs S(t)
Fhe expense of downgrading their unhappy brother Branwell Gask’r:lal
in other words, created the myth of the Brontés which may s.till lin :
among the Feaders of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights 5
. The ambiguity of Mrs Gaskell’s achievement was rec-ognised at the
time, Ggorge Eliot praised her for creating ‘an interior so stran )
original inits individual elements and so picturesque in jts externag!:, s°
that fiction has nothing more wild, touching and heart stren ing
0 place above it’. The anonymous writer in the Edinburgh Repiew
dec'lared that ‘Mrs Gaskell appears to have learnc the art ofgthc novel-
l:vnter so Yvell that she cannot discharge from her palette the colours she
0as ;ssed in the pages of “M’ary Barton” and “Ruth”. This biography
opens precisely like a novel.” But of course it is precisely because it is
like a novel’ that it has creaced an enduring im on up i
: pression upon successive
generations of readers. It represents a very English art,
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CHAPTER §O

The secret garden

Most houses in England possess a small garden; it is part of their
natural state or, even, of their national inheritance from the prehistoric
inhabitants of England whose small plots of cultivated land ‘may be
considered the first gardens of Britain’® where henbane and the opium
poppy flourished.

The reconstruction of medieval settlements reveals peasant cottages
with small back-gardens as well as streets of thatched houses with
strips of garden “all with private space fenced from their neighbours’.2
The small Elizabethan garden is of the same lineage, and the study of
local court records reveals many cases of trespass upon a neighbouring
garden; it becomes the very image of defensive privacy which is so
congenial to the English mind. The earliest maps of London reveal a
city of gardens, each one carefully delineated. It has been remarked of
the ‘small seventeenth-century garden’, also, that it exhibited ‘a sturdily
independent glory’.3 ‘Capability’ Brown, that epitome of native
ingenuity and practicality, was employed to create landscapes ‘of
privacy and seclusion’.* The same pattern of enclosure is repeated on
the large, as well as the small, scale. That is why the walled garden
became the model of secrecy and enchantment; the English imagination
can grow only in a confined space. In the words of one historian of
gardening, Jane Brown, ‘the little garden becomes the key to a world
of wonders and delights, of fabulous riches and wealth** glimpsed in
the pages of children’s literature no less than in the myths and legends
of the English. Gardens are places of safety as well as of delight, of
security and privacy as well as of pleasure. As one early gardener put it,
‘A garden is a sort of sanctuary, a chamber roofed by heaven . .. a little
pleasaunce of the soil, by whose wicket the world can be shut.’ This
defines a native mood. The reclusive and unremarked spot of soil
guards the genius loci. It is an image of self-sufficiency, and it is perhaps
significant that ‘garden’ — otherwise ‘garth’, ‘yerd’ or ‘yard’ - itself
springs from a root-word suggesting enclosure and protection.

Another historian of the garden has remarked in this context that the
medieval garden, with its alleys and hedges, ‘reflected in no small
measure the sense of security of a walled town’.® It has always been
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considered an aspect of national sensibility that ‘aq Englishman’s home
is his castle’ but the truism can be applied to the ad)accnt. property. Jane
Brown has suggested that ‘the British taste for gardening has a great §
deal to do with a warlike past’” and that ‘so many garden terms come §
from the art of warfare’; thus we have trenches and palhsadps, cordons '
and covered ways. These are the insular gardens of an island rafie;
complete with defensive fortifications, “'ralls a‘nd outer ditches. Wc ..
not need the example of Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy, with the
fortified towns of France laid out on his bowling green, or of
Wemmick in Great Expectations with the battlements of his V‘Ualw'o .
garden. Kensington Gardens itself was designed to resembltf, tht{ liny
angles, bastions, scarps and counter-scarps of regular fo‘rtlﬁca}tzlor? :
Many plants have been granted military names, such as ‘Blue Ensign§
and ‘Old Bloody Warrior’; the ubiquitqus a'llqtmcnts of Englan
where vegetables are grown, are preserved in ‘r’n;maturc parade-groum
proportions, everything in impeccable rows 7 $everal.forf:cs are
work here. The love of the small scale, of the miniature, is aligned wi A
the need for seclusion and for privacy; but this may become a .ﬁc
protectiveness, with the English love of warfal.re somehow domestnca el
or displaced. But is there not also a trace of irony, a suggestion of "
mockery, in this mimicry of battle conditions among the lawns 2
? S
ﬂOI‘:lCE;;e Jate eighteenth century Gilbert White remarked that ‘evest
decent labourer also has his garden’, and the bricls cottages of the eas
nineteenth century were built with plots 45 .fect wide ax}d 225 feet lo :
In the same period there emerged the ‘vull_a garden’ as well as
‘cottage garden’, the harbingers of the ubiquitous suburban gard'en.f
News from Nowhere William Morris celebrates a future state €njoyis
a ‘delicate superabundance of small wcll—tend.cd garder}s just 4
Thomas More, in Utopia, teports that the inhabnants of his 1de’a o4
community ‘attached the greatest importance to their gardens’ wi
“keen competition between streets as to which has the bc'sst.kept gardey
It is also worth observing that More’s dialogue is set \fmhm a well- s
garden. It is a charmed space of the English irnagir_latylon. '
In indirect homage to Utopia the ‘garden city’ movement
essentially English in inspiration and, under the tutelage of Ebe: .
Howard, developed an ethos n which ‘the small garden, now{
exceedingly worthy and desirable as almost to be sacred, re‘ach
apotheosis’.'” One commentator of 1913 rcmar'ke'd that hq
various our occupations and tastes, however conflicting our opi
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in the garden we are united’. The popularity of gardening itself was
markedly increased by the development of the ‘semi-detached’ house,
within whose relatively secluded bounds emerged the English ‘happy
medium’!! of a small front-garden and a large back-garden. The
suburban phenomenon has been described as evincing ‘the native urge
to return to the land’,!? further imbued with an atavistic remembrance
of the Tudor cortage garden. The resurgence of intesest in allotments
may owe something to the ‘green’ movement, but it is also part of a
larger awakening. Bede possessed a copy of Pliny’s Historiae Naturalis.

There are other specific examples from this long tradition. The
contemporary revival of herb gardening has its ‘roots’ in the Laecboc
or ‘Leechbook’ of Bald, composed in the tenth century, and in the Old
English translation of the Herbarium Apuleii where 132 different
plants are described. One of the earliest gardening legends concerns St
Maurilius who in the fourth century worked the garden of an English
prince. The knights who came to murder Thomas Becket in the
cathedral of Canterbury ‘threw off their cloaks and gowns under a
large sycamore tree in the garden’. And then there are the flowers. In
the first century Pliny was unsure whether England had acquired the
name of Albion ‘from the white roses with which it abounds’. A
fifteenth-century poem celebrates ‘the white rose of England that is
freshe and wol not fade’. A prose text of the early seventeenth century,
entitled Paradisus, extols roses white and red as ‘the most ancient and
knowne Roses to our Countrey’. Ancient, too, are the tools of the trade.
They have changed very little from the rakes and spades employed by
Celtic settlers to the shovels and lattices of the seventeenth-century
gardener. In medieval illuminations Cain and Abel are shown with
spades, picks and hoes, digging and delving after the Fall; a misericord
in Lincoln Cathedral has the carving of a gardener carrying an
unmistakeable spade.

Gardening, then, is a national pursuit with truly native charac-
teristics. Thus Jane Brown celebrates ‘our narional preference for
homelike rather than princely gardens’’® and notes the fact that
wherever the English go ‘they establish gardens and always gardens of
the type they left in the old country’.’ The world itself is sometimes
understood in this context. John Winthrop recorded in his diary, before
he set foot upon the soil of Massachussets, that ‘there came a smell off
the shore like the smell of a garden’. The Indians of that region named
plantain ‘Englishman’s foot’ as if the race had an inalienable link with
horticulture. In that sense ‘the English garden was a nationalist icon’,!3
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with its disinclination for magnificence and its almost homcly presence. J
The English have eschewed ‘the frigid grandeur of Versailles’'® and s
have avoided ‘any hint of Mediterranean drama or French extrava- §
gance’.!” The country has produced enthusiastic amateurs rather Fbaxt
botanical theorists. Practical men and women, such as ‘Capability
Brown, Joseph Paxton and Gertrude Jekyll, are the epitome of the j
English gardener. ‘Capability’ Brown was self-made, and rose from §
gardening boy to companion of princes and statesmen. Joseph l?a?(t’oru‘ ]
modelled his celebrated design for the glass hall of the Great Exhibitios
from the glass-houses that he had constructed for the Du'ke of §
Devonshire’s tender plants. Gertrude Jekyll trained to be an artist but}
fading eyesight sent her into the nurture of ga.rdens, wfvhere ghet
delighted in broad sweeps and banks of colour — particularly in the wild :
gardens which she rendered fashionable. .
The garden displays all the fruits of the English imagination,J
including the passion for intricacy and the love of the miniature. So :
will not be wonderful to learn that the gardens of England haye bcc
described as ‘jewelled miniatures’.!® One history of gardening h
concluded that the cottage garden of many centuries ‘has m}lc.:h -
common with hand needlework, for there is always the individualj
touch and lack of regularity’;'” here is an interesting conﬂgence of taste
Anglo-Saxon embroidery, renowned for its intricate variety, was alsa
recognised for its pattern of interlace, a native tendency which may helpy
to explain the ‘knot gardens’ of the sixteenth century so curious y
varied and with so many ‘enknotted’ flowers ‘that the place will see
like a piece of tapestry of many various colours to encrease every onc's
delight’. Various plants ‘were interlaced so that they were seen t
weave in and out of each other’, and these gardens were copned. >
sweetmeats to produce the ¢ marzipan knot’.2° It is also w'orth notingy
here that the ‘knot garden’ displayed ‘abstract and geometric desugns‘ A
and may in that respect also claim Anglo-Saxon ancestry. The English§
affection for ‘medley’ and heterogeneity is also evident in the range of
gardens which proffer intricacy and variety in an enclosed or intimad
space. John Aubrey described an English garden as ‘full of variety and
unevenness’. The Theory and Practice of Gardening, pubhshe'd i
1712, declared that ‘the greatest beauty of gardens consists in variety
In Humphry Clinker a garden is described as ‘exhibiti.ng a won‘dfz :‘
assemblage of the most picturesque and striking objects, pavilions
lodges, groves, grottoes, lawns, temples and cascades’; to use a Phr .
of Pope’s, all is ‘harmoniously confus’d’. In Stourhead, Wiltshire, W
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may admire ‘the eclecticism of the English landscape school: the classic
style side by side with English cottage “Gothick”’.2? It may also be
remarked that many fine English gardens ‘grew piecemeal’?® by that
process of organic accretion which has been noticed elsewhere in this
study.

The curved or serpentine line has also been a feature of this enquiry,
and in Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ there is a vision of ‘gardens bright with
sinuous rills’. In The Pursuit of Paradise Jane Brown suggests that
English landscape gardening was ‘obsessed with the serpentine line’, in
a manner of which Hogarth would have approved; Horace Walpole
remarked of William Kent’s landscapes that ‘the gentle stream was
taught to serpentine at its leisure’. Capability Brown’s ‘curves and
serpentines were smooth and suave’.?* The Georgian landscape garden
has been described as ‘enshrining the spirit of England’ with ‘the
avoidance of straight lines and their invariable replacement by the
amorphous serpentine’ in lawns and paths and lakes.?® It suggests a
distaste for regimentation and a love of ‘English liberty — that liberty of
which the new [eighteenth-century] gardens themselves were a sort
of symbol’.2¢ Horace Walpole considered the art of the garden to be
‘totally new, original and undisputably English’, a development which
he associated with ‘English political liberties’.?” Across the Channel ‘the
compressing geometry and regularity of the French avenues and
bosquets had held down the pressure till France exploded’.?® In 1753
Francis Coventry, writing in The World, asks whether ‘a modern
gardener would consent to enter heaven if any path there is not
serpentine’;?® thirteen years later, in Garrick and Colman’s The
Clandestine Marriage a character revels in the fact that ‘here’s none of
your straight lines here — but all taste — zigzag — crinkum crankum - in
and out — right and left — to and again — twisting and turning like a
worm, my lord’.

The pursuit of gardening fosters a native individualism; it is pre-
eminently a solitary pleasure. It has been well said that ‘in England we
have always preferred high hedges, which make for privacy’.3 A
French aristocrat of the early nineteenth century observed that ‘the
English detest being seen and will gladly forgo any prospect beyond
their own limited boundaries’. That is why, in coffee-houses of the
same period, there were wooden partitions between each ‘box’. It has
been remarked, too, that ‘secret gardens gain much fascination as
remnants of old Catholic England and Scotland, lingering in intangible
ways’,*! as if the enclosed and scented air were imbued with time past.
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The lawn and the gravel path are also ancient features, and gardening ]
does in a real sense touch the genius loci; thc gardener mgkcs contact
with the soil, which is the ground of our being and bccqmmi. .
The garden is also an exercise 1n utiliFy anzd practncahty; t e eslifr lest §
gardening books were <essentially practical’** and gardening itse V\;as 1
‘purposeful™ in the cultivation of herbs a'nfi vegctablf:s. We mayda S(?f _
introduce the English philosophical tradition herej in the wog s‘s “c])
William Lawson’s A New Orchard and Garden pubhshcd‘m 161l . | e}
must count that art the surest, that stands upon cxpc‘rlmcnta dru i: 3
gathered by the rule of reason’, under‘ the guidance of ‘mere and so .-
experience’. The elements of English dxfﬁdcncg or embarrassment may
also be deemed to be present, since gardcpmg may encouragz
displacement of passion and even of sexuality itself. In her Ztu y of
gardening Jane Brown has cornmentgd upon the fact that glaYr e}r:‘sl >
‘constantly demanding sweated exertions and a tc’nsc‘l‘er touch” while 2§
the same time ‘constantly offering sensual arm}sal 34 The m‘noccnc;:;
children is therefore often conceived in the setting of an En.ghs};1 gar \
most notably in the animals and birds of Beatrix Potter. With t :[litea 9
for children A. A. Milne, James Barrie, Kc'nncth Grahame and Lewd
Carroll also linger in English gardens as if they had escaped into §
sanctuary.
mf'lll"f:v(;f ;as also ;en seen, in this study, as a form of escape. _,;
English gardener may also be a traveller, anfi has ranged from ]apsan
Central America, from China to Australia, fr.om Borneo to So :
Africa, in pursuit of new or rare species. The Mnchacln:nas; dalsyr co
from Virginia, the convolvulus from Barbary, th('E tul?p romd ur 4
The fact that they have now been thoroughly acsllrfmat}sed, an trefa
as native plants, is further testimony to the aSSlmllathE power 0 . : “
English genius. It may be that the language of flowers ta cslas 1t1: mod)
the English language itself. At Fulham l?alac;, foF example, there
‘more than a thousand tender exotics’ which like t_hc importatiod
into the language flourish in a mild and accomrgodatlng climate. J2 4
Brown’s insight into botanical practice ‘uncAanmly‘ echoes mOStd ot
commentaries upon the English imagination 1Fself. All plant§ and ided
which came home,” she writes, ‘became instantly English, trag
mogrified as if they had no native roots at all: convtg;sely ll: ,.:
anglais was exported and mysteriously became the rage.” Ncl) ctterd
more significant example could be found for the essentia un;lty
English cultural practice. In the ga{:dens of the late sc;r‘entclent ,
early eighteenth centuries ‘we modified the new French style . . 4
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accordance with our traditional custom we adapted them to our tnsular
taste’.’” The emphasis rests upon a pattern of immigration and
adoption, succeeded by ever renewed diversity. The Elizabethan
chronicler, William Harrison, remarked that ‘strange herbs, plants and
annual fruits are daily brought unto us from all parts of the world’. A
more recent commentator, Miles Hadfield, has remarked in his
Gardening in Britain that ‘our island was rapidly and readily absorbing
theory and practice, as well as material, in the form of plants, from
overseas. Thus it came about that our gardens, which we like to think
of as singularly British, are in fact the most cosmopolitan in the Old
World.”?® The appetite for variety, and diversity, is thus very strong.
One history of English gardens has in fact claimed that ‘there is no part
of the earth’s surface as small in area as these islands where such a
diversity of plants can be grown’>® — smallness, heterogeneity and
temperate accommodation have also been the grace notes of the present
study.

It is therefore natural that the literature of gardens, and the gardens
of literature, should be harmoniously united. Some of the best English
prose has been preserved in gardening books, where communion with
the spirit of place releases a note of native lyricism. William Kent in
turn declared that ‘he caught his taste in gardening from reading the
picturesque descriptions of Spenser’; yet Spenser derived his plant
names from The New Herbal or History of Plants translated by Henry
Lyte in 1578. The pre-eminence of translation, as an aspect of the
English imagination, has already been outlined; it need only be noted
that the first gardening book in English, A Most Briefe and pleasant
treatyse teachynge bow to dress, sowe and set a Garden . . . by Thomas
Hyll, Londyner (1563) was a translation and compilation of classical
or continental European sources.

The legend of the twelfth-century ‘Rosamond’s Bower’, described by
Addison as a sacred spot where ‘Amaranths and Eglantines with
intermingling sweets have wove the particolour’d gay Alcove’, evokes
the enchantment which the English garden has cast upon poetry and
prose. ‘Of Gardens’ is one of Francis Bacon’s longest essays, with its
delighted litany of plants and perfumes in ‘gardens for all the months
in the year’. He extols the delights of the English lawn, too, since
‘nothing is more pleasant to the eye than green grass kept finely shorn’.
In this setting Pepys remarked that ‘the green of our bowling alleys is
better than any they have’. This native pride, asserted here against the
French and the Italians, is complemented by an instruction in The
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Solitary Gardener that ‘A Bowling Green should be incompassed with
Great Trees’ to ensure privacy and seclusion. The sports and pastimes
of the English — among them bowling itself as well as cricket and
snooker — take place upon ‘greens’ where an intricate game is played in
a confined space.

It is the hortus inclusus of Chaucer’s poetry — ‘A gardyn saw I ful of ‘
blosmy bowes’ — and in The Legend of Good Women he extols the
virtues of the simple daisy ‘of alle floures flour’. Violets scent the poerry
of Shakespeare, and it has been calculated that the dramatist dilates : [
upon the fairness of roses in some sixty separate passages. It has been |
asked, of the Elizabethan poets, ‘in what foreign literature can one -
gather such handfuls of flowers?>*® ~ through the cowslips of A
Midsummer Night's Dream to the ‘daffadowndillies’ of Spenser. There:
were so many garden publications in the seventeenth century that one
might conclude that England itself was one large garden. Abraham *
Cowley’s ‘The Garden’ celebrates the ‘blessed shades’ and ‘gentle cool .
retreat’ of a secluded place, and much of Marvell’s poetry is of course .
set among the prospect of flowers and gardens:

Annihilating all that’s made 3
To a green Thought in a green Shade v

Thus the English imagination is forever green.
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CHAPTER §I

Forging a language

The art of forgery did not fully flower and prosper until the eighteenth
century. It has been associated, in particular, with the emergence of the
relatively new phenomenon of professional authorship as well as with
the contextual arrangements of trade publishing and commercial
marketing. But the single most important alignment has gone largely
unremarked. The most significant connection is to be found between
forgery and the burgeoning movement known as ‘romanticism’. The
forged document and the ‘romantic’ personality are manifestations of
the same change in taste. We might advert here to Boswell’s Life of
Samuel Jobnson, in which the first ‘romantic’ hero emerges out of faked
conversations and dramatically staged encounters.

But there are more suggestive parallels. It is not inappropriate that
the two greatest literary forgers of the eighteenth century, James
Macpherson or ‘Ossian’ and Thomas Chatterton or ‘Rowley’, have
been said to herald or inspire the new romantic movement in letters;
with their transcription of a respectively Celtic and medieval past, they
created that enchanted landscape which became a dominant influence
upon the romantic poets.

James Macpherson was a Scottish poet and teacher who in 1758, at the
age of twenty-two, published a long poem entitled The Highlander in
part as a response to the intense interest in Celtic literature and
mythology. That burgeoning movement of taste has been denominated
‘the Celtic Revival’ and can be taken to include Thomas Gray’s ode
upon the ‘Bard’, Mason’s Caractacus and Evans’s Specimens of the
Poetry of the Ancient Welsh Bards. It has been estimated that in the
forty years from 1760 one volume was published each year upon Celtic
myth. It is also the context in which James Macpherson perpetrated his
forgeries. He was a Jacobite with a profound instinct, and love, for his
native culture. It took only the enthusiasm of another literary
nationalist, John Home, to unfeash his powers of historical imagination
and creative reinvention. His first faked production was ‘The Death of
Oscar’, which he claimed to be a translation from the manuscript of
a Gaelic original in his possession; it was immediately recognised as a
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work of primitive genius. A year later Macpherson w?: a;lble to p;:l;hﬁ.il;
Fragments of Ancient Poetry, thf; precpoln-derfarlllileoori v;nl(ci: vx;v;r: zlrcady
own inventions. The appetite for Celtic 10 e
- red: it was only natura) that it should be fulﬁlled..Two years later,
:l):::r[ecfi}(l:, Macphe)r,son brought to light six boqks ,of Fingal, An Anﬁ:::;
Epic Poem composed by a bard named ‘Ossgn in the %ore re note
stretches of Scottish history. A specimen of Ossian rea\dsi_11 ur youWere
like the dream of the hunter on the hill f)f the heath. . .. e;_ ;teis were
the music of songs. He was the stolen sngh. of her soul. . .S. he ; aon of
Fingal was heard; the sons of woo:l:ly Albmfr;lretflfa:z}ted‘;nduc(:) ) :)ian gw o
ting exerted an immediate and powerrul elrcct,
Z::(t:nsgively guoted by Goethe in The Sorrgws of }foun g l"Verthert.ollkl rcl:::
sprang up closer to home, too, and various eminent 1tcra1z coutises
explored Ossian’s territory. Thomas Pennant dlscovere.cl ariows
Ossianic landmarks in the Scottish lar?dscape, a‘nd the gu} ;:_ }c;;, -
Joseph Banks on the island of Staffa pointed out tl:e cavcko ] mcaued
“Fiubn Mac Coul, whom the translatoF of Ossian’s wor ; ;gmanic
Fingal’. Oyster shells were dated with reference tg t de sianic
fragments. So the forged poetry of Macpherson engencere cav s and
rocks and crustacea. Pennant wrote ?lso of the local S(f)ngs,. ich
‘vocal traditions state are the foundation of thf'! ‘works‘o ssian’. A
skilful faker had created a living communal tra(.:htlon. lt' is tesltlmorilglute
the credulity of scholars and general readers alike, but it is also tr

] »s imagination. His forged words
to the creative power of Macpherson’s imagmati g !

ed — in another sense — a new reality. , .
forli his ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ of Lyrical Ballads

Wordsworth records that ‘Having had the good fortune to be born and

reared in a mountainous country, from my very childhood I };Zve fie;; ~
the falsehood that pervades the volumes lr_nposed upon the v;'cl); mihat ;
the name of Ossian. From what [ saw yxth my :)wn eyes, biwonen
the imagery was spurious’ and from the hpﬁ of a ‘Phantom.. .. dogud ¥
by the snug embrace of an impudcn_t Highlander upon Wfl loud o
tradition’. At some point after his childhood, however, Words

seems to have changed his opinion. The first lines of his poem entitled
‘Glen-Almain; Or, The Narrow Glen’ reflect that:

In this still place, remote from men,
Sleeps Ossian, in the NARROW GLEN;

The poem ends thus:
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And, therefore, was it rightly said
That Ossian, last of all his race!
Lies buried in the lonely place

There is some ambiguity within the poem itself whether ‘Fancy’
creates the presence of death, but Wordsworth’s overall ambivalence or
confusion about Ossian reflects the general romantic sensibility. James
Macpherson created a wild and sublime landscape of vision, from
which emerged an ancient bard instilled with all the primitive simplicity
of passion; here were romantic archetypes indeed. But if they were all
faked or forged, what then? Could the products of the romantic
sensibility themselves be fraudulent? Or, to put it in another manner,
that which seems most genuine may be the most artificial.

In the same decade as James Macpherson was forging ‘fragments of
ancient poetry . . . translated from the Gaelic or Erse Language’,
Thomas Gray was in fact compiling his own authentic translations
from Norse and Welsh poetry to add to his Poems of 1768; under these
circumstances it is hardly surprising that Gray enthusiastically accepted
the work of Ossian as that of a true original. Thus he joined William
Blake and Johann Wolfgang Goethe in celebration of a notorious hoax
which at the time satisfied the taste for the visionary sublime. The other
most influential lyric poet of the period, William Collins, composed an
‘Ode on the Popular Superstitions of the Highlands’ ten years before
Ossian himself furnished precisely those superstitions to an admiring

public. As Samuel Johnson wrote of Collins, ‘the grandeur of wildness,
and the novelty of extravagance, were always desired by him’; but of
course they were also desired by the two generations of romantic poets
who professed their own debt to Gray and to Collins, to ‘Ossian’ and
to Chatterton’s Rowley. If forgery or fakery seem endemic to the whole
enterprise, we will find it also in Collins whose ‘Persian Eclogue’ is
composed in the ‘pretence that he was translating from the Persian’.!
His ‘Song from Cymbelyne” has also been described by his editor as a
‘skilful pastiche’.? In the same context Horace Walpole, the quondam
friend and admirer of Thomas Gray, published his novel The Castle of
Otranto as a relic of the sixteenth century some four years before the
youthful Chatterton tentatively began his own forgeries. '

It ought to be recalled that in the early years of the eighteenth century
forgery could be celebrated as a form of masquerade or carnival, part
of the endless shifting game of identities. It was nothing against the
work of Defoe or Swift that they faked the character of the ‘authors’ of
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Robinson Crusoe or Gulliver’s Travels; in that ostensibly more stable
and assured world, the notion of identity was neither precarious nor
ambiguous. Daniel Defoe can plausibly and happily become ‘Robinson
Crusoe’ in 1714 and ‘Moll Flanders’ in 1722; in the last dccades of the
century the subterfuge involved in such impersonations would become
a mauwer for camouflage or indignant denial.

The latter half of the eighteenth century, however, the seed-bed from
which the romantic movement emerged into the full light of the English
imagination, has been well described as ‘An Age of Forgery’.? The
crime of forgery itself reached its apogee in the period 1750-80 but of
more significance, in a literary context, was the passing of a Copyright
Act in 1709 which confirmed the individual ownership of words as
‘intellectual property’. Since the notion of individual ownership led in
turn to the development of the literary personality and to the affirma-
tion of the romantic selfhood, this act of legislation had aesthetic as
well as economic consequences. It is often supposed that part of the
‘irritability’ of the romantic genius sprang from its immersion in the
literary market-place, and its prostitution in commercial trading, but
this disquiet can be traced back to the recognition of individual
‘property’ itself. It has been suggested by Paul Baines, an astute
historian of forgery, that the new monetarism of the eighteenth century
‘threatened basic ideas of value, and the security of human exchanges
and interactions’.* Did not this new legislative sense of the individual,

owning certain words and sets of words as private property, in turn
threaten the old and more established ideas of selfhood as residing in a
commonality of expression and perception? If the romantic self was

first deemed to be a legal and financial unit, its origin might provoke §
deep unease and ambiguity in those who professed it. We will notice }
this in subsequent pages. If one anonymous discourse of the period can 1

refer to ‘that chimerical ill-founded Medium, Paper Money’, then

perhaps the individuality written upon paper might also possess a !
“fluctuating, abstract and possibly evanescent value’.’ As one historian |
has put it, ‘Once property was seen to have a symbolic value, expressed §
in coin or credit, the foundations of personality themselves appeared |
imaginary or at best consensnal: the individual could exist, even in his

own sight, only at the fluctuating value imposed upon him by his

fellows.® It is interesting to observe in this light the assertion of |

personality in Wordsworth’s poetry, which emerges only to be assailed

by doubt and anxiety as to its true nature. If there did indeed run ‘the 1
need for a perfect, unassailable touchstone of human identity against §
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their owner, then they too possess only a “fluctuating value’ de end
upon the manner in which they are recognised or received ph e
coin of feeling or imagination. 5 fhe e
Yet of course the rise of the ‘individual author’ long predates the work
of Wordsworth and his contemporaries. Both Langland and Ch o
def}beFaFely introduce themselves into thejr own narratives. The ni?icer
:fo tr:ltillwdugl au;horshjplat this later rime, however, exter{ded bcyorc:g
al matters. It was also implicated i i igi 1
of ongm.ality exemplified by Ej)ward Ygl:lr:g?s tgoa::j";zlt);rzrslilza(l)l:?t}or;
Cornposztion (1759), published two years after Edmund Burklgma
Phxlgsophical Enquiry into the Sublisme and the Beautiful to whf ;1 A
remains a natural and faithful companion. As one study of poet; ch s
put it, the concern for sublimity of expression, that artistry IIJ)e OICSI }?S
fanth ‘reach of art, ‘played no small pPart in the drift }‘,ror\:v tdz
subjectivism . . . and ultimately in the rise of romanticism in tar’ 8
Th.e‘ol?scure and the dark, the aweful and the mystcrious Pge o
]egx‘txfmsed by Burke’s enquiry in ways which he would hav,e n‘:?l:ne
anticipated nor approved. They had a particular bearing, for exam ]‘31'
upon Yopng’s affirmation of ‘original’ composition, ‘Ou; spirits o
at an f(r)rtginal ; tl.mt i a perfect stranger, and all throng to l;earn 1:';1;21‘:
:hcwz om a fore,lgn lam‘i. = All eminence, and distinction, lies out of
¢ beaten road.” In a similar spirit he enjoins the writer, ‘Thyself
reverence as to prefer the native growth of thy own mind t,o theyrich o
import from abroad.’ Young’s own interest is clearly aligned with ;Sf
material and financial imperatives of his culture with the enco .
upon the original writer whose words ‘will stand ‘distinguished- hIJI;J ltlljln
sole Property of them; which Property alone can confer the nobl:: title ?
an Author’. But his sentiments are no less clearly related to t}(l)e
burgeoning romantic movement in which spontaneity and originali
are to be preferred over laboured imitation. The nature and e of
Thomas Chatterton may be invoked here. nutare of
S(_)mc three years before Wordsworth composed his encomium upo
Os‘smn'he completed a poem, ‘Resolution and Independence’ w}[:' ;11
paid tribute to that paradigm of the romantjc movement: S

1 thought of Chatterton, the marvellous Boy,
The sleepless Sou! that perish’d in his pride
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Thomas Chatterton was the most celebrated faker of the eighteenth
century, and he shares with James Macpherson the palm also of being
the most successful. Chattecton was born, in Bristol, in the winter of
1752; his father, an antiquarian and a collector of old trifles, died before
his son was born. That death had a crucial effect upon Chartterton,
since all his life he was searching for his patrimony. It would be easy to
say that he had inherited his father’s antiquarian passion, or that he
identified antiquarianism with the invisible presence of his father. More
significantly, however, he considered the past itself to be his true father.
He learnt to read from sundry old folios scattered in his little house in
Pyle Street, opposite the church of St Mary Redcliffe; his passion for
antiquity was such that, even before he left his charity school, he had
started to compose ‘medieval’ poetry. He may have been partly inspired
by Percy’s Reliques of Anciemt English Poetry, published when
Chatterton had reached the age of thirteen; it is ironic, too, that upon
closer examination certain of Percy’s own ballads were shown to be less
than the genuine article. But the essential truth is that Chatterton was
inspired and animated by the past; he devoured texts like a library
cormorant and, when not reading or writing, devised genealogies and
created heraldic emblems. He invented a fifteenth-century monk,
Thomas Rowley, who had resided in St Mary Redcliffe and had written
much poetry duly transcribed by the young Chatterton. On being

challenged about the provenance of ‘Rowley’s’ poems, Chatterton |

confessed that he had found them in an old chest within the muniment
room of the church; he even managed to produce some stained antique
documents to prove his assertions. His case was so plausible that, well
into the nineteenth century, there were many who believed that no boy

could have fashioned such masterpieces of an early date. But create }
them he did; the language of the past spoke through him, as it were, and §

his was a genius of assimilation and adaptation.

At the age of seventeen Charterton travelled to London in order to |

find his fortune; he was noticeably successful, composing essays and

satirical poetry on contemporary themes. Five months later, however, :
he was found dead in a Holborn attic with traces of arsenic poisoning }
in his teeth. It was necessary and inevitable that his death was deemed }
to be suicide, a last gesture to society from a doomed poet; more recent
commentators have suggested that it was a botched effort to cure a

bout of syphilis.

His apparent suicide added immeasurably to his stature, howcever, §
while his celebrity was maintained by the revelation that the ‘Rowley’
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thﬁ? l‘ljad iescribed hilm as “a prodigy of genius’. In 1780, ten years
§ death, an epistolary novel on his life wa bli
title of Love and Madness: ; e yor Tanec undet the
; n the following year Jacob B >
: ant
g)bt.;’erua‘ttf)ns Upon the Poems of Thomas Rowley: in wbiz; tb:
/ :1 entzat;yr of those Poems is Ascertained were published in two
indtlzlxlzsl;l Six }f:undre? pages of scholarship and testimony led
¥ to the conclusion that the poems ‘wri
: , p were ‘written too much
dr;xlrill ttl';: h}:eart to be a forgery - That conclusion may still stand, if we
» the heart to b_e a capacious organ which includes inspiration
;pvenﬁfon aqd historical memory. Chatterton composed as many ﬁne,
[mes o mc?dze}ral poctry as came out of the medieval period jtself: the
anguage lnstlnctlYer propelled him to this restoration whe;eby
ancient \.vords and images float naturally if unexpectedly 1o th f:
of consciousness. e
‘fol;lgl:dcarccr as a forgt:;, whose work was eventually compared with a
note’ presented to a banker, would certa; I i
from the tributes lavish ; s romante e ident
ed upon him by his romant
. ' : ) C successors.
Col_c;r;:ige revised his poem, Monody on the Death of Chat'tertonf
unctil h:sﬁzwn surcease; he first began writing it at the age of tbirteen’
;ln PF ‘ej .al tcx; wasdnot published until the year of his death. It bcgan,
Indarics and ended in pentameters, all th i \nting i
, e while chanting in
borrowed metres the Afa}te of ‘that heaven-born Genjus’, Coler?dge
cornp:;refi himself explicitly to the young poet, dead in a garret at the
fge o il'gh;f‘er;; prarently unwanted and unhonoured, Coleridge
aments his ‘kindred woes’. In hjs agonies he is
: possessed by ‘the Ghosts
:fr ?tway apd Charterton (.Otway another penurious and unsuccessful
wri e‘r) as if to confirm his own sense of doomed genius. Yet
Genius’ subsist in forgery? . -
U‘}I,n his poen: upon the death of Kears, Adonais, Shelley paid stately
‘ fl utfe:1 fgl lI:he solemn, agony.’ of Chatterton; he is one of the ‘inheritors
realinh ulfy f’d r;nown who, in the unstated argument of the poem, will
fuition by means of Shelley’s productive genj ,

] genius. At a Jater date
ia_I ::nem%}r;alll o’f Shelley was sculpted by Onslow Ford in the manner of
" nézanartm s’ The Death of Chatterton. Whatever the circumstances

erton's compositions, that picrures i

‘ ‘ sque or theatrical pose
survives as a token of romantic poetry itself. That is why Keats evirFx,ced
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the most effusive reaction to Chatterton’s unhappy fate.‘Hc con;‘plzsedf
a sonnet in 1815, “To Chatterton’, and laqlcnted thf ’Dea}: child o
sorrow — son of misery!” whose ‘Genius mildly flash’d’. "léhrec years
later he inscribed Endymion ‘to the memory of‘ Thomashl attcnl(():d
but, more significantly, in a letter of the following yearh e rem:rr- 4 .
that ‘the purest english I think — or wha.t ougbt to be the p’ured Cs
Chatterton’s . . . Chatterton’s language 1s entirely northe‘rn ar} N
from ‘Chaucer’s gallicisms’. He went on to declare that ‘1 pre der t'tf,
native music of it to Milton’s cut by feet.” Keats was ‘acquamteb w1h |
the controversy surrounding Chattenon’s. ‘medieval poet,ry, ut he
considered it to be of little consequence bemde the dead poet’s adoption
and assimilation of a ‘native’ or ‘northern’ dialect — by which ;16 meansd,
in the context of Chaucer and Milto:}, an Anglo-Saxon c; l:clncc .ar;n
vocabulary. In a letter of the same period he re{rlark_s that ¢ has g;vit, -
up Hyperion because ‘there were too many MlltOl‘l‘l-C inversions 1rite; i
but in the same paragraph he avers that (;hatterto'n is ti}e ques;E w. e .
in the English Language . . - *tis genuine English [diom in ng 1; 1
words’. His abandonment of Hyperion suggests that he under§too th ic; A
dangers of imitation or plagiarism, but then hgw are vfrcht(; ;‘Sm??t:[ g
praise of Chatterton’s forged verses as ‘genuine Englis 1on;1 ? fere |
lie mysteries which may or may not be resolved. It may be wo;t ng |hg
in this context that the poem in which Wordswort,h.cele‘ ratec the 3
memory of Chattecton, ‘Resolution ar{d Indepcndc‘:nce ,is V\;rmeanl tdz T
same metre as Chatterton’s fake medieval poem An Excelente Ba ; e
of Charitie’. Wordsworth also owned a portrait of the dead poet, whic
itself a forgery.
wa,;}llt:;osthumgorzs comparison of Chatterton with Shakcfsp;gre (1::; ‘
suggest what all the evidence implle.s-— the 6.87 pa]g(es o 1sne.xhin
poetry and prose, in the ‘Oxford’ edition of l.'us works, }is fasto ;ls ; hi
evidence of his precocity but it also bears testimony o the act t daf |
was a thoroughly English poet. If it were otbcm}se, 4hlS fame an ?te A
would not be so congenial to the English imagination. There 1s,T<l:r :
example, the salient matter of Chatterton’s reverence for the past. tiz
influence of Percy’s Reliques upon the young poet’s burgeon}ng poe d.
imagination has already been suggested, but the .anthuated Slctl;ﬂ an’s,
metre of Percy’s specimens may have been‘ less important ¢ a;-n Trcy
belief that there existed ‘a peculiarly English characteristic oG a;l tura
history and national identity that de-rived from t}}c Ancient ’ogtl s; - 4
the English minstrels were the inhAemors of a national pcgltrly . | n s
same spirit Chatterton declared in a letter to Horace Walpole, ala
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unsent, that ‘However Barbarous the Saxons may be calld by our
Modern Virtuosos; it is certain we are indebted to Alfred and other
Saxon Kings for the wisest of our Laws and in part for the British
Constitution’. He evinces all the antiquarianism of the English
imagination, therefore, but out of it he fashioned works of genius; he
wanted to re-create, rather than rescue, past time. Like Edmund
Spenser he invented a language with which to restore the proximity as
well as the mystery of the past. Or can we say that the language
invented him?

He dwelled in another life. There were many antiquarians willing to
forge material objects and produce medieval coins, rings or chamber-
pots; but Chatterton spent the money, wore the ring, and shat into the
pot. He restored the past, too, because he believed in its authority and
efficacy. By the age of sixteen he had composed a long poem entitled
‘Bristowe Tragedie or the Dethe of Syr Charles Bawdin’, to which he
appended a note claiming ‘the following little Poem wrote by Thomas
Rowlie Priest, I shall insert the whole as a Specimen of the Poetry of

those Days, being greatly superior to what we have been taught to
believe’. It is indeed a vigorous ballad:

How oft ynne battaile have I stoode
When thousands dy’d arounde;

Whan smokynge streemes of crimson bloode
Imbrew’d the fatten’d grounde;

How dydd I knowe thatt ev’ry darte
Thatt cutte the airie waie

Myghte notte fynde passage toe my harte
And close myne eyes for aie

Such diction materially affected the work of both Coleridge and Keats,
to name only the two most celebrated examples. Only the foolish
would dismiss it as pastiche. It is a genuinely new creation and, if genius
may be defined as one who changes the nature of expression, then
Chatterton has some claim to that honorific.

The question of plagiarism, however, presents itself. Chatterton was,
in the native idiom, essentially a bookish writer who borrowed from a
score of other English writers, most notably from Spenser, Pope,
Dryden, Gay, Churchill and Collins. On occasions he seems to parody
his own literary learning by indulging in exaggerated diction and over-
elaborated tropes but, as one critic has maintained, ‘there was a
consistent dynamic of plagiarism working beneath the veneer of
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forgery’."? In one sense Chatterton was only do'ing thaF “.rhicfl: all goc;(i
English poets had previously done; he was stcahng_or lifting (I)m hgre.
originals the material for his own verse. He cultivated a polyp lolru;;
personality. But as he was a great originator of the romantic myth,
not of the romantic sensibility, the accusation of plagiarism becan_1§ a
peculiarly sensitive one. We may discover, foF ex'ample, how Coleridge
and Keats themselves became preoccupied Wlth'lust Fhat. charge:

There are other aspects of Chatterton’s antiquarianism ?vhlch ;:rc
inevitably associated with the course of the English imagination. It ai
been noted that in ‘poetry, prose and letters (?hgnsilon makes use ;1)
the legends of Arthur, or the “Matter of Britain s0 the:; in ]E 1(:
process English history might then become ‘both mythical an‘ real’.
It is interesting in this context, therefore, t.hat there are ‘start m(gi
similarities between the respective canor}isatlons ofA Chan:tertondar}l1
King Arthur’.!3 Both exist on the interstices of Fhe invented and ¢t ef
authentic, and both embody the essential ebullition or presentnzss od
the past. The assumption may be that, like Arthur who is not dea and
will return, Chatterton lives on in the work of successive poets an
nO(V)ffll:)Sl-lrse the ‘Rowley’ poems are themselves set in the mcdleYal
rather than the Arthurian period, and provide a curious par?llcl Vt'ltl'f:
the ‘Gothic’ revival of the nineteenth century. There was a Gc_>thxck
style of the eighteenth century, but that was the work of connoisseurs
and virtuosi. The medieval wortk of Chatterton was much mc;;c
vigorous and invigorating, anticipating the strong and pgwerfui Gothic
of the Victorians. He believed in the presence of thc past in part bcc.aflsc 1
it was the means of defining his own genius_. This, again, is an abldlr}g |
English preoccupation. The analogy _w1t-h ‘ the master of f;ar y
nineteenth-century Gothic, A. W. N. Pugin, is inescapable; it has ecg J
said that Pugin’s ‘knowledge of real mcdicv_al work was O Profoun_ ?
that he could instinctively produce new designs . . . in a vivid Gothic :
detail, full of richness and variety’.!* . -

Pugin is the true child of Chatterton in more than one sensc}el.' he
young poet had written that ‘the Motive thart actuates me to do this, 15,3,
to convince the world that the Monks (of whom some have so:}
despicable an Opinion) were not such ‘Blockheads, as gener.al'ly thoughl;';
and that good Poetry might be wrote, in the days of Superstition as we
as in these more inlightened Ages’. The letter, of 15 I.:ebruary 1769, was
written in the same month as he composed a medlleval eulogy on th.er
churches of Bristol. It is as if the old religion were still very much in hiss
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head, as it was in that of Pugin. Chatterton’s own recourse to
‘Superstition® and to the supernatural in his poetry suggests that he had
little respect for the ‘inlightened’ learning of his own time. His principal
character is a Catholic monk and bard, and one critic has noted ‘the
religious atmosphere of Rowley’s world’. S It allowed Chatterton to re-
create in native fashion a world of visions and dreams, drawing
material from the past in order to sustain his sense of the sacred; the
antiquarians were the visionaries of the eighteenth century. It is appro-
priate that he should have appeared in vision to the nineteenth-century
poet Francis Thompson, and dissuaded him from self-murder. ‘I
recognused him from the pictures of him,” Thompson said later. ‘Besides
I knew that it was he hefore [ saw him.” Chatterton attained a kind of
psychic or psychological reality, as a token of all that the eighteenth
century had lost or abandoned; he was the wraith of faith.

It is not surprising, therefore, that Chatterton had a very powerful
sense of place and of the gerius loci. Certain spots were still holy. A
posthumous account reveals how he stared at the church of St Mary
Redcliffe, memorial of an earlier age, and said, ‘This steeple was once
burne by lightning; this was the place where they formerly acted plays’;
theatricality and supernatural visita tion are in his imagination twinned.
This intuitive sense of territory has been one of the objects of study in
this volume, and the sole matter of the ‘Rowley’ poeins is the city of
Bristol itself — the medieval city, at least, which rises like a vision all
around him. It is part of his patrimony. His father had once been
singing-master in St Mary Redcliffe; Chatterton had never seen him,
but in entering the old church he was also entering the house of his
father. The establishment which Chatterton had attended as a boy,
Colston’s School, was erected on the site of an old Carmelite convent.
So all the forces of his own past, and those of his territory, are aligned.
This is the source of his historical mission. To restore a lost past and,
at the same time, to restore a lost selfhood - here, once more, we may

see how he impinged upon the romantic movement to which he
bequeathed so much.

If we now draw the outlines of Chatterton and Macpherson together
and see them as a compound figure, we glimpse the sublime and the
fantastical mixed; the ancient and medieval landscapes of their
imagination haunt their successors. Macpherson created ‘Ossian’, the
inspired bard who sang of his own especial soil in tones of plangency
and woe; Chatterton embodied the ‘marvellous Boy’ whose apparent
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suicide provoked contemplations of a solitary genius despised and
neglected by contemporaneous society. These two poets, more than any
others, created the romantic image. But it was of c.rucxal mgmﬁcance to
their literary successors that it should be deeply imbued with forgery
and fakery, pastiche and plagiarism. ' o
It might even be said that the recognition or detef:non of plaglz_lrlsm
and pastiche, in particular, began with the‘ron.lantlc movement .ltSf:lf.
In previous centuries, as Walter Ong noted in his Tbe Art lof Logu:,‘ no
one hesitated to use lines of thought or even quite specific wordings
from another person without crediting the other person, for thcsg were
all taken to be — and most often were — part of a common t¥admon .
But when that tradition was broken or discontinued'in the rise of ic
private and personal voice, then apparent origm‘ahry of expression
became of paramount importance. As a result, as if they were intense
shadows created by a sudden light, the dangers of plagnar}sm and
pastiche became evident in the first generation of the romantic move-
ment. In one prefatory epistle Milton wrote: ‘1 have striven to cram my |
pages even to overflowing, with quotations drawn from all parts of t!'ic; ,_
Bible and to leave as little space as possible for my own wor'ds.‘
Wordsworth or Coleridge could never admit so much even if, in
Coleridge’s case, a similar confession might have been appropriate. T?xc i
introduction to an important volume of essays upon English r.omafm(f- '
ism, Romanticism and Language, poses an interesting question: ‘Is it {
pure coincidence, for example, that several of t_he_ essays (here] fix on §
the metaphor of theft?*1” Romanticism and plagiarism occupy the same .
area of the English imagination.
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The romantic fallacy

English romanticism has no readily identifiable provenance. It has, of
course, been traced back to the ancient sources of the native
imagination. In particular the melancholy of the anonymous Anglo-
Saxon poets may have been transmitted by indirect means to the poets
of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Certainly the
interest in an ancient national poetry, in England no less than in
Germany or Russia, was deemed to be at the expense of the classical
tradition derived from Greece and Rome. Hence the division between
the classic and the romantic. The romantics, unlike such predecessors
as Pope and Dryden, were believed to be returning to some native
source of eloquence. There are cultural historians who will then wish
to establish their connection with the national Church which emerged
after the Reformation. It is argued that the doctrinal emphasis upon
individual conscience and private moral duty materially influenced the
development of the romantic ‘I’; Wordsworth is then the direct heir of
those religious enthusiasts who were moved by the ‘inner spirit’. The
romantic movement in Catholic Europe took on a very different aspect.
It became elaborate and syinbolic, clothed in allegory and invaded by
intimations of strange sins; it became, in other words, intensely
Catholic. The image of Wordsworth striding across the rocks and vales
of the Lake District is quite another thing. He epitomises that strain of
moral earnestness, of right thinking and right feeling, avoid which
characterises the Dissenting Protestant tradition.

If we look for earlier and perhaps less orthodox intimations of the
romantic sensibility, however, we are sure to find them. The plight of
the solitary poet, whose genius is akin to madness, can be witnessed in
the unhappy experience of John Clare, Christopher Smart and William
Cowper whose respective lunacies offer a disquieting footnote to the
literary history of the eighteenth century. The cult of sentiment, the
passion for antiquity, the attention to ‘Gothick’ and supernatural
effects, the vogue for the ballad — all have their origins in that century,
even if they found their apotheosis in the works of Wordsworth and his
successors. The fixed production of generic verse upon classical models
was replaced by an organic process of human transference and
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sympathy; poetic diction itself became ‘less precise, more generally
suggestive’.!

The retreat from statement and sententiousness, and the eighteenth-
century movement towards a romantic sensibility, were marked by the
fashion for sentimental feeling as exemplified by such novels as Henry
Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling; sensitive sentimentality became
known as ‘the English malady’. The man of feeling dies because he is
too good for this cruel world, and Mackenzie's novel was published |
just a year after the death of Chatterton. The harsh laughter of §
Congreve and Wycherley is replaced by the gentler amusement of
Sheridan and Goldsmith.

Yet the lincaments of the romantic image were most decisively
executed in the nineteenth century. The artist is then one surrounded |
by invisible powers, which by an act of rapt attention may be trans-
formed into a permanent image or symbol. The poet is one set apart,
the conscience and unacknowledged law-maker of human society who
as a consequence of his solitariness is doomed to be misinterpreted and
mistreated; he does not endure the world but re-creates it in the act of
imagination, and must place his own sensibility at the heart of this
enterprise because there is no other sure foundation of knowledge. The §
romantic poet is a lamp rather than a mirror, to use a celebrated
antithesis, the source of illumination within his or her own breast. If
this entails the re-creation of the self as well as of the world, then the
divine afflatus of the bard may also be a mode of private trans- |
formation. A human being may be transfigured by god-like powers of

the imagination. ‘A Man’s life of any worth is a continual allegory’, §
Keats wrote. ‘Shakespeare led a life of Allegory; his works are the
comments on it.’

We may lower the temperature a lirtle by recalling Coleridge’s
comment upon the acting of Edmund Kean; watching him upon the
stage, he remarked, was ‘like reading Shakespeare by flashes of
lightning’. It is of some interest in this context that the romantic image, }
or at least the image of the romantic hero, was largely embodied in
actors and in paintings of actors. They, rather than the poets them- 7
selves, seemed to fulfil the prerequisites of the part. Kemble as?
Coriolanus and as Hamlet, painted by Thomas Lawrence respectively 3
in 1798 and 1801, set the mood and tone with ‘these heroic figures, 4
dark cloaked against murky skies’ exhibiting ‘Hamlet’s introversion®}
and “‘Coriolanus’s humiliated pride’.? The connection of the romantic 3
poets with the theatre is not confined to portraiture alone. All of them3
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wrote verse dramas, and most of them speculated upon the nature of
th.catrical passion and dramatic performance. They associated their art
with the techniques of impersonation. Coleridge may be said to set the
scene of the dramatic action with his remark upon Shakespeare that ‘he
hafl only to imitate certain parts of his character, or exaggerate such as
existed in possibility, and they were at once true to nature, and
frasments of the divine mind that drew them’. In this passaée the
notion of imitation, and of exaggeration, is indistinguishable from that
of creation.

A The renown of actors such as Kean and Kemble, Macready and Mrs
Siddons, was such that the nature of dramatic poetry itself was seen in
the context of their art. Charles Lamb wrote even of a relatively minor
actor, Robert Bensley, that he ‘had most of the swel of soul, was
greatest in the delivery of heroic conceptions, the emotions consezluent
upon the presentment of a grear idea to the fancy. He had the true
poetical enthusiasm.’ Yet the terms of approbation are precisely those
which were awarded to the poets themselves, so that there seems to be
no difference at all between the poetic and theatrical ‘delivery’ of
feeling. That may perhaps be sufficient cause for the ready identifi-
cation of Shelley and Coleridge with the character of Hamlet, as if
somehow their finest or most fugitive feelings were most ’nobly
expressed by a dramatic persona. Coleridge described Hamlet as “for
ever occupied with the world within him, and abstracted from external
th‘mgs; his words give a substance to shadows: and he is dissatisfied
with commonplace realities’. This might be a definition of Coleridge
hlmse!f. Poetry itself is then fully explicated in the processes of the
theatrical imagination. What is real, and what is feigned? As Coleridge
puts it in Table Talk: ‘T have a smack of Hamlet myself, if I may say so.’

If we turn from the part to the actor, then there is evidence of turther
confusion or conflation. Hazlitt comprehended the performance of
Kemblle as “intensity’; he was able to seize upon one feeling or one idea
‘working it up, with a certain graceful consistency, and consciou;
grandeur of conception, to a very high degree of pathos or sublimity’
Kemble ‘had all the regularity of art’ and lent ‘the deepest and mos;
permanent interest to the uninterrupted progress of individual feeling’.
A casual reader might be forgiven for believing that Hazlitt was
d_escribing the imaginative procedures of the poet rather than the stage
life of the actor. It is so common an identification in the period that it
often passes without comment, but it is suggestive none the less. When
Keats celebrates the ‘sensual grandeur’ which Kean brings to the
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‘spiritual passion’ of Shakespeare’s verse, he might have been
describing his own practice; the poet then coqﬁrms ?nd elaborat;s
upon his point with the suggestion that ‘Kean delivers hlms?lf up to the
instant feeling, without a shadow of thought about apythmg else. Hf
feels his being as deeply as Wordsworth. . . . We will say no morcil
Enough has been said, however, to provoke the studcn}t of Wordswort
or of Keats himself into speculations about the theatrical management
ion. .
Of'lpi:islanguage of dramatic criticism was similarly of a piece‘ with the
language of literary criticism. Kean, as Iago, was pl‘?lscd for ‘the eas}f,
familiariry and tone of nature’ of his delivery; as Tn"ngr.l of Atheqs e
was criticised for want of ‘sufficient variety and flexability of passion’.
The same vocabulary, and the same sentiments, werc‘applu?d to the
latest poetical productions of the pcriodt Romantic acting, _and
romantic poetry, were considered to be cqulva}lcnt. It thrO“’IS chgn;l)gs
light, too, upon Keats’s conception of ‘the poetlcallcharacter which ‘is
not itself ~ it has no self — it is everything and nothing . . . the caxpﬂeon
poet’; to which definition he adds: ‘A poet is the most unPOetlcal of
anything in existence, because he. has no identity; he is continually . ..
filling, some other body.” This might stand as a de.ﬁmtu.)n of the ac}tlor,
too, as if the poet and performer shared the same identicy — or, ratner,
shared the same absence of identity. -
The equivalence may help to account for the modern critical

assumption that in the romantic poetry of the early nin-ctccnth century, !
particularly in that of Wordsworth, there exists ‘actifice behind the §

3

postulate of nature’ Just as an entire dramatic system lies behind the
apparently unpremeditated art of Kean or Mirs Siddons, so dWe'H ‘
“radition, convention and genre behind the appearance of romantic

ntaneity’.* _
spf)I'ht: clairryns of the romantic poets, however, were grand ‘indced. Ln his §
Defence of Poetry Shelley celebrated poets as themselves ‘the happiest,;
the best, the wisest, and the most illustrious of men . - men of the most;
spotless virtue, of the most consummate prude’n.ce . It is not .clear,--
however, if these remarks were made in the spint of deepest irony

Wordsworth considered the poet to be a man ‘endowed with a more §
lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness . . . a MOre COMPre- ¢
hensive soul’, so that ‘the Poet binds together by passion and;

knowledge the vast empire of human society’. The natural v1rtues:
the poet are here asserted in the spirit of what Keats' callgd 7.
Wordsworthian, or egotistical sublime’, but the full ramifications ..:
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that phrase have not been properly understood. What, precisely, is
egotism in the sphere of the imagination?

The term itself implies some weakness or insufficiency beneath
apparent strength. It implies a trust in a deep and powerful subjectivity,
but one which is also obsessive and defensive. Johnson defines an
egotist as ‘a talker of himself’, and in his Lectures on Shakespeare
Coleridge called cgotism ‘intense selfishness’. As one critic has
remarked of the romantic poet in general, ‘he is thrown back on
himself, his status and nature’. In the case of Wordsworth, ‘his chief
preoccupation is with the question of the poet’s function, his role, his
power, his obligations’.” In turn the pose, or poses, which Byron
adopted were ‘a logical continuation of the Wordsworthian
preoccupation with role’.® We revert inevitably to the vocabulary and
manner of the stage.

In the largest sense romantic literature is the literature of personality,
in which the writer imposes upon an unchanging landscape or a passing
scene the contours of his or her own preoccupations; the world
becomes an echo-chamber of the solitary voice. But this also may lead
to a form of imposture, as if the romantic poet were indeed an actor
trying to project to the ‘gods’ as well as the ‘pit’. We have noticed how
fragile the romantic image may become, touched with intimations of
forgery and plagiarism as well as theatricality, but there is a subtler
frailcy. The cult of the ‘egotistical sublime’ — or, in a philosophical
context, individualism - effectively destroyed, in the words of one
eighteenth-century cultural historian, ‘the organic metaphysics of
earlier centuries and the archaic belief in the unity and wholeness of
experience’.” It promulgated instead the instincts or doctrines ‘of a
solitary, increasingly alienated individual’.® Just as the Reformation
severed the national Church from the consensus of a thousand years, so
its natural child of romanticism abrogated the alliance between the
artist and the larger settled community. That is why it has been argued
that the ‘central truth of romanticism is not joy and fulness of being but
what Hegel . . . called “the unhappy consciousness . . . the conscious-
ness of self as a divided nature, 2 doubled and merely contradictory
being”*? relying upon the artificiality of language and its constructs to

exemplify its dubious status. It is not irrelevant that Robert Browning
parodied romantic sentiment through the voice of ‘Mr Sludge’, a fake
spiritualist medium. One critic has discovered, in the narratives of
British romanticism, a ‘problematical self-consciousness’ and a
‘division in the self’:!° the main thematic and imaginative drift is not
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towards the affirmation of a certain and simple selthood, but the
nostalgia incumbent upon its loss of connection with the larger world.
The solitary wanderers of Coleridge or Wordsworth or Byron are
forms of self-projection and self-alienation.

To read through Wordsworth'’s collected works is to encounter
strange stories of grief and loss, of death and forgetfulness, of isolation
and failure, of dissolution and despair. In one edition of his poetry the
‘Fragment of a Gothic Tale’ is followed by The Borderers — A Tragedy
succeeded a few pages later by ‘The Three Graves’, ‘Address to Silence’
and ‘Incipient Madness’.!! In The Prelude Wordsworth invokes the
burden and the mystery of the ‘Imagination’; the vision occurs at a
moment when he and his companion are told they had crossed the Alps
without realising that they had done so. In this moment of bewilder-
ment and loss, the ‘lmagination’ wreathed itself around the poet

Like an unfather'd vapour; here that Power,
In all the might of its endowments, came
Athwart me; | was lost as in a cloud,
Halted, without a struggle to break through

The ‘Imagination’ here isolates and imprisons him; be is trapped in its
vaporous obscurities. It is a power which seals off the world, leaving
the traveller susceptible only to ‘the might of its endowments’. The
imaginative power is ‘unfather’d’; it is not a natural force, and can be
seen to work against the experience of the natural world as somehow
irrelevant to its concerns. What Wordsworth is experiencing are the
rising currents of his highest self, which lead in turn to anxiety and
vertigo. There are times when he tries to flee from the reaches of his
most profound mental consciousness but then he is confronted with
images of death, loss and silence. The romantic image — the image of
the romantic selthood — was more fragile than its exponents seemed
willing to comprehend.

It is perhaps appropriate that the great avatar of the romantic poets
was Cain himself. He is invoked by Shelley in Adonais, by Byron in The

Giaour and Cain: A Mystery, and by Coleridge in The Wanderings of ]
Cain. The biblical murderer was one in whom the ‘egotistical sublime’ §
had dared to rear itself against God. When Cain became ‘a fugitive and §
a vagabond in the earth’ he set out upon a path of wandering and in his }
steps followed such great exilic romantic heroes as Manfred and ;
Melmoth the Wanderer. But it was also decreed that ‘thou art cursed 3
from the earth’. The romantic personality can indeed seem curiously at
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a loss, sensitive of ‘cultural discontinuity, of being nowhere in the
movement of history, of being useless, ignored, misunderstood’.!2 Ag
Schopenhauer wrote, ‘we are lost in a bottomless void; we; find
ourselves like the hollow glass globe, from out of which a vo’ice speaks
whose cause is not to be found in it’. Or, as one historian of the
romantic movement has put it, there emerges ‘an infinite series of
displacements of meaning’ attendant upon

' - me ; ‘incompleteness, frag-
mentation and ruin’.'? Yet flowing beneath them, supporting them and

moving them forward, is the steady current of English music itself.
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English music

There can be little doubt that the English music of the twentieth century
was inspired and animated by the music of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries; the old music awakened the new, and the new
reawakened the old. Arthur Bliss composed his Medi.tations on a
Theme of Jobn Blow, which may be compared with Vaugha’n
Williams’s Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis; Gustav Holst
daughter has written of her father’s ‘wild exc‘itcment over the redis-
covery of the English madrigal composers’ which he consndefeld to be
‘the real musical embodiment of the English composers’, while
Tippett’s polyphony was directly modelled upon the madrlga_l com-
positions of John Wilbye. Delius’s secretary and amanuensis, Eric
Fenby, noted a connection between William Byrd’s ‘The Woodes So
Wilde’ and Delius’s own Brigg Fair.

A critic, reviewing Ralph Vaughan Williams’s Fantasia on a Theme
by Thomas Tallis, observed that ‘it seems to lift one into some unk‘nown
region’ where ‘one is never quite sure whether one is llstemng to
something very old or very new’;? the embrace of present and past time,
in which English antiquarianism becomes a form of alchemy, engenders
a strange timelessness. It is a quality which Eliot sensed in the landscape

of England itself and to which he gave memorable expr.ession .in Four 7
Quartets, Now and in England’. It is as if the little bird whlcb ﬂe\jv 1
through the Anglo-Saxon banqueting hall, in Bede’s Historua ;
Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, gained the outer air and became the lark 3
ascending in Vaughan Williams’s orchestral setting. It is th? skylatk of |
Shelley’s poem whose ‘notes flow in such a crystal stream’. The same

bird, in the words of George Meredith which Vaughan Williams used,

rises and begins to round,
He drops the silver chain of sound,
Of many links without a break

The unbroken chain is that of English music itself.

The passion of Vaughan Williams for folk-music itself has now §
become a commonplace of English musical history. It began in Brept— {
wood in Essex, in the winter of 1903; Brentwood was then a growing
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market town, where after giving a lecture he was invited to tea by the
daughter of the local vicar. One of the villagers invited to this ancient
ceremony, a seventy-year-old labourer named Charles Pottipher, began
to sing the songs of the region. The first of them, ‘Bushes and Briars’,
affected the young Vaughan Williams suddenly and profoundly with
the force of revelation. On first hearing this song, in fact, Vaughan
Williams confessed that he was invaded by a ‘sense of familiarity . . .
something peculiarly belonging to me as an Englishman’. The editor of
his folk-songs has suggested that he ‘experienced a deep sense of
recognition, as though he had known it all his life’.? This is perhaps a
strange conception. It is as if the land and the landscape had prepared
him for this music; it is as if he had already heard it. The song is of
ancestral voices. As a fellow enthusiast wrote, ‘every country village in
England was a nest of singing birds’. But theirs were not necessarily
antique airs. ‘In one aspect’, Vaughan Williams wrote, ‘the folk song is
as old as time itself; in another aspect it is no older than the singer who
sang it.” This is another aspect of the English imagination itself, which
is endlessly renewed and is indeed ‘new’ again in each passing
generation. The folk-song abides in Vaughan Williams’s own music,
where it has found fresh life and inspiration even if it has now fallen
silent in fields and meadows. Of the English folk-song itself, Vaughan
Williams has also written: ‘We felt that this was what we expected our
national melody to be.’

We may note the emphasis here upon melody. All authentic folk-
music, as Vaughan Williams put it, ‘is purely melodic’. It is also a
striking intuition on the nature of English music itself. Of thirteenth-
century chant, for example, ‘the earliest phase of fully legible notation
coincides in England with a flowering of melodic beauty so intense as
to create the impression of a new and indigenous art’.* We read of the
‘well balanced melodic lines’ and ‘rhythmic straightforwardness™ of
fifteenth-century English music, which can profitably be compared with
the native emphasis upon the flowing outlines and delicate linear
compositions of the manuscript illuminations. Dunstable’s music of
that period is notable for its ‘consonance and for melodic grace’,® fully
comparable with the description of Vaughan Williams’s own music. Of
the Eton Choirbook of English church music there has been noted ‘the
fluid yet vigorous melodic line that is so typical of this music’,” and
Taverner’s sixteenth century compositions are celebrated for ‘the
flexibility of . . . melodic lines’. The songs of John Dowland, ‘realised’
at a much later date by Benjamin Britten, are characterised by ‘such
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delicacy and refinement that their melodic material is inva{'iably
enhanced and transmuted into something prccious’.slT}'le pure line of
melody is best expressed in the solo song, and so it is p'erhaps not
surprising that ‘simple songs or ballads’ — in theatre productions no less
than in street airs — take an ‘indigenous’ form.? In the context of
eighteenth-century music, ‘a wholly English turn of melody’ has been
remarked.® Victorian part-songs, resembling the polyphony of an
earlier time, were also a native growth.

Vaughan Williams’s own compositions in general are resplendent
with ‘prodigality of melody’,'! as if the singing birds hgd rf:turn‘ed, and
it has been said of A London Symphony that ‘melodies in th1§ work
proliferate in a manner that makes disciplining them symphonically a
constant problem to the composer’.’? It is clear that the composer
himself ‘responded in an extremely sensitive and extrac')rd‘manly
definite way to the expressive quality of melody’.!* This is one
definition of his Englishness, of course, and his preternatural attention
to melody is part of his overwhelming responsiveness to folk-sqng.
Thus his Pastoral Symphony is marked by melody or ‘a free evolu4non
of one tune from another . . . like streams flowing into each other’;!* the
hidden stream itself is that of native song. o

The ‘melancholy lyricism® implicit in some of Vaughan 'lehan.ls s
finest work has already been described. A commentator in Musical
Times compared Vaughan Williams’s Pastoral Symj?hony. to ‘a dream
of sad happiness’, and of the Oboe Concerto a musicologist remarked
that Vaughan Williams ‘seems to be yearning for some lost and
precious thing’.'s What has been lost that excites so much lament?
Could it be the idea of England itself? That would be the easy answer
but not, perhaps, an altogether convincing one. The folk-songs
collected and arranged by Vaughan Williams are also posscsse.:d by
profoundly melancholy cadences which have been related to the line of
the ancient landscape. It is a national mood, comparable to ‘the ctcrna}l
note of sadness’ which Matthew Arnold heard on Dover Beach. It‘ is
that note of quietly and insistently ‘throbbing melancholy’*¢ .w_lnch
emerges in almost all of Vaughan Williams’s orchestral compositions;

it echoes the delicate melancholy of Dowland and the plangent sadness Y

of Purcell. It lies within Elgar, too, in his ‘beautifully poetic expression
tinged with wistfulness’."?

Vaughan Williams gave a set of lectures in 1932, entitled ‘National
Music’, in which he constructed a series of variations upon the theme
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of English music. In the first of them he asked whether ‘it is not
reasonable to suppose that those who share our life, our history, our
customs, even our food, should have some secret to give us which the
foreign composer, though he be perhaps more imaginative, more
powerful, more technically equipped, is not able to give us? This is the
secret of the national composer, the secret to which he only has the key

. and which he alone is able to tell to his fellow countrymen.’
Vaughan Williams was no narcow nartionalist; he studied under Ravel
in Paris, and his own thoroughly indigenous music is indebted to
Debussy and Sibelius. Like that of Purcell and Elgar, his very ‘English’
music is in part inspired by continental models. Elgar was championed
by Kreisler and Strauss before he found a thoroughly welcoming
audience at home. In turn Vaughan Williams adduces the lives and
careers of Bach and Beethoven, Palestrina and Verdi, to suggest that
only a ‘local’ or even ‘parochial’ artist can become a ‘universal
musician’. He believed that ‘if the roots of your art are firmly planted
in your own soil and that soil has anything to give you, you may still
gain the whole world and not lose your own souls’. It is a specific and
significant perception, wholly shaped by his feeling for landscape and
traditional English song.

In a lecture enttled ‘The Importance of Folk-Song’, for example, he
stated that ‘folk-songs contained the nucleus of all future development
in music’ and that ‘national music was a sure index to national
temperament’. It is what Elgar meant when he said, ‘I write the folk-
songs of this country.” He was testifying to the power and presence of
these often ancient songs within the nation’s musical life. It was a
subject which preoccupied Vaughan Williams, too. ‘It is extra-
ordinarily interesting’, he wrote, ‘to see the national temperament
running through every form of a nation’s art — the national life and the
national art growing together.” In his lectures upon national music he
refined this sense of the native imagination with his description of a
‘community of people who are spiritually bound together by language,
environment, history and common ideals and, above all, a continuity
with the past’. This insistence upon ‘continuity with the past’ is once
more thoroughly English in its inspiration, since for Vaughan Williams
it is a living past; it is exemplified by the freshness and spontaneity of
the ancient folk-song and by the tradition of Byrd and Purcell, Tallis
and Wilbye, revived in his own music. Yet it must be emphasised, too,
that this belief and trust in a national ‘community’ did not preclude for
him a faith in the larger possibilities of human civilisation; he professed
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a commitment, for example, to ‘a united Europe and a world
federation’, but this global polity had to be established upon an
attachment to a local ground since ‘everything of value in our spiritual

and cultural life springs from our own soil’. The medieval composers

of England were part of a larger Catholic and European civilisation,

but theirs was still a readily identifiable national art. It is the great

perplexity, and mystery, of native consciousness.

Vaughan Williams’s most recent biographer has suggested that the

composer ‘instinctively knew there were idioms of atavistic English

music, whether of Tudor polyphony or of folk song, that bore a
cultural fingerprint peculiar to his homeland’.!® A musicologist has also

remarked, of this ‘national spirit in music’, that ‘the composer
expresses some deeply-felt national characteristic with roots far back in
social and cultural evolution’.'” These may not be fashionable notions,
but they are suggestive ones. How far does the Norfolk Rhapsody go
back; to what atavistic longing does A Sea Symphony speak, and do the
strangeness and serenity of Sinfonia Antarctica invoke an Anglo-Saxon
fortitude in face of natural bleakness? The sense of place, so central to
this study, is also evident. Peter Warlock’s ‘An Old Song’ represented
‘very much the Cornish moor where I have been living’.?® A musical
historian has in turn recovered this sense of place in the Norfolk
landscape of Ernest Moeran’s “The Song of the High Hills’ and in Frank
Bridge’s ‘There is a Willow Grows Aslant a Brook’. The genius loci still
sings. In the preliminary sketches for the Ninth Symphony Vaughan
Williams drew upon memories of Stonehenge and Salisbury Plain;
when he first saw the ancient stones he was suffused with ‘a feeling of
recognition” and ‘the intuition that I had been there already’. His music
is instinct with that sense of belonging, so that the act of listening to it
becomes a form of home-coming.

It has been remarked of Delius and his contemporaries that, through

their works, ‘a wave of nature-mysticism swept like a rushing mighty
wind’.2! This great wave has been related to pagan nature worship and

to elements of Celtic mythology, also; the possibilities of English music §
spring from the distant past, and can be expressive of it. But if the
material is innate and instinctive, it must constantly be refashioned or §

refined. Thus in his Third Symphony, known as The Pastoral

Symphony, Vaughan Williams wished to touch upon that ‘nerve of ;
English mysticism’ by which he hoped ‘the psyche of the nation might §
be made whole’. His last symphony, completed shortly after he had %
set ten poems by William Blake for voice and oboe, is filled ‘with an
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inner light’ and a sound both ‘unearthly and enigmatic’.23 It is the inner
llghF of the English tradition and the English imagination.

His understanding of that tradition was informed by his twin passion
for folk-song and for Tudor music. He loved madrigals just as much as
he loved ‘Bushes and Briars’ because he found in both of them an
authentic, if unanalysable, English note. His deepest instinct was to
draw both of them together in a music rich with harmony. He believed
that the formal or ecclesiastical music of the Tudors drew its energy and
stcrength ‘from the unwritten and unrecorded art of its own country-
s1d§’, and his purpose was to restore that grand symbiosis. ‘There was
a time’, he once wrote, ‘when England was always reckoned a most
musical nation’ and he wished to replenish his native culture with fresh
melodies.

It has often been remarked how, in the music of Delius, the plangent
barmpnieis convey an intense and intricate sense of loss or transience; it
s an intrinsic part of the English imagination, first evinced in Beowulf
and the Arthurian cycle. Warlock’s ‘Corpus Christi Carol’, based upon
an old English carol, contains ‘a plaintive liquescent ch}omatic har-
mony of unutterable desolation’.?# It is associated with lost childhood
and the fugitive memory of the child’s landscape is related to the
concept of innocence, precarious and fragile. The melancholy of
Vaughan Williams’s music ‘set it apart from that of the continental
masters’,?> and it may be that the island itself manifests the sadness of

lopg-cndured human occupation with all the cares and woes that it
bnpgs. Thus the music of Delius has a characteristically English tone
which sets.him apart from, for example, Mahler or Strauss — with its
often searing nostalgia . . . ‘ts ever-frustrated yearning . . . jts
understated dreamy melancholy’.2¢ It is aligned with the ‘sense of
weary desolation’ attendant upon certain English songs of the
thirteenth century,?’” and ‘the undertone of intense sadness’ glimpsed in
Vaughan Williams’s setting of the songs of A. E. Housman.?8 Pleasure
and melancholy, lyrical beauty and desolation, are thus uniquel
aligned in true English synthesis. ’

Another line of national music was continued by Vaughan Williams
when hc_: agreed to be the musical editor of The English Hymnal as an
alternative to Hymns Ancient and Modern. He knew well enough that
sacred music was one of the great glories of English composition, and
that Tallis and Byrd and Dunstable were acknowledged to be the ;inest
masters of their time. So, engaged upon his twin pursuit of reclaiming
Tudor polyphony and folk-music as the true native arts, he fashioned a
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hymnal directly out of these elements. His concern was once more with
the tradition. Church music provided the only consistent and
continuous musical inheritance, however bowdlerised and inhibited it
had become, and Vaughan Williams wished to revive it by incorporat-
ing ‘tunes’ by Lawes and Tallis as well as carols and traditional folk-
melodies. When he took a psalm tune from that hymnal and composed
his Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis, he created ‘the ultimate
expression of the English soul in music’.?

The sacred music of the past can be restored to life in more than one
sense. Vaughan Williams received his first inspiration for the masque of
Job, for example, from Blake’s series of illustrations to that sacred
book. Throughout his life he evinced a profound regard for Blake and
the tradition of visionary writing in English, encompassing Bunyan as
well as Herbert, Shelley as well as the King James Bible. His own
visionary powers, intimated in the great symphonies, were enlarged by
his reading of the English visionaries; he had pondered over Bunyan’s
pilgrim for fifteen years before completing The Shepherds of the
Delectable Mountains, and thus associated himself with a tradition of
ancient religious dissent and radicalism even while remaining for all
intents and purposes an atheist. He could not escape his national
inheritance, however, and his religious music is some of the finest ever
created.

There are other elements of Vaughan Williams’s native artistry
which may be adduced here by way of explanation and interpretation.
There is the question, for example, of his detachment and reticence. ‘I
don’t know whether [ like it,” he remarked of his Fourth Symphony,

‘but it’s what I meant.” Of another orchestral piece he said, ‘Do what
you like with it. Play it backwards if you want to.” All this was said in
the context of his overwhelming artistry and professionalism. Pevsner
has already noted this detachment as an intrinsic element of the English
imagination. It is not a question of false modesty but, rather, a genuine
aversion towards claiming too much. When a contemporary composer
acknowledged that he had written a piece of music ‘on his knees’,
Vaughan Williams replied that ‘I wrote Sancta Civitas sitting on my
bum.’ It seems, like much in Vaughan Williams, to be a ‘typically’
English remark, eschewing any expression of decp emotion and siting
the real strength of purpose in his posterior. It has all those elements
of practicality and common sense which are considered to be
characreristic, as well as a faint sense of earthy or ribald humour which
comes (almost literally) with the territory.
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A{lother example of his temperament has been explored by his friend
and interpreter Michael Kennedy, who has remarked that “at rehearsal
and in performance his concern was always with technical matters
and never with the emotional content of the music’.*® This emphz;s.is.
upon the practical and pragmatic is wholly comprehensible in the
English context, as is Vaughan Williams’s taciturnity or diffidence
concerning ‘the emotional content’. He was not given ‘to probing into
himself and his thoughts or his own music’ ! We may say the sargne of
ot%ler English artists who have prided themselves on their technical
skills and are decidedly reluctant to discuss the ‘meaning’ of their
productions, Thus Mr Kennedy believes that the Sixth Symphony must
have- represented ‘a deeply-felt, personal and impassioned utterance’
preqsely because Vaughan Williams’s own Programme-note ‘studiousl
avoids any hint of emotional commitment’ 32 It is, once mor )
question of English embarrassment. , -

There is in Vaughan Williams’s work what has been described as “a
preoccupation with sonorities’ 3 which may in turn be related to what
one musjcal historian has called ‘the English love of fullness of sound’3*
first nqtlced in the twelfth century. That fullness of sound, touched b
¥ne.lod1c beauty, is a distinctive passion in Vaughan Willia,ms just as i)t,
15 in Purcell or in Tallis. We read of certain extant manuscripts where
‘tht‘: English added their characteristically acute sense of vocal sonority’
which could become ‘a special concern for euphony (for which the
were later to become especially noted)’.3% It became apparent, too iI)l,

the employment of several lines of harmony meeting and part’in i’n a
musical structure like that of interlace. :

That particular reverence for harmony might be variously inter-
preted at an aesthetic or social level; the English predilection for
compromise and moderation, after all, is an aspect of the ‘golden
mean’. The rich harmonic texture of Vaughan Williams’s music ma
thus be associated with the ‘harmonic forces’ of Purcell’s compositionz
and t?e ‘slgw-moving harmonies’ and “fullness of instrumentation’ in
Elgar’s, or it may be related to a more primitive need for harmonious
order arising from various competing elements. In cither sphere, it is the
true music of England. In 1994 the most acclaimed of contcr;1porary
English composers, Thomas Ades, completed a string quartet entitled

Arcadiana; its most poi 1
: gnant and lyrical movement, the sixt
entitled ‘O Albion’. ’ s
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The territorial imperative

And so the English imagination takes the form of an endless enchanted
circle, or shining ring, moving backwards as well as forwards. I return
again to Ford Madox Ford - returning being one of the central images
of this book — who wrote that ‘my private and particular image of
English history in these matters is one of waving lines. I see tendencies
rise to the surface of the people. I see them fall again and rise again.’
These ‘lines’ of force or influence connect the present with the past. We
draw half our strength and inspiration from the writers of the past.
From their example we learn that the history of the English imagination
is the history of adaptation and assimilation. Englishness is the
principle of diversity itself. In English literature, music and painting,
heterogeneity becomes the form and type of art. This condition reflects
both a mixed language comprised of many different elements and a
mixed culture comprised of many different races. That is why there is
also, in the products of the English imagination, a characteristic mixing
or blurring of forms; in these pages I have traced the conflation of
biography, or history, and the novel.

The English have in that sense always been a practical and pragmatic
race; the history of English philosophy, for example, has been the
history of empiricism and of scientific experiment. There are no works
of speculative theology, but there are many manuals of religious
instruction. This native aptitude has in turn led to disaffection from, or
dissatisfaction with, all abstract speculation. The true emphasis rests
upon the qualities of individual experience, which are manifest in the
English art of portraiture and in the English novel of character. The
English imagination is also syncretic and additive - one episode leading
to another episode — rather than formal or theoretical.

So there are many striking continuities in English culture, ranging
from the presence of alliteration in English native poetry for the last
two thousand years to the shape and size of the ordinary English house.
But the most powerful impulse can be found in what I have called the
territorial imperative, by means of which a local area can influence or

guide all those who inhabit it. The example of London has often been |

adduced. But the territorial imperative can also be transposed to
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include the nation itself. English writers and artists, English composers
and folk-singers, have been haunted by this sense of place, in which the
echoic simplicities of past use and past tradition sanctify ; certain spot
of ground. These forces are no doubt to be found in other regions and
countries of the earth; but in England the reverence for the past and the
affinity with the natural landscape join together in 2 mutual embrace.
So we owe much to the ground on which we dwell. It is the landscape

and the dreamscape. It encourages a sense of longing and belonging. It
is Albion.
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