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PREFACE

HE authors would like it to be understood that

the following essays do not form what is usually
called a ‘symposium’, that is, a staged or prearranged
débat, estrif, or disputatio in which the combatants
undertake respectively to maintain and attack a pre-
scribed thesis for the delectation of the audience.
The author of the first essay was not, when he wrote
it, personally acquainted with his antagonist; he
hoped, rather than expected, to be answered some-
time and somewhere by ‘any whom it might con-
cern’. Since then the argument has continued by its
own momentum. The authors have decided to pub-
lish it because, thinking the subject worthy of con-
sideration, they have not thought that they could
lay it more fairly before their readers in any other
way. No doubt this form has its drawbacks. Both
authors have found now and then that the alley they
were exploring was blind and have had to retrace
their way, with apparent waste of time and effort.
Further, they may be taxing the reader’s attention
more severely than if each had written a full-length
book. But they believe that the ease with which
either of these books might have been read—specially
by those who had never read, or had forgotten, the
other—would be deceptive. The critical world is at
present much divided into groups and camps, and
those who accept their principles from any one camp
are not, perhaps, always aware of what can be
urged against them. One remembers the Dumb
Orators in Crabbe. The readers of this book cannot
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fall into that error; bane and antidote here grow
side by side; and neither author, even if he wished,
can here play Cato to any ‘little senate’ of his own.

It has also seemed to us that a revival of the art
of Controversy would now be a wholesome thing.
A dangerous habit is growing up among critics of
disagreeing without ever meeting face to face; of
taking for granted in footnotes and parentheses and
anonymous reviews the absurdity of opinions which
have never, in fact, been publicly refuted. To all
this we feel that the justa controversio stands much as
the duello stands to mere backbiting, nose-slitting,
and abuse; and is, for that reason, to be preferred.

It only remains to thank the English Association
for allowing the reprint of the first three essays,
which originally appeared in volumes xix (1934),
xx (1935), and xxi (1936) of Essays and Studies.

E.M.W.T.
C.S. L.
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THE PERSONAL HERESY
I

‘An inquisitiveness into the minutest circumstances and casual sayings of
eminent contemporaries is indeed quite natural; but so are all our follies.’—
COLERIDGE.

URING the war I saw an anthology which con-
tained the work of some ‘young soldier poets’, as
we used to call them. The advertisement on the
wrapper promised that if you bought the book these
young men would tell you things about themselves
which they had never told to ‘their fathers, or their
sweethearts, or their friends’. The assumption was"
that to read poetry means to become acquainted with
the poet, as we become acquainted with a man in
intimate conversation, to steep ourselves in his per-
sonality; and the appeal based on this assumption
was an appeal to curiosity. When that appeal is put
so crudely, it endangers no educated reader’s judge-
ment; and if that assumption were made only in
advertisements, it would not be worth consideration.
But it is impossible not to recognize in the passage
which I have quoted the logical conclusion of a ten-
dency from which, in our own day, even reputable
criticism is not always exempt. Few will deny that,
\ the role of biography in our literary studies is steadily
increasing ; and if we look into the most popular liter-
ary biographies of the last decade or so, we shall find
that in them the poet’s life is connected with his work
after a fashion quite alien from the methods of John-
son. Poetry is widely believed to be the ‘expression of.
personality’; the end which we are supposed to pursue,

in reading it is a certain contact with the poet’s soul ;/
B
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and ‘Life’ and “Works’ are simply two diverse expres-
. sions of this single quiddity. In a work published by
His Majesty’s Stationery Office we are urged to use
English literature as ‘a means of contact with great
minds’.! This seems innocent enough, but there is
more behind. In Dr. Tillyard’s Milton we are told
that the only critics of Paradise Lost who ‘seemed to
tackle’ the ‘problem’—for a poem is always a ‘prob-
lem’ to psychological critics—in the ‘right kind of
way’ were the Satanists; and their rectitude con-
sisted, apparently, in the fact that they ‘invested the
character of Satan with all that Milton felt and
valued most strongly’.2 They were right because
they assumed from the outset that Milton’s poetry
must be the expression of his personality. Later in
the book Dr. Tillyard complains that such matters
as style ‘have concerned the critics far more than
what the poem is really about, the true state of
Milton’s mind when he wrote it’.3 The concealed
major premiss is plainly the proposition that all
poetry is about the poet’s state of mind. Certainly, in
the opinion of Mr. Kingsmill this proposition is so
axiomatic that a poem which is nof about the poet’s
state of mind can for that reason be condemned. Of
Sokrab and Rustum he says, ‘Throughout the intermin-
able poem there is hardly a hint of any relation
between Thomas and Matthew Arnold on the one
hand, and Rustum and Sohrab on the other. Even
in the death of Sohrab the emotional pressure behind
the verse seems to me.. . . f00 weak to suggest any con-

' The Teaching of English in England, 1921, p. 15.
* Milon, E. M. W, Tillyard, 1930, p. 1. 3 Ibid., p. 237.
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scious or unconscious recognition on. Arnold’s part
of the likeness between his fate and Sohrab’s.’”* If the
emotion were strong, apparently, it would have to be
egoistic; if the poem were good, it would express the
emotions arising out of the poet’s personal situation.
More difficult to interpret is Mr. T. S. Eliot’s state-
ment that ‘The rage of Dante . . . the deep surge of
Shakespeare’s general cynicism and disillusionment,
are merely gigantic attempts to metamorphose private
failures and disappointments’.2 Of this it would, per-
haps, carry us too far to say that what we most desire
to know of an ‘attempt’ is whether it failed or suc-
ceeded, and that ‘metamorphosis’ is a dark concep-
tion till we have asked ‘Metamorphosis into what?’
It concerns our present purpose more to notice the
assumed, and concealed, major premiss that the
cynicism and disillusionment put into the mouths of
some Shakespearian characters are Shakespeare’s.
Even dramatic poetry is tacitly assumed to be the
expression of the poet’s personality. Nor is it only
among the vewrepilovres that such a dogma hides.
A critic of a different school, Professor Garrod, has
admitted into his Wordsworth sentences which bear,
if they do not invite, a dangerous interpretation.
We are there told that ‘a man’s poetry is but a part
of him’ ;3 and this, in some sense, is true. A poet does
many other things in addition to composing poems.
But Professor Garrod goes on to say that if, in reading
poetry, ‘we put the poet out of the room, we let in one

of two interlopers. We let in either ourselves or a

! Matthew Arnold, Hugh Kingsmill, 1928, p. 127. Italics mine.
* Selected Essays, T. S. Eliot, 1923, p. 137. Italics mine,
3 Wordsworth, H, W. Garrod, 2nd edition, 1927, p. 9.
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false image of the poet.” Professor Garrod’s words,
judged in the light of all he says elsewhere, may, per-
haps, be so understood as not to involve the personal
heresy. Butitcannotbedenied thatthey aremosteasily
read as though they involved the assumption that
what we attend to, in reading poetry, is a representa-
tion claiming to be the poet; and that to read poetry
well is to have a true idea of the poet, while to read
it illis to have a false idea of him. Taken in this sense
their implication seems to me to be a serious error.
*(In this paper I shall maintain that when we read

octry as poetry should be read, we have before us no
representation which claims to be the poet, and fre-
quently no representation of a man, a character, or a
personality at all.}

I shall begin by tackling the problem on a very
shallow and popular level. Dismissing all the more
ambiguous senses in which the word ‘personality’
can be used, and in which we can be said to meet or
come into touck with it, I shall try to show that there is
at least one very obvious sense in which it is certain
that the object offered to us by a good poem is not
the poet’s personality. My position—in this obvious _
sense, which will suffice at the present stage—is so
simple that a few examples will make it good. I read,
for instance,

Whenas in silks my Julia goes,
Then, then, methinks how sweetly flows
That liquefaction of her clothes.

If the theory which I am attacking, taken in its
crudest sense, were true, it ought to be true that what
I derive from these lines is the impression of a certain
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personality. My pleasure ought to consist in the per-
ception of that personality, and the permanent result
of the poem ought to be an enrichment of my con-
ception of human nature. Now there is no doubt
that I can extract from the poem the idea of a
humorous nature, amorous yet dainty, dowered with
an almost feminine sensibility to the qualities of
clothes. The question is whether that is presented
to me as part of my poetical experience. For, of
course, any and every result which may follow from
my reading of a poem cannot be included in my
poetical apprehension of it, and cannot, therefore,
belong to the poem as a poem. Thus, for example,
I can learn from reading these lines that the pro-
nunciation ‘clo’es’ for clothes is at least as old as the
date at which the poem was written. That piece of
philological knowledge is a result of the poem; but
clearly philological truths do not make part of the
poem, nor do I encounter them so long as I am
apprehending it with my imagination, but only when
I come to reflect upon it, later, and in a very different
. light‘(The problem, therefore, is whether my percep-
tion of the poet’s character is part of my direct ex-
perience of the poem, or whether it is simply one of
those later and unpoetical resultsy I think this is
answered as soon as it is asked. I know that the poet
was sensitive to the qualities of silk. How? Plainly
because he has conveyed them so vividly. But then
he must have conveyed or expressed them to me
before I can know that he was thus sensitive, and to
say that he has conveyed them to me means that I
myself, in reading the poem, became conscious of
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silk in a new way. I know that his expression is good
only because that expression has already wrought its
effect on me. Isee that ‘liquefaction’ is an admirably
chosen word ; but only because I have already found
myself seeing silk as I never saw it before. The first
object presented to me is an idea of silk. To account
for the unusual vividness of that idea, I may then
analyse the poem and conclude ‘It is the word ligue-
Jfaction that does the trick’; and only then, by a third
step, can I conclude ‘With what eyes he must have
seen! silk to think of such a word’, and thence ‘He
must have been that sort of man’. In other words,
my idea of the poet presupposes that the poem has
already had its effect on my imagination, and can-
not, therefore, be part of that effect. The only
experience which has any claim to be poetical ex-

" perience is an apprehension, not of the poet, but of
silk. Perception of the poet’s skill comes later, and
could not come at all unless I had first and foremost
apprehended the silk; and perception of the per-
sonality implied by such skill comes later yet. It is
twice removed from the essential poetic experi-
ence.

But perhaps I seem to have chosen, unfairly, an ex-
ample in which the poetry is of an unusually sensuous
and simple type. In fact, however, the more subtle
types of poetry differ only by being less manageable
for purposes of exposition.

! Throughout this discussion I use words such a3 ‘seeing’ or “perception’
to mean the genus of which sensation, knowing, opining, imagining, and the
like are species. ‘Apprehension’ would in some ways have been preferable,
but it has intellectual implications. My own usage has, at any rate, the
sanction of our ordinary habits of speech. ‘Having’ would be the best of
all, but would have required explanation.
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Very old are we men;
Our dreams are tales
Told in dim Eden
By Eve’s nightingales, .

Here it is very much harder to indicate by prose
poiuters the nature of the object presented to me.
But at least we may be quite certain what it is not.
It is not a picture of the poet. It is something ex-
tended interminably in time, shrouded in mystery,
and yet, for all its age, carrying still about it some
hint of the dewy freshness of primeval myth. That
may not be a good description of the thing, but it
would be a much worse description of Mr. De la
Mare. If I try to imagine Mr. De la Mare, I can
imagine him only as an individual living in a particu-
lar time and place, with other times and places form-
ing a sort of context that stretches away indefinitely
on all sides of him. But what I look towards in read-
ing the poem is that context itself—the ages of human
history. How could the object be the idea of a man
who himself is inside that context? Where the thing
presented already contains the poet as one of its least
important details, how could it also ¢ the poet
himself?

To be sure there are poems in which the thing that
we attend to is unmistakably a human being in a
certain state of emotion. Thus, for example,

I breathe again.
Trances of thought and mountings of the mind
Come fast upon me. It is shaken off,
That burthen of my own unnatural self,
The heavy weight of many a weary day
Not mine, and such as were not made for me.
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Such lines might seem to support the case of my
opponents; for beyond question what they convey to
me is the keener awareness of a certain kind of human
feeling—just as Herrick’s poem enabled me to see the
liquid quality of silk as I had never seen it before.
But the difficulty is on]y apparent. It is easy to sup-
pose that we do not know whether thcse lines come
person or from a speech by one of the characters in
a play And it is clear that if they came from a play
they would not dir: ctly present us with the poet’s
character. The Drama is, in fact, the strongest wit-
ness for my contention. Even my convinced oppon-
ents would falter in dealing with the Drama, for there
the poet is manifestly out of sight, and we attend not
to him but to his creations. How far any of them may
resemble him is, no doubt, an interesting question;
but to ask that question, still more to answer it, is
clearly to have turned from imaginative apprehen-
sion to later and unpoetic reflection. The objective.
or impersonal theory of poetry which I am defending
finds its easiest application in the drama and the epic.
And if we return, with this in our minds, to the pass-
age under consideration, we must surely agree that
there is nothing in the poetry itsglf to show whether
it is dramatic or not. We happen to know that it is
from Wordsworth’s Prelude. But we do not know that
by imaginative experience. Or if we take the Prelude
as a whole, the appreciation of it as poetry does not
include the knowledge that it is autobiographical.

+A process of human development, that is, a particular
man growing up, is presented to us; that this man is,
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or is intended to be, Wordsworth himself, we learn
from literary history—unless we are so simple as to_
suppose that the use of the first person settles the
question. The same holds good &Fall poetry. We do
not know whether the story of the sonnets was Shake-
speare’s own story or not; we do not know whether
Milton really grieved for the death of Mr. King or
not; and if we know that Shelley had really met
Keats, we do not know it in and by appreciating
Adonais. So that at the very best, all we can mean by
claiming to find the poet’s personality in a poem is
that we find some personality, which may,-oa.quite
other grounds, be discovered to be that of the poet.-
I submit that this is not what is ordinarily meant by
knowing or getting into touck with 2 man. If I have the
idea of a particular character, and it just happens
that a man, say, in Timbuctoo exists who does, as a
matter of fact, bear that character—a man I have
never heard of—it would be a very odd use of
language to say that I knew, or was in touch with,
the man as soon as I had the idea. At best, therefore,
e meet the poet, even in the most personal lyric(
Foetry, only in a strained and ambiguous sensg, But
ve can go much farther than this. Itis, in fact, quite
impossible that the character represented in the
poem should be identically the same with that of the
poet. The character presented is that of 2 man in
the grip of this or that emotion: the real poet is a
man who has already escaped from that emotion suffi-
ciently to see it objectively—I had almost said to see
it dramatically—and to make poetry of it. The man
who cries out with pain is not the same as the man
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who vividly expresses to us the blood-curdling nature
of the cry. The man who expends his spirit in a waste
of shame is not the same as the man who sees the
imaginative significance of that whole situation and
writes down ‘The expense of spirit in a waste of
shame’. The characteristic of a poet is, after all,
that he is a poet; and if poems put us into touch with
him, the characters presented to us in all poems,
however diverse they may be, ought, at least, to have
this in common, that they are all poets. But the
great crowd of lovers, mourners, fighters, and the
like whom we meet in sonnets and songs are not
poets. They may be spoken of in the first person, but
they differ from their creators by this very fact that
they are merely loving, mourning, and being angry;
whereas the real poet is writing poetry about love, or
sorrow, or_anger. Nor, indeed, is it possible for any
‘one to describe himself, even in prose, without mak-
ing of himself, to some extent, a dramatic creation.
The character whom I describe as myself leaves out,
at least, this present act of description—which is an
element in my real history; and that is the beginning
of a rift which will grow wider at every step we take
from the vulgarity of confession to the d@ﬁ—cterand
severer world of lyric poetrg= The ‘T and ‘me’ o%‘

whom poets speak really affect us in exactly the sam
way as any of the other characters whom they present
to us; they are phases of human nature, detached
from their historical context—ola &v yévorro—things
that might happen. That something tolerably like
them has actually happened in the poet himself is
poetically irrelevant.
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It follows, then, at least in the crudest and most
obvious sense of the words, that the thing presented
to us in any poem is not and never can be the per-
sonality of the poet. Itis the liquid movement of silk,
or the age and mystery of man, or a particular man
escaping from a long period of constraint—never
Wordsworth, or De la Mare, or Herrick. But here a
distinction must be made. Poetry, after all, is not
science or history; and the silks are not described in
the manner of the mercer, nor the history of man
after the manner of the anthropologist. Itis, in fact,
these things, not as they are, but as they seem to be,
which poetry represents to me; or so I shall be told.
It may be true that what I am aware of in reading
Herrick’s poem is silk, but it is not silk as an object
in rerum natura. Isee it as Herrick saw it; and in so
doing, it may be argued I do come into contact with
his temperament in the most intimate—perhaps in

‘the only possible—way. For the moment I not only
accept but embrace this view of the matter. It intro-
duces a point of the last importance which the crudest
form of the personal theory had overlooked. Letitbe
granted that I do approach the poet; at least I do it
by sharing his consciqusness, not by studying it. I
look with his eyes, not at him. He, for the moment,
will be precisely what I do not see; for you can see
any eyes rather than the pair you see with, and if you
want to examine your own glasses you must take
them off your own nose. The poet is not a man who
asks me to look at fim; he is a man who says ‘look at
that’ and points; the more I follow the pointing of his

5ﬁnger the less I can possibly see of him, To be sure
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there are all sorts of difficult questions hanging over
us. But for the moment let us thrust them aside.
Whatever may turn out to be the whole truth, let us
make fast, before we go a step farther, this aspect of
the truth. To see things as the poet sees them I must
share his consciousness and not attend to it; I must
look where he looks and not turn round to face him;
|T must make of him not a spectacle but a pair of
spectacles: in fine, as Professor Alexander would say,
I must enjoy him and not contemplate him. Such is the
first positive result of my inquiry.

_.-Having grasped this truth, I proceed to a second
question. What is the nature of this consciousness
which I come to share but not to study, to look
+hrough but not look at, in appreciating a poem?" The
personal theory will hold that the consciousness in
question is that of the poet, considered as an indivi-
dual, contingent, human specimen. Mr. Smith sees
things in one way; Mr. Jones sees them in another;
Mr. Wordsworth sees them in a third. What we
share in reading Wordsworth is just Wordsworth’s
point of view as it happens to exist in him as a
psychological fact; and that is why modern criticism
attends so willingly to psychology and biographyt--
And as long as we are dealing with romantic poets
not far removed from us in time, this view of the
matter is not unplausible. It cannot, however, have
escaped any one’s attention that there is a whole
class of poetical experiences in which the conscious-
ness that we share cannot possibly be attributed to
any single human individual. Let us consider an
example.
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‘And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of the
Chaldees’ excellency, shall be as when God overthrew
Sodom and Gomorrah. It shall never be inhabited, neither
shall it be dwelt in from generation to generation: neither
shall the Arabian pitch tent there; neither shall the shep-
herds make their fold there. But wild beasts of the desert
shall lie there; and their houses shall be full of doleful
creatures; and owls shall dwell there, and satyrs shall
dance there. And the wild beasts of the islands shall cry
in their desolate houses, and dragons in their pleasant
palaces.’

It does not greatly matter how highly the reader
values the imaginative impression produced upon
him by these words: that they produce some imagina-
tive impression, that he comes to enjoy a new and
heightened mode of consciousness in reading them,
will not be denied. The question arises whose con-
sciousness it is. Who was the man to whom this mode
belonged, the man whose personality or tempera-
ment we are coming to share?

Very little argument suffices to show that it cannot
have been the original author. The mood to which
we are introduced by these lines was not only not
normal in the Hebrew writer; it did not and could
not exist in him at all. To begin with ‘doleful
creatures’, ‘owls’, ‘satyrs’, ‘wild beasts of the islands’,
and ‘dragons’ are mere mistranslations. Whatever
they evoke or express was wholly absent from the
mind of the author, and, what is worse, other things
were there in its place. Only the crudest view of the
relations between language and imagination could
lead us to suppose that the experience which lacked
these words and used others in their place was at all
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like the experience of the modern reader. But thatis
not all. The theme of the whole passage is Babylon
and the fall of Babylon. Now the sound Babylon did
not exist in the original: yet that sound counts for a
great deal in our experience of the passage. Babylon:
the very word is like a bell. But Isaiah—or whoever
it was—never heard that bell toll. He may have
heard a better bell, but that is nothing to the purpose.
If we turn from the sound to the idea—we may grant
that false abstraction for the argument’s sake—the
rift between our mood and that of the original
becomes even wider. For us Babylon is far away and
long ago; it comes to us through the medium of cen-
turies of poetry about the East and about antiquity;
it comes to us as descendants of those Germanic
poets who had from the first a romantic and elegiac
delight in the ruin and decay of greatness. We have
read of Troy, too, and perhaps, in our salad days, we
loved the courts where Jamshid gloried and drank
deep. Now Babylon, to the writer, was neither long
ago nor far away. Its greatness was not the cloudy
greatness of old empires fallen in the past, but the
oppressive greatness of an enemy and a neighbour.
He felt about Babylon not as we feel about Troy and
Nineveh, but as some Indian nationalists may feel
about London. The poetry of Babylon, for us, be-
longs to the same world as

But all about the rugged walls were hung
With riven moniments of time forepast.

The poetry, for him, belonged rather to the world of

When we’ve wound up the watch on the Rhine.
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And with this, presumably, analysis may rest. It is
obvious that no two experiences could be more
grotesquely unlike than that of the writer, and that
of the modern reader, of this passage. Nor shall we
fare much better if we turn from the original writer
to the translator. No one who has himself ever tried
to translate will doubt that what was uppermost in
the mind of the translator as he wrote was the prob-
lem of translation itself. When he wrote ‘dragons’
he was not inquiring whether this completed the
picture or expressed his emotion, but whether it
rendered the Hebrew. Nor did he look at the Hebrew
itself aesthetically; he worked in fear and trembling
to transmit without loss what he believed to be the
literal record of the word of God. Even if some im-
aginative element crept in amidst his philological
and theological preoccupations, it must have differed
essentially from that which we enjoy; for as his Eng-
lish version grew he had the Hebrew always before
him, and was thus inevitably involved in a work of
comparison which has no parallel in our experience
of the passage.

¢ The result, then, is this. Sugh a passage gives us
imaginative experience. In having that experience
we do come to share or enjoy a new kind of conscious-
ness, but that consciousness is not the consciousness
of any single individual. And it will be plain that the
passage I have chosen is only one of a very large class.
Wherever we have traditional poetry there will be
epithets and metrical devices which are the offspring
of no single human temperament; wherever we have
ancient poetry at all, there will be language which
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was commonplace to the writers but which time has
turned into beauty; wherever we get misunderstand-
ing—as in the common, beautiful, mistranslation of
Virgil’s lacrimae rerum—there will be poetry that no
poet wrote. Every work of art that lasts long in the
world is continually taking on these new colours
which the artist neither foresaw nor intended. We
may, as scholars, detect, and endeavour to exclude,
them. We may, as critics, decide that such adventi-
tious beauties are in a given case meretricious and
trivial compared with those which the artist deliber-
ately wrought. But all that is beside the purpose.
Great or small, fortunate or unfortunate, they have
been poetically enjoyed. And that is enough for my
purpose. There can be poetry without a poet. W;
can have poetic experience which does not consist in
sharmg the ‘persqnality’ of a poet. To be encrusted
with such poetless poetry is the reward, or the penalty,
of every poem that endures. Miratur non sua poma.

It will be said that in such cases it is we who make
the poetry. Itis our own temperament that we enjoy.
But surely not our normal or daily temperament?
I do not perceive the fall of Babylon in that way
whenever I think of it. The kind of seeing that we
enjoy in reading ancient poetry arises only when the
stimulus of the right word is applied. That it is mine
while I enjoy it no one will deny. Even on the per-
sonal view, when I come to share, or to look through,
the mind of the poet, his mind becomes mine, in so
far as, and as long as, I succeed in appreciating his
poem. What else do we mean by ‘sharing’? We shall
all agree that when my way of seeing things is altered
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by reading a poem, it is my way of seeing them that is
altered. Thexeal.question is whether this alteration
always (or ever) consists in my coming to share the
personal point of view of the man whom we call the
Roct. And our examples show that this is at any rate
m always the case. It does at least sometimes
happen that the new ‘personality’ or ‘point of view’
whereby we respond to the poem never existed in the
poet. Whether it is ‘ours’ or not is largely a question
of words. It is certainly not ‘ours’ in the sense of
being normal to us, or typical of us. No less certainly
it is “ours’ while we read: that is what is meant when
we say that the poem creates it in us. But this is
,beside the purpose.

What now remains of the personal dogma? We
have seen reason to reject the view that in reading
_poetry we were presented with some object that could
be described as ‘the poet’s personality’. At best we
‘shared’ or ‘looked through’ his personality af some-
thing else. But even this would not serve as a descrip-
tion of poetry in general; for we saw that in many
cases the personality—if you still want to call it so—
which we came to share was not that of any single
human being. It was not, in fact, the personality of a
person. More explicitly, it was not a personality at
‘all. It was a mood, or a mode of consciousness,
created temporarily in the minds of various readers
by the suggestive qualities which certain words and
ideas have taken on in the course of human history,!"

t 1limit myself to what most concerns our present purpose. A full account
would have to deal with the evocative qualities of word-order and construc-
tion, and also with sounds. The former are habitually neglected; the latter
as habitually exaggerated. Critics without a phonetic training, being quite

a
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and never, so far as we know, existing normally or
permanently—never constituting the person—in any
one. We will postpone for a moment all inquiry into
the nature of this abnormal mode of consciousness.
We have seen that in the case of poetless poetry it
cannot be personal. It remains to show that it is
lequally impersonal even when we have a single,
conscious poet to deal with.

Once again I will take a familiar example. We
must choose old, uncontroverted poetry for our
laboratory work, or we shall darken counsel. The
more exciting application of our views to our own
favourites, or to contemporary work, may come later.
Let us take a piece of Keats.

As when, upon a tranced summer-night,

Those green-rob’d senators of mighty woods,

Tall oaks, branch-charmed by the earnest stars,

Dream, and so dream all night without a stir,

Save from one gradual solitary gust

Which comes upon the silence, and dies off,

As if the ebbing air had but one wave.
» After what has been said I need not repeat that the
>bject presented to us while we read these lines is not
the man Keats. Itis a wood: but a wood seen with
other eyes than those we enjoy every day. As to the
means by which we gain these new eyes, I take it
there is no great mystery in principle, though there
may be some dispute as to the details. We have, in
the first place, the names of familiar sensibilia—sum-
mer, night, wood, oak, stars, gust, air—each of which,

unable even to hear accurately the sound of their mother-tongue, are
naturally most prone (omne 1gnotum pro magnifico) to attribute to mere sound
all sorts of powers which it does not possess.
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simply as it stands, calls up its proper associations.
But these groups of association—these clusters of
incipient imagery—affect one another. To take
what is most obvious, ‘night’ is changed by its proxi-
mity to ‘summer’, and vice versa. Itis not ‘summer’
plus ‘night’ plus ‘oaks’, &c. Each is what it is in virtue
of its place among all the rest; and the mere placing
of these words would in itself amount to a rough-and-
ready suggestion of the total object to be presented.
The poet might conceivably stop at the string of
names. But notice, even at this level, what he would
be doing. He would be selecting elements of common
experience and arranging them in a special order,
an order in which each transformed and coloured
each. Itisabsolutely essential that each word should
suggest not what is private and personal to the poet
but what is public, common, impersonal, objective.?
The common world with its nights, its oaks, dand its
stars, which we have all seen, and which mean at
least something the same to all of us, is the bank on
which he draws his cheques. But the arrangement
" —the experiencing them together in that particular
order—this at least, you may argue, is his own. To
be sure the arrangement is his own in some sense: we

! I am speaking of what 1s imagined, not of the image or mental picture.
That the two are distinct is proved by the fact that very adequate, or even
fine, imagining may go with very inadequate images. We all enjoy
Hero and Leander, and this implics that we all succeed in smagimng beautiful
human bodies; but only extreme visualists, and, among them, only persons
of considerable artistic training, have images of the human body which
would stand examination. Those who share with the present writer a lively
visualizing power can testify that this unruly faculty is as often the enemy
as the servant of imagination; just as elaborate and ‘realistic’ toys hinder
rather than help children in ther play. The poet may give all his readers
a common smaginaium: he is not to aim at giving them identical imagines.

S |
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shall see in 2 moment what to make of that. Let us
first finish our analysis. If we turn to the more
obviously ‘poetical’ elements we find the same prin-
ciple at work. ‘Tranced’ goes beyond the sensible.
What is here placed in juxtaposition with the ‘sum-
mer night’ is not another fragment from the visible
world, but a fragment from the world of religious
history, or psychology. Such power as it has depends
again on the publicity of that world; and ‘tranced’
fails, if it does fail, precisely because its world is not
sufficiently common. Trance is not a phenomenon
whose meaning is quite sufficiently established; it
does not mean the same to us all. In the next line
(‘green-rob’d senators’) the whole idea of republican
Rome, another common possession of the educated
world, is called up, in order that these senators may
bring the sudden flavour of their silence and gran-
deur out of Plutarch and Livy, and that this, set for
a moment beside the trees, may make them a little
different. What the idea of senator happens to mean
to Keats and Keats only, or to me and me only, in
virtue of our several psychological accidents, is pre-
cisely what does not count. What is used for the
poem is the significance which they have for every
one; their objective characteristics as real elements
in the drama of history—in other words their place
not in any individual’s memory but in the memory
of Europe. It is not relevant that Keats first read
about senators (let us say) in a little brown book, in
a room smelling of boiled beef, the same day that he
pulled out a loose tooth; it is relevant that the senators
sat still when the invading Gauls entered the Senate
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House; it is relevant that Rome really established an
empire. With ‘branch-charmed by the earnest stars’
the sources are more complex. ‘Charmed’ brings in
the idea of magic. There, again, we are on common
ground. We have dipped again into the storehouse
of pubiic history. But this is instantly modified by the
word ‘branch’. Here we are thrown back on sense.
We have seen the trees with branches stretched up
in intense stillness towards the stars. We have im-
agined or been told of people compelled by magical
charms to stand as still as the trees. Lay the two side
by side and add the word ‘earnest’—which is exactly
the point where the sensible image and the idea of
insensible ‘magic’ merge beyond hope of distinction
—and the whole, like meeting drops of quicksilver,
becomes a single perception. We see the thing in a
new way; because the poet has found the proper
scraps of ordinary seeing which, when put together,
will unite into a new and extraordinary seeing.
Now these scraps or atoms of common experience,
before they were united, were, as we have seen, no
more personal to the poet than to any other man
who has grown up in modern Europe. No doubt
they are not quite the same in one man as in another.
But it is just in so far as they approach sameness that
they are useful for poetry. It is the resemblances
between my stars and trees and senators and those
of Keats, not the difference, that matters. In_the
elements, therefore, we should seek in vain the ‘per-
sonality’ of the poet. Let us ask, then, whether this
personality is to be found in their arrangement. In
other words, is the poet 2 man who sees each sensible
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object thus set off and illuminated by those contexts
which they have in the poem?

In onesense the answer is plainly ‘Yes’. While heis
writing the poem, Keats certainly does see the trees
modified by the senators and the charms of the
earnest stars. But then so do we, while we read. But
to say that Keats is capable of attaining such per-
ception for a few moments by the exercise of his art
is hardly to say that it is personal to him, that it
makes part of his nature or temperament. Certainly,
what the exponents of the personal dogma have in
mind is something very much more than this. There
is a widely spread belief that the poet is 2 man who
habitually sees things in a special way, and that his
metaphor and other technique are simply means by
which he admits us to share for a moment what is
normal with him. Now this is really quite untenable.
The dilemma is as follows: are senators normally
present to Keats whenever he sees, or thinks of, oaks?
If they are not, then his normal consciousness of oaks
is other than that which we come to enjoy in reading
his poem. It is quite impossible that a perception
which did not include the senators should be the
same with one that did. We deceive ourselves if we
suppose that Keats’s ‘senators’ or Herrick’s ‘lique-
faction’ are mere substitutes for something else, un-
senatorial and un-liquid, which was present in the
poet’s original perception and which he conveys to
us by these, as by mere devices. It is a principle in
architecture that nothing is great or small save by
position. It is a principle of decoration that every
colour is what it is only in virtue of the surrounding
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colours. It is a principle of thought that every pro-
position depends for its value upon the context. No
less certainly every perception is what it is by virtue
of its context; and without that context the single
perception is an abstraction. To see trees and to
think uf the price of timber means seeing trees in one
way; to think of the forests in romance means to see
trees in a second way; and to think of senators in a
third. Keats could not have seen his trees as we see
them in reading Hyperion before he thought of the
senators. To ask, then, whether he normally saw
them thus is simply to ask whether he normally
associated them with the senatorial idea.” To ask in
general if poets express their personality in their
poetry is to ask whether they habitually live clothed
in all that panoply of metaphor and rhythm which
they use for their work: whether the dancer, as Sir
Toby suggested, goes to church in a sink-a-pace and
comes home in a coranto. The poets themselves
supply the answer. From Homer invoking the Muse
down to Herrick prosaically noting that every day is
not good for verses—f{rom the romantic talking of his
‘genius’ to Emerson declaring that there was a great
deal of inspiration in a chest of good tea—they all
unequivocally declare that the words (and a percep-
tion expressed in other words is another perception)
will not come for the asking, are rare and wooed with
hard labour, are by no means the normal furniture
of the poet’s mind, are least of all his own possession,
his daily temper and habitual self. And even if the
poets did not tell us this in so many words, they have
betrayed themselves by their rough copies. The very
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passage which I have just quoted from Keats did not
always exist in its present perfection. Keats had to
grope for his
gradual solitary gust
Which comes upon the silence, and dies off,
As if the ebbing air had but one wave.

But to grope for the words was to grope for the per-
ception, for the one lives only in the other. Keats
lacked this perception when he began to write. It was
therefore no permanent element in his psychology,
nor even in his poetic psychology. He had to bring
it into existence; and what created it in him was the
very same cause that creates it in us—the words,
incarnating common experiences and juxtaposed so
as to make new experience. Both for Keats and for
us the heightened consciousness is something foreign,
something won from without, from the boundless
ocean of racial, not personal, perception. There is
indeed a momentous difference between him and us.
He actually won it; we only enjoy and applaud the
conquest. But this difference must not mislead us.
There is a great difference between a skilled hunter
who can catch the game and a hungry cripple who
can only eat it. But you must not on that account
mistake the hunter for the hart; still less for Pan.

A critic on whom I was pressing this doctrine once
replied to me, ‘But if one hunter always brought back
hart, and another always boar, I should begin to
suspect a difference’. The objection warns me of a
possible misunderstanding. What game the hunter
kills is indeed determined by his time and place of
hunting, by his skill and by his choice, and thus by
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the whole scheme of things—within which scheme his
personality finds an important, though not an all-
important, place. Ifl'[he.ﬁefsonal Dogma asserted
only that the poets hunt diverse game, and that this
diversity is determined ¢nter alia by their personalities,
I should have no quarrel with it. But when the
hunter is held to create the game, when the qualities
of the venison set before me are traced all to the
hunter and none to Pan, when I am advised to eat,
not because it is good food according to the universal
rules of human nourishment, but because I may thus
become better acquainted with the huntsman, it is
then that I must tell my hosts roundly that they
know neither how to feed a man nor how to reverence
the gods. I do not ask that those who agree with me
should deny the essential difference between the
poetry of Shakespeare and the poetry of Racine. 1
do not even object to their talking of it, when con-
venience so dictates, as a difference of personality. I
will even consent to speak of the Racinity of Racine,
and the Shakespearianity of Shakespeare: only, let
us remember what we mean. Let us remember that/
their poethood consists not in the fact that each
approached the universal world from his own angle
(all men do that), but in their power of telling us
what things are severally to be seen from those angles.
To use their poetry is to attend to what they show
us, to look, as I have said before, not at them, but
through them at the world. To say that they show us
different things is not to say that they are creating
what they show us, out of their personalities, but only
that they are both finite. Even the reports of two
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scouts in war differ, and that with a difference trace-
able to personality: for the braver man goes farther
and sees more; but the value of his report by no means
consists in the fact that the intelligence officer, while
he receives it, has the pleasure of meeting a brave
man. Even two opposite windows in my room will
give me two different landscapes; and you may say,
in a sense, that the landscape ‘expresses’ the nature
and position of the window. But windows are not put
there that you may study windows; rather that you

.may forget windows. And if you find that you
are forced to attend to the glass rather than the
landscape, then either the window or your eye is
faulty.

A poet does what no one else can do: what, per-
haps, no other poet can do; but he does not express
his personality. His own personality is his starting-
point, and his limitation: it is analogous to the posi-
tion of the window or the degree of courage in the
scout. If he remains at his starting-point he is no
poet: as long as he is (like the rest of us) a mere per-
sonality, all is still to do. It is his business, starting
‘from his own mode of consciousness, whatever that
may happen to be, to find that arrangement of public
experiences, embodied in words, which will admit
him (and incidentally us) to a new mode of conscious-
ness. He proceeds partly by instinct, partly by fol-
lowing the tradition of his predecessors, but very
largely by the method of trial and error; and the
result, when it comes, is for him, no less than for us,
an acquisition, a voyage beyond the limits of his per-

' sonal point of view, an annihilation of the brute fact
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of his own particular psychology rather than its
assertion.

The objects, then, which we contemplate in read-
ing poetry are not the private furniture of the poet’s
mind. The mind through which we see them is not
his. If you ask whose it is, I reply that we have no
reason to suppose that it is any one’s. It comes into
existence, here and there, for moments, in varying
degrees: that it exists anywhere permanently and as
a whole—that it anywhere forms a person—is an un-
necessary hypothesis. Butifit did, that person would
not be a human being. A mind which habitually saw
* as synthetically—which saw each single object with
so vast a context—as we are made to see for moments
by poetry, would be as far removed from us as we are
from the brutes. It would not, indeed, be the Divine
Mind, for it apprehends only the what and ignores the
that; whereas God must be a permanent philosopher
no less than a permanent poet. But it would be a
mind, none the less, greatly beyond the human. The
ancients called it the Muse. That she exists is a need-
less hypothesis, though, for all I know, not an absurd
one. At all events, only in her will personal critics
find the haven they seek. Much criticism is faced with
[t.his dilemma. It asserts of poetry superhuman attri-
butes: it believes in no superhuman subjects to sup-
port them. But with these speculations as to what
the poetic consciousness would be if it existed any-
where as a permanent whole, criticism is not at all
concerned. The personal dogma can be refuted with-
out any inquiry into the nature of that mode of con-
sciousness which it mistook for the poet’s personality.
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And it will add faith to the refutation if we can ascribe
causes for the error. One cause is not far to seek. In
an age when many have to talk of poetry, this per-
sonal view offers obvious advantages. Very few care
for beauty; but any one can be interested in gossip.
There is always the great vulgar anxious to know
what the famous man ate and drank and what he
said on his deathbed ; there is always the small vulgar
greedy to lick up a scandal, to find out that the
famous man was no better than he should be. To
such people any excuse for shutting up the terrible
books with all the lines and lines of verse in them and
getting down to the snug or piquant details of a
human life, will always be welcome. But there is a
deeper reason than this. The personal dogma springs
from an inability which most moderns feel to make
up their minds between two alternatives. A materi-
alist, and a spiritual, theory of the universe are both
equally fatal to it; but in the coming and going of the
mind between the two it finds its opportunity. For
the typical modern critic is usually a half-hearted
materialist. He accepts, or thinks he accepts, that
picture of the world which popularized science gives
him. He thinks that everything except the buzzing
electrons is subjective fancy; and he therefore be-
lieves that all poetry must come out of the poet’s head
and express (of course) his pure, uncontaminated,
undivided ‘personality’, because outside the poet’s
head there is nothing but the interplay of blind
forces. But he forgets that if materialism is true,
there is nothing else inside the poet’s head either.
- For a consistent materialism, the poetless poetry for
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which I contend, and the most seemingly self-expres-
sive ‘human document’, are equally the accidental!
results of impersonal and irrational causes. And if
this is so, if the sensation (Professor Housman has
told us about it). which we call ‘enjoying poetry’ in
no case betokens that we are really in the presence
of purpose and spirituality, then there is no foothold
left for the personal heresy. All poetry will indeed
suggest something more than the collision of blind
forces; but the suggestion will, in every case alike,
be false. And why should this false suggestion arise
from the movements in the things we call brains
rather than from any other movements? It is just as
likely to arise from historical accidents of language,
or from printers’ errors. If, on the other hand, some-
thing like Theism or Platonism or Absolute Idealism
is true—if the universe is not blind or mechanical,
then equally the human individual can have no
monopoly in producing poetry. For on this view all is
designed, all is significant. The poetry produced by
impersonal causes is not illusory. The Muse may
speak through any instrument she chooses.

Surely the dilemma is plain. Either there is signi-
ficance in the whole process of things as well as in
human activity, or there is no significance in human
activity itself. It is an idle dream, at once cowardly
and arrogant, that we can withdraw the human soul,
as a mere epiphenomenon, from a universe of idiotic
force, and yet hope, after that, to find for her some
Jaubourg where she can keep a mock court in exile.

! In order to avoid misunderstanding, I had better say that by ‘accidental’
I do not mean contingent, but ‘undesigned’.
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ou cannot have it both ways, If the world is mean-
ingless, then so are we; if we mean something, we do
not mean alone. Embrace either alternative, and
you are free of the personal heresy.



THE PERSONAL HERESY
II

N his brilliant essay on The Personal Heresy in

Criticism printed in last year’s Essays and Studies of
the English Association, Mr. C. 8. Lewis mentioned my
Milton as a book in which poetry was treated as the
expression of personality. And up to a point he may
have been right. But as he is hostile to my supposed
way of thinking, and as I agree with a good deal of
his essay, it seems either that I did not make myself
clear or that Mr. Lewis is not ent1rely right. So I
welcome this opportunity of saying what I mean by
personality in literature:”However, though certain
crossspurposes may be straightened by further dis-
cussion, I do not say that much of Mr. Lewis’s essay
is not extremely provocative and controversial.
With some of it I disagree; and as the matters of
disagreement seem to me well worth dwelling on,
I offer the comments that follow. I hope that my
qug stirred to argue the point with Mr. Lewis
may be taken as my warm tribute to his essay’s
excellence.

As a preliminary, I must express surprise that Mr.
Lewis considers the Personal Heresy, as he calls it,
a sign of modernity. Ishould have thought it slightly
shop-soiled. Mr. Lewis quotes an ambiguous passage
from Mr. T. S. Eliot as supporting it: yet what weight
can this passage have in the face of so uncompromis-
ing an attack on the Personal Heresy as that author’s
essay on Tradition and the Individual Talent? Here Mr.
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Eliot says that ‘the progress of an artist is a continual
self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality’,
and that ‘honest criticism and sensitive appreciation
is directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry’..
And he comes to the conclusion that for the poet the
mind of Europe and of his own country is much more
important than his own private mind. Now these,
sentiments are not only close to Mr. Lewis’s but they
agree with a strong modern tendency, whose limits
are not easily drawn, to belittle the individual in com-
parison with the race, the personal in comparison
with the abstract, the Renaissance in comparison
with Byzantium. Whatever the fate of this tendency
—it may peter out in a few years for all we can tell—
at the moment it is modern, and the opposite ten-
dency to cling to the personal, even if fated shortly
to prevail, just fails to be modern.

As a second preliminary let me say I entirely accept
Mr. Lewis’s contention that in the matter of per-*
sonality you can draw no line between lyric and
dramatic poetry. I believe with him that there is a
difference between (for example) the poet’s feeling.

“towards personal pain and towards pain pictured in
his poetry; but within the latter category it makes no
difference whether the pain is pictured as happening’
to the poet speaking for himself in a lyric or to a
fictitious personage in a drama.

To turn now to the words ‘personal’ and ‘person-
ality’, it is plain how easy misunderstanding may be
if we consider the following sentence of Mr. Lewis’s.

mmenting on the passage from Keats’s Hyperion
inning—
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As when, upon a tranced summer-night,
Those green-rob’d senators of mighty woods,
Tall oaks . . .

he writes:

‘It is not relevant that Keats first read about senators (let
us say) in « little brown book, in a room smelling of boiled
beef, the same day that he pulled out a loose tooth; it is
relevant that the senators sat still when the invading
Gauls entered the Senate House; it is relevant that Rome
really established an empire.’

In this passage Mr. Lewis implies that ‘personal’
as a critical term includes every accident however.
» trivial connected with the author. No one can com-
plain that he does so, but I should guess that not a -
few supporters of the ‘personal heresy’ would simply:
ignore such trivialities in their conception of per-
sonality. They would attach them to the sphere of
literary gossip, not to that of criticism. Certainly I
should never dream of giving them any critical value
in themselves and I should agree that to recall such
things when reading poetry would be grossly in-
appropriate. The most that literary gossip can do in
the way of criticism is to keep people off a wrong
track.» There is a story about Milton that once after.’
his blindness, hearing a lady sing, he said, ‘Now I
swear this lady is handsome’. Such an anecdote
might have had a critical use at the time when Milton
was imagined to be insusceptible to female charm.
Now that this error has been generally discarded, the
wnecdote has no critical value—it is no more than a
'pleasant piece of literary gossip, and to be consci
of it when we read, for instance, the Chorus’s
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scription of Dalila entering like a ship with streamers
flying is to abuse both the anecdote and the poetry.
If Mr. Lewis in attackingthe personal heresy is wish-
ing to point out_that some of the labour spent in
recent years on Johnson and Lamb, for instance, is
anecdotal rather than critical, and that to confound
the two spheres is a heresy, then he has my support.

Of course Mr. Lewis does not confine ‘personal’ to
this trivial or accidental sense. He grants that it is
possible through poetry to come into contact with
a poet’s temperament in the most intimate way. The
reader shares the poet’s consciousness. But, accord-
ing to Mr. Lewis, even so the personal contact in-
volved is relatively unimportant: first, because the
personality with which the reader achieves contact
is not the poet’s normal personality but a heightened,
temporary, perhaps alien, personality; secondly, be-
cause that personality is a means of vision rather than
the thing ultimately seen. The personal heresy con-
sistsin the reader’s seeing the poet’s normal personality
in his poetry, and in focusing his eyes on that per-
sonality instead of letting them contemplate the uni-
verse in a particular way.

Now if it is heretical to hold that part of the value
of poetry consists in gaining contact with the normal
personality of the poet, then I am a heretic. But I
shall probably be using the word ‘normal’ in a way
Mr. Lewis would disclaim. When he imagines Keats
reading about senators in a little brown book in a
room smelling of boiled beef he attaches these sup-
posed facts to Keats’s normal personality. I should
do nothing of the sort, but call them as irrelevant to
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his normal personality as to the passage of Hyperion
under discussion. In other words by ‘personality’ or
‘normal personality’ I do not mean practical or every-+
day personality, I mean rather some mental pattern -
which makes Keats Keats and not Mr. Smith or Mr. !
Jones. (Pattern is of course a bad word because it
implies the static, whereas personality cannot remain
fixed: the poet’s personality is in the pattern of the
sea rather than in that of a mosaic pavement.) And,
I believe we read Keats in some measure because hisj.
poetry gives a version of a remarkable personality
which another version is his life. The two versions
are not the same but they are analogous. Part of our
response to poetry is in fact similar to the stirring we *
experience when we meet some one whose personality
impresses us. Such a person may startle us by the
things he does, but quite outside anything he does
there will be a distinction about him which, though
difficult to define, we prize and which has the faculty
of rousing us to some extent from our quotidian selves.

his person may be subject to accidents, such as
toothache, irregular habits, or an uncertain temper,
which interfere with our enjoying this distinguished
mental pattern of his; yet we know that the pattern
is there. Though subject to change it is definite
enough to be called habitual; it can indeed be looked
on as his normal self underlying the accidents of
quotidian existence.

One of the readiest ways of pointing to the function
of personality in poetry is by means of the word
style. ‘Style’ readily suggests the mental pattern of
the author, the perponality realized in words. Style
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in poetry is partly a matter of rhythm; and rhythm,
Dr. Richards says very truly in Science and Poetry, ‘is
no matter of tricks with syllables, but directly reflects
personality’. Mr. Lewis would probably define style
as the poet’s credentials certifying him a person whom
you can trust in the quest of bringing back true re-
ports on the univésse; and consider the report far
more important than the credentials. But I should
assert myself that expetjence shows how directly per-
sonality revealed through style can constitute the
major appeal of poetry. Itis pleasant to choose an
‘example from a modern poet who considers poetry
'an escape from personality rather than an expression
ofit. In Mr. T. S. Eliot’s latest work, The Rock, the
most successful passages are those where the author’s
characteristic rhythms and word-arrangements have
freest scope, where his style is most obviously recog-
nizable, in other words when he is most himself.

A Cry from the North, from the West and from the South:
Whence thousands travel daily to the timekept City;
Where My Word is unspoken,

In the land of lobelias and tennis flannels

The rabbit shall burrow and the thorn revisit,

The nettle shall flourish on the grayel court,

And the wind shall say: ‘Here were decent godless people:
Their only monument the asphalt road

And a thousand lost golf balls.’

\Here the style #s the poetry. The rhythm has a tense
pregnant hush, simple in seeming, however subtle in
the attainment, that sets off, that exploits to the ut-
most, the startling mixture of biblical reference and
golf balls. It is entirely individual to the author, it
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. reflects a poetical personality that quickens our pulses,
and we value it far more than any heightened appre-
hension the passage may give us of the things of which
it speaks. Mr. Lewis might retort by attaching Mr.
Eliot, for all his professions of classicism, to the ro-
mantic tradition, and by pointing to his admission
that for that tradition the personal theory does not
work too badly. So I had better choose a second
example not open to this retort; and I cannot do
better in illustrating how widely I differ from Mr.
Lewis in my conception of the personal sphere in
literature than choose the passage from Isaiah to
which he refuses all personal quality whatsoever:

‘And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of the
Chaldees’ excellency, shall be as when God overthrew
Sodom and Gomorrah. Itshall never beinhabited, neither
shall it be dwelt in from generation to generation: neither
shall the Arabian pitch tent there: neither shall the shep-
herds make their fold there. But wild beasts of the desert
shall lie there; and their houses shall be full of doleful
creatures; and owls shall dwell there, and satyrs shall
dance there. And the wild beasts of the islands shall cry
in their desolate houses, and dragons in their pleasant
palaces.’

First, I am willing to admit with Mr. Lewis that we
do not through this passage get in touch with the
personality of the original author, or at least, if we
see him, it is at best through a mist. But with his
remarks on the translator I disagree. Mr. Lewis con-
siders that he was so preoccupied with philological
and theological matters that his own personality
could find no entrance. This to my mind is to mis-
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understand not only translation but any art that
appears to consist in getting a job of work done. Rule
out the possibility of the translator mediating his own
self, and you turn much early painting and sculpture,
where the artist is fighting to render (as he thinks)
a convincing likeness, into a mere technical exercise.
On the contrary, it is precisely when a translator has
worked himselfup into an excited desire to do justice
to a fine passage or a primitive sculptor is growing
triumphant at surmounting a technical difficulty that
his own mental pattern has the chance of manifesting
itself. The artist will probably think his personality
is lost in his non-personal activity, but the result may
quite belie his own expectations. The sculptor of the
Delphic Charioteer would have been incredulous if
he had been told that his ‘personality’ had in any way
entered into the figure of that impassive, severely
draped young man; he probably thought he had
done a good job of work and made a good imitation
of the sort of driver who ought to win a chariot race
for an illustrious prince. Yet the statue is_like no
other statue on earth, and I believe this unlikeness to
be both an important element in the statue’s excel-
lence and to be connected with the sculptor’s per-
sonality. Similarly the passage from Isaiah hasa qu1t

individual ferocity of rhythm which, if we heed it

will make the passage far less remote and romanti

than Mr. Lewis would have it be, and incidentally,
not too far removed from the immediacy which he
very justly postulates for the original. ‘For us’, says
Mr. Lewis, ‘Babylon is far away and long ago’: pos-
sibly, but was it so for a Protestant divine writing not



E. M. W. TILLYARD 39

long after the Gunpowder Plot? Not that the trans-
lator consciously or literally thought the passage a
prophecy of the fall of the Papacy, and thathe believed
dragons would writhe in the ruined halls of the Vati-
can, but I suspect that Babylon evoked the Protestant
fervour which was a motive in the translator’s mental
pattern. Ofcourse a modern reader may let his mind
be guided by the associations that the various evoca-
tive words in the passage have got for him: but this
is rather an indulgence of the reader’s own personal
proclivities than a proper reading; ‘personal’ in a far
less legitimate sense than in that of trying to establish
contact with the mental pattern of the author. ¢

When I spoke of the sculptor of the Delphic
Charioteer having no notion that his own personality
had anything to do with a statue, I was hinting at
a paradox that may go a good way to explaining why
people who may agree at bottom appear to think
so differently about personality in literature. When
Mr. Eliot calls poetry ‘an escape from personality’,
he means more than an escape from the accidents
that attend a person in everyday life. (He is trying to
describe what it feels like when a man succeeds in
writing poetry. The feeling (and other poets confirm
M. Eliot) brings with it the impression of a complete
abandonment of personality, analogous to the feeling
of ‘getting out of yourself’ that may occur in many
hon-literary ‘contexts. Mr. Eliot speaks of the poet
‘surrendering himself wholly to the work to be done’.
The paradox consists in the poet often producing the
most characteristic and personal work through this
very process of self-surrender. The more the poet
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experiences this abandonment of personality, the
more likely is the reader to hail the poet’s charac-
teristic, unmistakable self.) In fact the poet is ipsissi-
mus cum minime ipse. Nor will it make the poet any
Iess personal, if he carefully avoids every vestige of
private emotion, if he seeks the utmost objectification.

On the contrary, the pattern into which these appa-
rently alien objects are fitted will express all the more
clearly, with the least risk of encumbrance, the
characteristic lines of the poet’s mental pattern. Here-
in lies the reason why the following passage from
Mr. Lewis’s essay is no valid argument against the
personal theory. In commenting on the lines from
Hpyperion he writes:

‘It is absolutely essential that each word should suggest
not what is private and personal to the poet but what
is public, common, impersonal, objective. The common
world with its nights, its oaks, and its stars, which we have

all seen, and which mean at least something the same to
all of us, is the bank on which he draws his cheques.’

Here Mr. Lewis is assuming that what is true of com-
munication is true of the experience communicated.
As far as the former goes, his doctrine is sound, con-
taining the legitimate reproof of the kind of modern
verse that draws its cheque on the banks of Albi or
Florence or Timbuctoo rather than on the Bank of
England. But as regards experience Mr. Lewis is not
! always right. However public the means of communi-
:cation, the experience conveyed may (among other
' things or even chiefly) be a mental pattern peculiar
'to the poet. Anyhow it is plain enough that those
who choose to see only one half of the paradox will
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never agree with those who choose to see only the
other.

However, granted the paradox, there remains
another critical sense of the word personal. It is best
set forth through Coleridge’s comparison of Shake-"
speare and Milton in the fifteenth chapter of the
Biographia Literaria:

‘While the former darts himself forth, and passes into
all the forms of human character and passion, the one
Proteus of the fire and blood; the other attracts all forms
and things to himself, into the unity of his own ideal. All
things and modes of action shape themselves anew in the
being of Milton ; while Shakespeare becomes all things, yet .
for ever remaining himself.’

Now in a sense Shakespeare was just as thorough as
Milton in impressing his own personality on the
reader. But just because Shakespeare’s own mental
pattern largely consisted of an almost unexpmpled
power of adapting itself to the shifting expenez:xces of
life so as to extract the utmost mental nourishment
from them, his personality makes a much less precise
eflect on us than does the more rigid personality of
Milton. When then we talk of the poetry of Milton.
or r of Wordsworth being more personal than that of
?Shakespeare or of Keats we may be meaning that it
,expresses a more austerely rigid nature. Now these
ﬂuld and rigid natures, although they may both be
transmuted into poetry and become thereby acces-
sible, do react differently on_the relation between the
pgg_t_’s_liﬁ:_and the poet’s art. The fluid, adaptable,
receptive natures, granted power, are likely to be
pure artists and to empty their lives for the sake of
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their art. Their power, their fierceness go to solving
their artistic problems. Flaubert is habitually quoted
as an author of this kind. The more rigid natures,
who insist, for all their sensibility to impressions, on
imposing their own very definite patterns on the
world of their vision are likely to be interesting per-
sons in their private lives, apt to do more notable
things and to impress themselves on those around
them, Thus Wordsworth must needs poke his nose
into the French Revolution.

Before drawing some critical deductions from these
statements, I wish to say that the above general
division of authors into the fluid and empty-lived on
the one hand, and the rigid and full-lived on the
other, does not invalidate the analogy I postulated
above between the mind-pattern as expressed in ar¢
and the mind-pattern as expressed in life. True, the
analogy between a biography composed of a few dry
facts supplemented by a few trivial anecdotes and
a beautifully proportioned body of poetry can appear
ridiculous. But it may be that the two versions differ

* less in kind than in completeness. One is a perfect
volume; the other consists of a few mutilated pages.
MThe mind-pattern is fully revealed in the poetry;
from the biographical material its main lines are in-

ecipherable. And yet the fact that we cannot de-
cipher them does not prove that their trend is not
similar to that purged, clarified, and intensified pat-
tern that shows up in the poetry. Even when an

,author distils almost the whole of himself into his

i writing (as Flaubert did), what is left of the man,

: ghost-like and bloodless as it may be, can repeat in
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flome vague sort the mental pattern that has been
presented so perfectly in the works. Contact with
him might inform us that here is a remarkable per-
sonality, but so abstracted from active living as to be
unprofitable to pursue. In other words, even the
author :nost depersonalized or sucked dry by his art
is potentially a man of note outside the literary sphere.
Still, though the life of the man who has yielded
‘himself to his art should present some analogy with
that art, it may, however closely scrutinized, be en-
tirely useless in heightening the appreciation of that
art. In fact biographical study will in this case insist
on staying on the hither side of criticism in the pro-
vince of literary anecdotage. It is very likely that
Shakespeare’s biography, even with the fullest know-
ledge, would remain as at present in that province.
“‘But with the other class, the biography, the facts of
personality, the data for the mental pattern of the
man’s life, may substantially help our understanding
of the mental pattern as revealed in his art. An ex-
treme example would be William Morris, a much less
extreme one, Milton. And if] in writing of Milton,
I have forsaken the safe Johnsonian example of not
confounding biography and criticism, I would say in
defence that I did so because I was writing of Milton,
not because I thought they should invariably be so
confounded. Yet I grant that the mixture of bio-
graphy and criticism, even when most justified by
the nature of the author, has its besetting danger: it
is all too easy for the reader to use biography as an
illegitimate short cut into the poet’s mental pattern
as revealed in his poems. He may arrive thereby at
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what seems a place higher up on the more difficult
road of intensive study of the isolated word, but he
will have missed the essential revelation that could
only be obtained by the very journey he has shirked.
He will, in fact, have been doing something like look-
ing up the answers to a problem when tired of trying
to solve it, or using a crib when reading a foreign text.
It is when a man believes that the intensive study of
the isolated word has gone astray or has been brought
to a standstill that he is justified in seeking guidance
from biography.

Mr. Lewis’s essay raises the whole question of what
poetry is about. From the hints he drops I gather
that for him poetry is about objects outside the poet’s
mind, about racial perception, and about God. My
business is not with this topic, nor am I clear enough
about Mr. Lewis’s views to be able to use them as
a starting-point. But I wish to make two observations ¢
on it before I close. First, I disclaim any intention
of limiting the value of poetry to establishing contact
with an important personality ; and I would refer the
reader to an early chapter in my recent book, Poetry
Direct and Oblique, in which I discuss the things poetry
tends to concern. Some of these things, though we
accept information about them only because we trust
the person who gives it, are different from the-per<
sonality or-mental-pattern.of-the authar, described
above. They are nearer, at any rate, to the discoveries
about the universe that Mr. Lewis expects the poet
to make. Secondly, although I have departed from
the doctrines of Dr. Richards so far as to admit that
the poet tells us things as well as imposes valuable
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equilibria on our minds, I find Mr. Lewis too rigidly
concerned with things and too little heedful of states
of mind when he discusses his examples. My dis-
agreement from him can best be illustrated by dis-
cussing one of his own instances, Herrick’s Upon
Fulia’s Clothes. Mr. Lewis discusses half the poem.
It may be fairer to take the whole:
Whenas in silks my Julia goes,
Then, then, methinks, how sweetly flows
That liquefaction of her clothes.
Next, when I cast mine eyes, and see
That brave vibration each way free;
Oh, how that glittering taketh me!

Commenting on the first three lines, Mr. Lewis calls
them ‘poetry of an unusually sensuous and simple
"type’, and says that in them ‘the only experience
which has any claim to be poetical experience is an
| apprehension not of the poet, but of silk’. The poet
has presented an idea of silk and one of unusual vivid-
ness. Now Mr. Lewis expressly excludes from the
poetic value of the lines the notion, ‘With what eyes
the poet must have seen silk’: that is merely an irrele-
vant afterthought. I can only conclude that in his
opinion the lines concern not a state of mind buta
substance called silk, and that they reveal hitherto
‘unapprehended qualities of silk. What are these
qualities? Mr. Lewis suggests that the word liquefac-
tion is responsible for the vividness with which silk
is apprehended. In other words Herrick has made
the discovery that compared with certain other tex-
tures (felt, for instance) silk resembles in its suppleness
2 liquid rather than a solid. I cannot believe that
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Mr. Lewis really holds that the poem’s virtue can
reside in so elementary an observation, an observa-
tion in the power of so many people and not at all
requiring the superior penetration of poetic genius.
Yet what is the alternative? I can only see (granted
silk as the concern of the poem) the vaguely mystical
or Platonic notion (common enough in the late nine-
teenth century) that objects have some essential
quahty, some true self, which the artist can in some
way reveal. Now such interpretations of poetry seem
"to me justified only if backed by the complete philo-
sophy which they imply. Usually they imply no
philosophy; and I doubt, from Mr. Lewis’s remarks,
whether he really wishes to attach this particular
poem to any comprehensive creed. Ifhe does, I have
no quarrel with him. If he does not, I think he has
failed to attach any value to Herrick’s lines.

What I cannot accept in Mr. Lewis’s interpretation
of the poem is the value he puts on ‘things’. I donot
say that the poem does not tell us something, but
I do say that what it tells us about silk has a very
subordinate share in the poem’s total meaning. Silk
may have considerable importance as a means, as an

it is negligible. Even the claim of temporal
pHority made for silk (a claim whose importance I do
not admit) is not justified ; for before the silk is made
vivid to us, we are given through the excited repeti-
tion of the words ‘then, then’, the statement of the
speaker’s excitement at the sight of his Juliain motion.
Far from containing the virtue of the poem, the ap-
prehension of silk is but one of a numbher of factors
‘that go to express a state of mind which readers have
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somehow shared, and which they have considered in
some way valuable. Here are a few of these factors.
A fresh and unaffected sensuality pervades the poem.
Not only is the speaker’s excitement expressed by
‘then, then’, but from the flow of the clothes and their
vibratica the hint of the body beneath is not absent.
The full emphasis and the fall of the third line express
how well the spectator’s excitement is satisfied by the
downward flow of the silk. We may even derive from
‘liquefaction’ a hint of the word ‘satisfaction’. ‘Lique-
faction’ is a sophisticated word, and as such is more
important than as describing a quality of silk which
(incidentally) had been already indicated in the word
‘flows’. More important, probably, than any of the
factors noted above is the contrast on which the poem
is constructed. The spectator first sees the downward
flow of Julia’s silks and he experiences satisfaction.
He then sees the silks vibrating, perhaps moving in
little horizontal eddies, and he is captivated. Even if
this contrast means no more than a sense of balance
or decorum it is not unimportant in the poem; and
anyhow it is something very different from an isolated
apprehension of silk.

Now few readers will accept all these observations
on Herrick’s poem, but I hope most of them will agree
that it is complicated and not so very simple and
sensuous. And I should be glad to think that they
found it initially more reasonable to consider that
poem in terms of a state of mind than in terms of a
substance called silk. For it is not by any laborious
process of induction afier we have read the poem that
we apprehend the qualities of unaffected sensuality,
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keen observation, sophistication, and sense of de-
corum. We apprehend them from the rhythm, the
vocabulary, the word-arrangement, the pattern of
the poem, in fact from the poem’s most intimate
poetical features. And the fact thatsuch an enumera-
tion is critically only of the most trivial value does
not preclude its being on sounder lines than seeing
the poem in terms of ‘things’.

To go further, to describe the state of mind these
qualities compose is luckily not necessary to my
argument, nor need I reopen the question of how far
itis the poet’s personality wegetin touch with through
the poem. But I'should like to add that seeing a poem
in terms of a state of mind need not preclude ‘Theism
or Platonism or Absolute Idealism’. If you wish to
see God in poetry, you can see Him as readily in the
mind of a human being as in a piece of silk.
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‘Id cinerem aut Manes credis curare sepultos?’

EAR DR. TILLYARD,

A friend of mine once described himself as being
‘hungry for rational opposition’. The words seemed
to me to hit off very happily the state of a man who
has published doctrines which he knows to be con-
troversial, and yet finds no one to voice the general
disagreement that he looked for. Itwaswith justsuch
a hunger that I sat down to read your formidable
Rejoinder to my essay on the Personal Heresy. In such
matters to find an opponent is almost to find a friend ;
and I have to thank you very heartily for your kind
and candid contribution to the problem.

In order to narrow the controversy as much as
possible I will begin by recanting all that I can recant.
If I have attributed any positions wrongly either to
yourself or to Mr. T. S. Eliot, I withdraw the attribu-
tion at once. My defence for choosing from your
works and his what were, after all, but obiter dicta, is
that my enemy was much less a fully fledged theory
than a half-conscious assumption which I saw creep-
ing into our critical tradition under the protection of
its very vagueness. That I should choose my ex-
amples from the works of celebrated contemporaries
was but reason. The heresy, if it be a heresy, which
had deceived you, Sir, could not be regarded as con-
temptible. Nor do I defend my belief that this heresy
is a new one. You may be right in considering it

B
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‘shop-soiled’: and certainly our business is with its
credentials, not its chronology. I will even give up
my interpretation of the passage in Isaiah, and admit
—if this seems to you to be the truth—that my reac-
tions to it are private, partial, and idiosyncratic: that
the good reader will find burning indignation where
my romantic bias turned all ‘to favour and to pretti-
ness’. Whether my attack on the personal heresy is
really a belittling of the individual or has any affinity
with the ‘totalitarian’ position will best appear in
what follows.

But while I gladly make these admissions, I cannot
conceal the fact that there is a residuum of still un-
shaken disagreement; and to this I will now proceed.
Your case against me, if I have read it aright, falls
under four main heads. In the first place you meet
my implied conception of personality with a dis-
tinguo. Personality, you point out, does not mean

such trivial accidents as I suggest but rather ‘some
mental pattern which makes Keats Keats and not
Mr. Smith or Mr. Jones’,! and which you conceive as
‘underlying the accidents of quotidiarngxistence’? and
displaying itself to us by style. Int cond place
you call my attention to what you desgribe as the
‘Paradox’ of poetic creation whereby :the poet is
ipsissimus cum minime ipse.3 Thirdly, you atcuse me of
confusing the means of communicatiop with that
which is communicated ;* and finally you are (in the
old sense of the word) scandalized by my apparent
preference of things to people.

! p. 35. 2 Ibid.
? p. 40. + Thid.






