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of all but scholars, excludes him from the canon.
T h e lyricists are too prevailingly intimate for national influence, although a case could be made for
the ballads and a surprisingly good one for "Chiide
Harold." T h e claim of Alexander Pope is arguable too, and " T h e Ancient Mariner" has touched
as many imaginations, perhaps, as Gray's " E l e g y . "
Only Scott in the accepted list will stir a reasonable
doubt. His romantic ideas have undoubtedly entered
into the imagination of the readers of English
and colored their moral attitudes, but unlike the
other great eleven his language has not become ours.
He has not made English, does not still control E n g lish as they do, has never given us idioms to express
our thoughts.
1(5%

Shrinefo
oranunusualgod
At last, the Tabernacle Satisfying!
Vain humankind, discai-d all douht and fear,
Your dreams its void with various forms supplyiiu
Unless, indeed, you place a mirror here!

An American Canon
fi

H A T are the dozen books," M r . Ernest
Barker asks in his "National Character and the Factors in Its Formation,"*
or poems, or passages of literature most likely to
be chosen by common consent, as those which have
established themselves definitely as a national possession or influence? T h e canon of such a list will
be neither artistic excellence nor fidelity in the expression of the national genius (though some element of both . . . is necessary to give general influence . . . ) ; what matters most is rather the
range and vogue of acceptance, and the degree of
the effect produced on social thought and imagination.

w

"First," he continues, "in such a list would come
the Authorized Version of the Bible . . . T'he
'Pilgrim's Progress' might come next; and after it
the tragedies and histories of Shakespeare . . . Milton might be counted fourth . . . ; and after the
poems of Milton we might reckon some of the
earlier sonnets and some of the odes of Wordsworth. T h e n , in a place by themselves, there
might come the great h\mns of the \Vesleys, and
Watts, and Cowper; and after them (thougli of a
different order) the social poems of Burns. T h e
'Pickwick Papers' of Dickens might be given the
next place; and Defoe's 'Robinson Crusoe.' . . .
At the end of the list, and when it comes to the last
three places, choice becomes difficult. But there is
Gray's 'Elegy in a Country Churchvard' . . . ;
there is Boswell's 'Life of Johnson'; and who would
exclude Sir Walter Scott or forget the 'Heart of

Midlothian'?
On Mr. Barker's own terms of literature as a
national possession or influence, it would be hard to
dispute most of this English list. Chaucer's English, which so soon lost its sweetness upon the tongue
•Harper & Bros.
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Mr. Barker is writing specifically of the British national consciousness and his book is an attempt
to solve the mystery of national character in the
race and nation he knows best. Yet it is certain
that his canon for the English is a canon for Americans also. These are all our books—Scott and
Burns a little less than Scotland's, but Shakespeare
and the Bible ours every whit as much as England's,
Wordsworth, Boswell, Gray, and even "Pickwick,"
almost as much, Robinson Crusoe perhaps a little
more. They belong to a broad culture of which we
are an integral part; indeed, if we should change
the terms of selection and try to choose, let us say,
only the most English of English books, the list
would be very different. Fielding would have to
go on it, and probably Tennyson. Addison would
belong there, and Kipling quite as certainly.
T o draw up an American canon which should
include, not the most American books, but, in M r .
Barker's own category, the books which have most
influenced Americans and are most definitely a national possession, would not be difficult, although
the range of years being less, certainties would be
less certain also. It would, of course, be an addition to the English canon; indeed, that we Americans have our English heritage with an increment
of our own making is an asset not always appreciated.

SucJi a list would begin with the "Autobiography
of Benjamin Franklin," and would contain " T h e
Declaration of Independence." "Rip Van W i n k l e "
and " T h e Legend of Sleepy Hollow" would belong
in the canon. Hawthorne's "Scarlet Letter" and
the Leatherstocking Tales of Cooper must certainly
follow. Thoreau's " W a l d c n , " which is New Ena;land incarnate, and Melville's "Moby Dick," one
of the greatest of American books, we probably
must omit from the canon. T h e y have not, and
probably will not, become national influences. But
-Emerson's essays and lectures have colored the whole
stream of American thinking and must go on.
Likewise that immortal book of boys, "Huckleberry
F i n n , " which is also a saga of the frontier.
Bret
Harte is too fragile.
"Uncle T o m ' s Cabin" is
doubtful.
It swayed American opinion and supplied a background for imagination, often heated,
but, more than Scott, it lacks the grip upon the
tongue of more durable books. Poe belongs in the
canon though with a national influence not comparable to that of Emerson or Burns. Whitman,
the most American of them all in his democratic
ideals, we must exclude. He is a great name with
the intellectuals, a great influence, but by his comrades, the American democracy, he was and is unread. Instead of his vigor we must insert a weaker
man and a lesser, if more skilful, poet, Longfellow.
His melodious didacticism has been as influential in
its way as "Pilgrim's Progress," and is admirably
{Contmued on fage 193)
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Joseph Conrad
By H . M . ToMLiNsoN
H E portrait, Joseph Conrad at the age of
twenty-six, which is the frontispiece of the
first volume of Mr. G. Jean-Aubry's " L i f e
and Letters of Joseph Conrad,"* may be thought
to supply a clue or two to much which, in the
second volume, is surprisingly disclosed in the
great man's letters to his friends. T h e letters are
so often painful to read in their impregnable
melancholy and their proud humility; for it seems
that Conrad was rarely sure of his signal merit as a
writer of English prose unless some inconsequential
ass was irreverent or careless. T h e n he could show
faint signs of heat; and a reader regrets that in such
moments Conrad did not free himself from his
dignified restraints, and let himself go. A little
gay abandon, some jolly demonstration of the ear
measurements of the exhibits, would have improved
his health and spirits, and restored his confidence in
himself.
For it is clear too, that he never could be really
convinced that we accepted him as an Englishman.
He wanted so much to be taken as English. Yet
how is it possible for an Englishman fully to sympathize with that aspiration? Now, the English
never bother about that sort of thing. Contrary to
the accepted legend, no Englishman ever sings "Rule
Britannia" except in cheerful irony; it is a comic
song. And it is not the way of the English to tell a
man thev like him, and that they consider him, whatever his name, to be one of themselves. T h e y expect him to know it. T h e y would sooner perish
than show their affections, for that might show they
were feeble-minded. But hesitant Conrad seemed
always to be on the watch for the symptom which
would betray the damnable fact that the English
about him, though so very polite, were secretly
amused or petulant because of the foreignness of
this ambitious foreigner. He never understood that
we did not doubt he was one of ourselves, and that
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his presence honored us. T h e pride which protected his humility was ever nervously on the watch,
and, quite naturally, saw now and then what Conrad
suspected was there. Suspicion always does find the
evidence it expects to find; and to Conrad, a simple
soul, sensitive and friendly, desirous to please, the
ordinary slights of busy and careless humanity were
grave warnings that, whatever our devotion, we were
reserving something which would never be kept
from a real Englishman. T h e pity of it is that there
is not anywhere a real and typical Englishman
whose company any of us could stand for more
than five minutes. T h a t portrait of Conrad at the
age of twenty-six suggests reserve and proud sensitiveness, and yet a confidence which required the
assurance of friendly contacts; and these contradictions in their adjustments were bound to make sorrow for him. T h e y did. T h e letters are full of
groans and cries of pain.
O n e is not surprised to hear them, and yet they
distress a reader. Conrad had nothing of the comic
spirit. His humor was sardonic. He could not disperse his melancholia by laughing at himself, or
smiling at the world. Yet one is bound to remember
that though it is true recognition was long in coming to him, still, that is not a rare addition to the
weight of the cross an artist may have to carry along.
It is, indeed, an almost inevitable penalty for doing
work to the hidden value of which an indiflterent
world must have its attention drawn again and
again before it will pay any attention to it. It has
often happened to such men, and it will continue to
happen to them. O n e hears that the volume containing Keats's odes, the poems by which we know
him, took twenty-five years to sell five hundred
copies. O n e remembers also that Lamb knew
something of the heat and burden of the day; yet
read his letters! Once, when a visitor to Lamb confessed that coming along he had bought a book of
his, L a m b wanted to see the evidence, and was so
delighted that he offered to contribute towards the
cost of it. Lamb was reconciled to whatever was
in store for him, and his blithe mockery was enough
to make the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune
tired of fooling with him.
T h e trouble with almost any foreigner who would
serve another tradition is that he treats that tradition
with greater reverence than they who were born in
it. He would be, for instance, more English than
any Englishman ever was, except the sort of E n g lishman discovered by George Washington to be an
intolerable nuisance. T h e Primrose Habitations of
England are still stocked with such people. Every
country has its own variety of resentful and insoluble nationalist who thinks the Deity did remarkably
well when he was created. It is always such people
who are supposed by foreigners to be the guardians
of the true national soul—whatever that may b e —
whereas it ought to be obvious that no supernal
Being would trust anything of value to their
guardianship.
(^W
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Nevertheless, the foreigner who would go into
the British shrine usually becomes ultramarine in
his blue Toryism; he becomes more Conservative
than Dean Inge or Lord Balfour. Balfour probably makes sly jokes—totally incomprehensible to
his fellow Tories—behind the scenes, about the kind
of people they are. But the solemn awe of the
initiated alien soul induces a few very rum complexes. He will defend things old and English
which many of us, perhaps most, would not be sorry
to see consigned to the pit. T h e y are no longer representative of England because, as in every other
country, changes occasionally take place even with
us. I t is not very likely the English are going to
keep a respect for their old aristocracy, for example,
when they know quite well that most of it was
bought over the counter. T h e aristocratic principle,
of course, is something difi^erent and need have nothing in common with country seats and the peerage.
So simple a truth is one to which the novitiate E n g lishman cannot reconcile himself. He wants to be
something which exists but romantically. And all
the time, too, he is damned by a secret apprehension
of his inferiority, or at least of a difference which
will never approximate to the true caste—a manifest
absurdity to all the warm friends who know he is
not like themselves only because he belongs to a
peerage to which neither money nor worldly power
is a key. Yet that sense of an unfortunate difference makes him so difficult and meticulous in his
comments and criticism, trying to get his blue bluer
than blue can be, that to a careless native of the

realm his tests are far too austere to be applied to
anybody but immortals on the slopes of Parnassus.
It is necessary to say so, for otherwise Joseph
Conrad's admirers, who are held by his sonorous
and noble diction, may get a shock when they read
his letters; they may wonder whether they were
written by the same man. But the letters were.
For it is wrong to suppose that Conrad had a profound mind full of deep and mysterious stirrings.
He was not subtle because his prose is allusive and
glancing. His letters show what a simple and
lovable man he was. It is the man whose writing
is easy and buoyant who usually has the elemental
and gloomy deeps under him, and the allusiveness of
such a writer had better be closely watched, for it
is likely that he knows somethina: we do not; he is
not going to tell us; but if we have ears to hear—.
Conrad's preoccupations, however, appear from his
letters not to be concerned with what we may suppose troubles a brooding soul secluded in what we
will call Gethsemane. His preoccupations were of
another order. He desired to be unraistakably E n g lish, to be even a man of Kent; it was therefore
unwise to consider him a man of Sussex, as I did
once, for I did not know on which side of the
dividing line of two counties his house really stood,
and did not care. Naturally, to me Conrad was not
only English, but timeless and of no particular
locality. He was a poet. O f what parish is a poet?
However, I erred in my spacious reverence, for improperly I did not approach Conrad as an Englishman, but as an admirer.
t5*
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Again, he had done what no other Englishman
had done, and, as it happened, what no other E n g lishman could do, because the time for it was past;
for Conrad contributed to the body of English literature authentic and noble testimony to a phase of
British ships and British seamen which had gone and
was all but forgotten.
Not an inconsiderable
achievement. All the same, if another Englishman
acknowledged him in gratitude for that, why then
it was surprisingly discovered that Conrad was a
novelist to whom the sea was no more than a background for a study in psychology. T h e Englishman ought to have known better than to mention
ships and seamen, when paying him a tribute. This
time the mistake was not all mine; it belonged principally to Havelock Ellis, who had contributed to
the Nation and Athenaeum a piece of work so good
that I rejoiced, both on mv own account and Conrad's, when publishing it. Later, I found that its
subject was not amused.
There it is. Yet there had been a time—hut that
was some years before he dismissed the sea as somewhat irrelevant—when Conrad was unacknowledged except by a few first rate judges. There had
been a time when it was possible for one of the
asses, reviewing a book by Conrad, to recommend
that it should be translated by Mrs. Edward
Garnett. An infernal and stupid insult. But the
world will never be empty of asses; a clear perspective of even the domain of letters is not always easy
to get because of the vista of ears, v/aving and distracting. W h y worry? It is part of our delightful
landscape. It adds to the interest of the world. W e
should not know our prospects if they became void
of so accustomed a feature. Long may they wave!
Conrad, of course, in his early days as a writer was
often annoyed both by their unexpectedness and
their obstinate and untimely movements.
Yet it was Conrad himself who advised us that
it is useless to get angry with the winds of heaven.
O f course it is. T h e winds blow, and the long
ears wave, as they list.
M r . G. Jean-Aubry has given us two volumes,
revealing some intimacies of a master which wo
shall treasure, for they display the litter of the
august workshop, the slippers of the great man, and
such things; and we love it. He has. been a patient
but enthusiastic investigator and editor, and the
biography in volume one, with its elucidation of
people and places in the novels and stories, reads
like an elaborate piece of detective work. W e have
often wondered who Kurtz was, for instance. M r .
Jean-Aubry is able to tell \is, for he has been working through the " H e a r t of Darkness" by the aid of
a cryptic diar}' which Conrad had preserved. W e
hear of the ship which was the real Judea; of the
actual T o m Lingard. T h i s is Joseph Conrad's
fountain pen; and that was the material out of which
he made his " A r r o w of Gold," though you would
hardly guess it. Yet the solemn relics rebuke us.
T h e pain which so often is betrayed in his letters is

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

15, 1927

communicated. W e have made an immense fuss
over him, of late, and now we see that what gives
us so much pleasure was done when in agony with
gout and in the despair caused by the evident fact
that we were not much interested in him, anyway.
Now he is gone; and so we will dote over even his
letters written in haste on matters of business. I f
ever this world got authentic news of the death of
G(xl, we might become pure in heart.

Vathek
By HiLAiRE B E L L O C

T

H E R E are a certain number of books which
are of first class excellence and whith become partially forgotten. Sometimes their
names are remembered and are quoted often enough
by people who have never read a line of them. More
frequently not even is the title remembered. Among
the last is "Vathek." T h a t a certain number of educated men could give you the title of "Vathek," and
could even tell you who wrote it—that a much
smaller number have actually read it, is true enough,
but it does not take the place which belongs to it in
the story of English Letters, still less has it the place
which belongs to it as a particular, a unique thing.
"^'et in the whole range of English literature there
are but two short stories in the old sense of the word
"short story," not a magazine article but a completed piece of fiction, which can take their rank
with the fifty or more of the French model from
which they derive.^ These two are "Rasselas" and
"Vathek."
Everyone should read them. T h e y
ought to be common textbooks with which the youth
of England were as familiar as they are with too
much of the lesser stuff in Shakespeare and with
whole wads of textbook fodder ladled out to them
for specimens of their country's achievements.
O f the two books "Rasselas" is the greater, yet
"Vathek" the more remarkable. "Rasselas" weighs
more, but "Vathek" is the more incisive. I t ought to
count with that very different book, " W u t h e r i n g
Heights," as a triumph in deep etching. No one who
had read it ever forgets it, or can cast out of his
mind the branded lesson which it conveys.
Like "Rasselas" "Vathek" was written at a sitting.
Indeed both books convey that powerful sense of
unity which is of such value in the founding of any
work; and it is unity of a sort which comes through
immediate action of the pen when the mind of the
writer is at its highest potential. But unlike "Rasselas" "Vathek" was written literally at a sitting,
if we are to believe its author (and I see no reason
why we should n o t ) . T h a t is, "Vathek" was written
without its author stirring from his work, his mind
wholly absorbed in it, and with no distraction of
meal or sleep or converse. "Rasselas" was, if I remember right, continuously written indeed, but a
matter of a few days. I t is worth remembering that
while both books are upon a high French model of
the eighteenth century (as was for that matter the
verse of the time) "Rasselas" was a purely English
production. It is as national a book as you would
get in the language.
But "Vathek," a triumph
though it is of English prose, was written originally
in French: so scholarly and so adaptable was that
generation of educated Englishmen.
Indeed the fate of "Vathek" in the matter of
language is as interesting as it is curious. Its author
Beckford, perhaps the wealthiest man of his time,
the son of a Lord Mayor of London, amused himself by writing the famous thing in the French
tongue. For this kind of story had been presented
to English minds in the French medium, and Beckford, when he flashed out the work, must have been
fresh from the reading of Diderot and Voltaire.
Presumably he did not care whether it were known
or not, seems to have had no intention even of
printing it.
But a clergyman who was with him saw the
manuscript, translated it into English, and it is this
English version which we have today.
Here is indeed an extraordinary historical incident,
and one which makes a man think curiously (and I
hope profoundly) upon the genius of language. A
piece of work is written by an Englishman in the
French tongue. I t is so much admired by another
Englishman that this other Englishman translates
it into English and behold, the result is a significant
piece of English prose with no trace of the French
original, but sounding as though it came straight
(as indeed it did originally) from an English mind.
It is another matter worthy of consideration that
the author himself did nothing else in the way of

