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One is uncertain whether to call this consciousness of a Greek pagan
fringe to the modern world native or acquired.

“That evening, under those weeping clouds, the imagination became creative, taking
wings because there was nothing to bid it rise, flying impertinently against all archæology
and sense, uttering bird-like cries of ‘Greek! Greek!’ as it flew, declaring that it heard voices
because all was so silent, and saw faces because it was too dark to see.”

Imagination cried “Greek! Greek!” to him not only at Cnidus, but in the
English countryside, in Italy, all over the place. This passed. But what was
fundamental in it remained: the mysticism through which he sees people as
transcending themselves, as symbols, each surrounded by the aura of some
strange other world in which his or her true being walks, while the being’s
phenomenal self amusingly, agreeably, or deplorably gestures on the
revealed stage before the dropped curtain. Mrs. Wilcox, the mistress of
Howards End, for instance, was a nice, quiet, ungifted elderly lady; as with
Stephen Wonham, one neither expected from her nor got purity of phrase or
swift-edged thought. “Yet the conviction grew”—that she had been back
somewhere. Back where? Well, in the case of Mrs. Wilcox, I am not quite
sure, though Mr. Forster possibly is. Margaret Schlegel felt her great; Mr.
Forster felt her great; I feel, and have always felt, that they may be wrong,
that, led by the will-o’-the-wisp light of enlarging fancy, they are lending to
a nice, unselfish, honest-minded, country-loving, but fairly ordinary person
some aura which belongs really to their own greater awareness of what she
and her kind might stand for, some perceptiveness which is rather theirs than
hers. It does not matter; it comes to the same thing, or pretty nearly. The
artist’s perceptiveness cuts through wrappings and veils to lay bare the
human being within them, and, having perceived this, does on it some
carving, chiselling and moulding, according to his notions of what it must
surely be. All artists do this. Mr. Forster, with his sharp sense of what ought
to be, of what makes life ironic, tragic, comic, good or base, of personal
relationships and values as they not only phenomenally but noumenally
exist, is an expert at the job.

He would agree, one supposes, with Anatole France, that Irony and Pity
should be the witnesses and the judges of human life.

“Plus je songe à la vie humaine, plus je crois qu’il faut lui donner par témoins et pour
juges l’Ironie et la Pitié, comme les Egyptiens appelaient sur leurs morts la déesse Isis et la
déesse Nephytys. L’Ironie et la Pitié sont deux bonnes conseillières; l’une, en souriant, nous
rend la vie aimable; l’autre, qui pleurt, nous la rend sacrée. L’Ironie que j’invoque n’est
point cruelle. Elle ne raille ni l’Amour ni la beauté. Elle est douce et bienveillante. Son rire
calme la colère, et c’est elle qui nous enseigne à nous moquer des méchants et des sots que
nous pouvions, sans elle, avoir la faiblesse de haïr.”













terrible to Helen. They merely observed in passing that there was no such thing as splendour
or heroism in the world. . . .

“Beethoven chose to make it all right in the end. He built the ramparts up. He blew with
his mouth for the second time, and again the goblins were scattered. He brought back the
gusts of splendour, the heroism, the youth, the magnificence of life and of death, and, amid
vast roarings of a superhuman joy, he led his Fifth Symphony to its conclusion. But the
goblins were there. They could return.”

The banners, the goblins, the drums, sound through all the stories, and
through the two novels that he began about the same time. But the mystical
element, which is in the open in the stories, often magic and supernatural,
runs more obscurely through the novels, a thread interwoven with ordinary
life, ordinary people, unhelped by deities, fauns, dendro-metamorphoses, or
other mythological aids to a fuller life. The people in the novels have to
grope their own unaided way to this life; some have it, others lay their hands
on it, others have to struggle through darkness and bewilderment towards it;
others, again, know it not, and, we are given to understand, never can: the
doors of life are shut to them, they have shut them themselves. But not even
Stephen, the pagan of the Wiltshire downs, is allowed to be openly a faun,
though at moments he gets pretty near it, and one looks now and then rather
anxiously at his ears.







not really know them. Such as Lilia one may see (if one is fortunate)
sprawling about a morning-coffee shop, laughing and chaffing at a cinema,
gaping cheerfully and vacantly at shop windows, but one does not really
know Lilia either, one has, as a rule, no such luck. Mr. Forster cannot really
have known well either of these merry and touching extroverts from an
uncultivated stratum of alien social life; yet how, in his hands, they bounce
with the life he imparts, jig authentically to his sardonically authentic tunes.
They assault the senses like a rank, full-flavoured, common wine, a cheap,
vulgar scent, a jigging Naples or cockney tune. Their relationship and their
dialogue is superb (though in what language, since Gino spoke little English
and Lilia less Italian, was it conducted? But it does not matter). Even better
are the conversations between the Italians. Gino’s friend from Chiasso
enquires about his marriage:

“ ‘But tell me more. She is English. That is good, very good. An English wife is very
good indeed. And she is rich?’

“ ‘Immensely rich.’
“ ‘Blonde or dark?’
“ ‘Blonde.’
“ ‘Is it possible?’
“ ‘It pleases me very much,’ said Gino simply. ‘If you remember, I always desired a

blonde.’ Three or four men had collected, and were listening.
“ ‘We all desire one,’ said Spiridione. ‘But you, Gino, deserve your good fortune, for

you are a good son, a brave man, and a true friend, and from the very first moment I saw
you I wished you well.’

“ ‘No compliments, I beg,’ said Gino, standing with his hands crossed on his chest and a
smile of pleasure on his face.

“Spiridione addressed the other men, none of whom he had ever seen before. ‘Is it not
true? Does not he deserve this wealthy blonde?’

“ ‘He does deserve her,’ said all the men.”

Translate this into Italian, and see how right it reads. There are moments
when Gino seems to me the best thing that Mr. Forster has ever done, in
spite of the melodrama inherent in his conception. He is a radiant cad and
bragster. The scene at the Monteriano opera house is magnificent farce; that
between Gino and Philip after the baby’s death is blood-and-thunder tragic
stuff that twangs sharply at the nerves; it has for a time a Senecan kind of
sensationalism that the Elizabethans might have envied; but they would have
despised it in the end, for no blood is spilt, and the agonists, parted and
reconciled by a woman, end drinking milk together. I like this scene, and the
concise, abrupt, moved manner of its telling; I am stirred by Gino’s anguish
and Philip’s, and can even accept the apotheosis of Miss Abbott. The last



paragraph of the chapter is one of those simple assaults on the emotions that
were more used thirty years ago than now.

“He drank the milk, and then, either by accident or in some spasm of pain, broke the jug
to pieces. Perfetta exclaimed in bewilderment. ‘It does not matter,’ he told her. ‘It does not
matter. It will never be wanted any more.’ ”

The whole book belongs to a young and emotional world, the world of a
young man at the beginning of the twentieth century who has just left the
University and fallen in love with Italy. It could not be written to-day, for a
hundred reasons. A minor one is that young men do not now fall in love
with Italy; they fall in love—if love is the word—with Spain, or with
Mexico, or with Russia, or with Portugal, or with Ecuador; lands more
savage, fierce, tortured and mysterious, lands it is impossible to pet. Nor
would Gino, with his merry braggadocio, be a likely figure in the more
tortured and arid modern landscape; he would be more sensual, nasty and
brutish, we should hear more of his lusts and amours, and he would
probably have gouged out Philip’s eyes instead of merely hurting his arm.
There would be more blood and less milk, and the Elizabethan Senecans
would have preferred it. Philip himself would be different; less of a prig, less
bloodless, more compact of parts and passions, and therefore less amusing.
Miss Abbott, a girl of twenty-three, remains “Miss Abbott” throughout the
book, not only to Philip, who had known her all their lives and lived in the
same place, but to Mr. Forster and us: he is as delightfully prim and distant
with her as Miss Austen is with her gentlemen. In the last pages, Philip, now
in love with her, almost tells her so; she breaks down and sobs and tells him
she loves Gino; but still they are Miss Abbott and Mr. Herriton; not Mr.
Darcy and Miss Elizabeth Bennett themselves could have been more prettily
proper.

There could, of course, be no Miss Abbott in a novel of to-day; a modern
Caroline, loving Gino, would have had him, if only for a time; she might
have ended by having Philip, too; in any case the scene in which she drops
her pride and reticence with so much effort and tells him of her hidden, and
in her eyes degrading, passion is unthinkable in a novel written since the
war. A new kind of young woman has got into our novels, uninhibited,
philandrous, high-geared, for ever in and out of bed. Mr. Forster has never
used her, and, I imagine, could not; she is off his beat. Most of his young
women, and most of his men, are virginal, inhibited, thinking beings, more
interested in the psychological than the physical aspects of love. If the
exigencies of truth convinced him, as a conscientious artist, that he must bed
two lovers, he would do so, but I think that he would be both bored and











The walls of youth had collapsed long before Rickie’s marriage and life
at Sawston; they collapsed when he left Cambridge. Cambridge was the
good life, the way of truth and salvation, outside it lay an alien world of
false gods, of shoddy and sham, full of people not serious and not truthful.
Cambridge was Eden, from whence, if one made the wrong choice, ate from
the wrong tree, one’s spirit was expelled with flaming swords, to wander lost
and half alive in the barren lands beyond, those dim lands where, as Virgil
told Dante of its colourless shades, “la sconoscente vita, che i fe’ sozzi, ad
ogni conoscenza or li fa bruni”—the unperceiving life that soiled them, now
makes them too dim for any recognition.

Rickie, leaving Cambridge in the body, ate from the wrong tree at the
same moment, so left it in the spirit also. In brief, he fell in love with and
became engaged to Agnes Pembroke, a young woman not serious and not
truthful and not saved; a bright, handsome, practical, efficient, cunning,
ambitious, self-confident, hard, narrow, bustling, intellectually limited and
inert young woman, bent on moulding him to her ambitions and desires.
Rickie’s love, which was merely a brief trick of nature’s to entrap him, did
not last long; when he came to he was securely in the trap and knew it.
Knew it sooner and more clearly than is perhaps probable; here again Mr.
Forster, writing from outside, paints from imagination shadows blacker and
more clear-cut than would be painted by some one who had been inside the
trap; the effect is of a clear, visible and conscious doom, perceived by Rickie
himself and by all the perceptive people about him. Abandon hope, all ye
who enter here, is written large upon his nuptials. The conflict of darkness
with light is at its starkest.

While this dæmonic battle is waged, for our enthralment, on one plane,
on the other, for our entertainment, Agnes, expression of the forces of
imprisoning night, bustles briskly about, brightly solid and real. All she says
is authentic: her conversations with Rickie are admirably and neatly true. I
have earlier quoted one of them; here is another, also on literature. The two
are in a restaurant; they are talking about Rickie’s stories:

“ ‘Can’t you try something longer, Rickie?’ she said. ‘I believe we’re on the wrong
track. Try an out-and-out love-story.’

“ ‘My notion just now,’ he replied, ‘is to leave the passions on the fringe.’ She nodded,
and tapped for the waiter . . . ‘I can’t soar; I can only indicate. That’s where the musicians
have the pull, for music has wings, and when she says “Tristan” and he says “Isolde,” you
are on the heights at once. What do people mean when they call love music artificial?’

“ ‘I know what they mean, though I can’t exactly explain. Or couldn’t you make your
stories more obvious? I don’t see any harm in that. Uncle Willie floundered hopelessly. He
doesn’t read much, and he got muddled. I had to explain, and then he was delighted. Of



course, to write down to the public would be another thing, and horrible. You have certain
ideas, and you must express them. But couldn’t you express them more clearly?’

“ ‘You see——’ He got no further than ‘You see.’
“ ‘The soul and the body. The soul’s what matters,’ said Agnes, and tapped for the waiter

again. He looked at her admiringly, but felt that she was not a perfect critic. Perhaps she was
too perfect to be a critic. Actual life might seem to her so real that she could not detect the
union of shadow and adamant that men call poetry. He would even go further and
acknowledge that she was not as clever as himself—and he was stupid enough! She did not
like discussing anything or reading solid books, and she was a little angry with such women
as did. It pleased him to make these concessions, for they touched nothing in her that he
valued.”

Rickie’s Cambridge friends would, on this dialogue alone, have put
Agnes firmly among the goats, in which flock he himself, though less firmly,
being more given to tolerance, placed her brother Herbert, the schoolmaster.
What was amiss with Herbert, he speculated?

“The man was kind and unselfish; more than that, he was truly charitable. . . . He was,
moreover, diligent and conscientious: his heart was in his work . . . he was capable of
affection: he was usually courteous and tolerant. Then what was amiss? Why, in spite of all
these qualities, should Rickie feel that there was something wrong with him—nay, that he
was wrong as a whole, and that if the Spirit of Humanity should ever hold a judgment, he
would assuredly be classed among the goats? The answer at first sight appeared a graceless
one—it was that Herbert was stupid. Not stupid in the ordinary sense—he had a business-
like brain, and acquired knowledge easily—but stupid in the important sense: his whole life
was coloured by a contempt of the intellect. That he had a tolerable intellect of his own was
not the point: it is in what we value, not in what we have, that the test of us resides . . . for
all his fine talk about a spiritual life, he had but one test for things—success: success for the
body in this life or for the soul in the life to come. And for this reason Humanity, and
perhaps such other tribunals as there may be, would assuredly reject him.”

Still more assuredly, by this test, would the tribunals reject Agnes: and
whether Rickie, highly civilized and perceptive, would ever have been
conducted by love and imagination through the stage of not remarking, or
not minding, their verdict on her, is questionable.

This, however, is after all only the usual problem which confronts us,
both in literature and in life, when persons of parts and sensibility are
observed to ally themselves with partners of mean understanding, little
information, and uncertain tempers. And Agnes was presentable, handsome,
lively, kind, and glorified in Rickie’s eyes by her love for her dead lover; she
seemed to him a Meredith heroine; she encouraged him in his writing; she
complained of dullness and propriety, told him she loved weirdness; she
enticed and seduced and sirened him to her; he, uncritical and generous,
exalted and rather silly, fell at her feet. We have been prepared for it, for he
was told long since by candid friends that he was in a dangerous state, that



he liked people too indiscriminately. Even footballers and rowing men and
the beefy set he liked, and Agnes came to him a fine young woman, looking
like a goddess, clad in flowing green muslin like a mountain cataract,
nimbused with the tragic glory of her dead love. She bade him be mean, and
he thought her wise; she was insincere, mercenary, worldly, and he thought
her admirable, and it is all made to seem a natural doom. Indeed, the only
thing I cannot accept in the affair is the birth of a child to this couple; what
in the world, one is moved to speculate, can have produced such a result?

Agnes, as a portrait, is admirable; she is one of the best-drawn young
women in any novel. Once or twice only the artist’s sense of drama
overdraws her, carries her over the verge of normality into what seems
excess. There are startling hints thrown out of moral obliquity in the young
woman. She is, it seems, cruel; she likes to think of a small weak boy having
been bullied at school by her strong lover, she likes to hear of an unattractive
boy having his ears brutally pulled by his schoolfellows. With it, she is
gloriously and sensuously transformed by love, left permanently a little
queer by death. Her passions and emotions are strong, her mind
commonplace, her aims venal, her methods dishonest. She is at once worse
and better than her foolish, harmless, tiresome brother, whom the tribunals
would reject; she is a more subtle and a more sinister creation.

Rickie himself, the delicate, civilized, amiable, unlucky, perceptive
creature, is one of those whom readers identify naturally with themselves (it
is always the weak and sensitive characters in fiction who are thus
identified, since practically every reader knows himself to be sensitive and
weak)—making his problems and troubles their own. His marriage one takes
as a horrid warning, the coils of Agnes seem to throttle one’s own freedom.
Rickie is the protagonist of a drama frighteningly near home. Yet there are
things that I find unreal about Rickie, or perhaps merely odd. He is, for
example, too tragically horrified by his belief that his dead father, whom he
had always hated, had an illegitimate son. He faints, he is hysterical, he lives
for years under a black shadow of disgust and fear. He adopts Agnes’s view
that his half-brother is “illicit, abnormal, worse than a man diseased . . . the
fruit of sin, therefore sinful.” He “became a sexual snob,” like Agnes, who
would almost have echoed the disgusted propriety of Mr. Allworthy’s maid-
servant, “it goes against me to touch these misbegotten wretches, whom I
don’t look upon as my fellow creatures. Faugh, how it stinks! It doth not
smell like a Christian. If I might be so bold to give my advice, I would have
it put in a basket and sent out. . . .” Agnes would no doubt have wished that
her bastard half-brother-in-law might be put in a basket and sent out, but I
doubt if Rickie’s dislike for his father or love for his mother or his natural



prudery would have produced, in one brought up to the habits of the Greek
gods, so strong a reaction to a not, after all, surprising or very shocking fact.
His maidish disgust seems to me to be one of the two distortions in the book.

The other, I think, is the character of Gerald Dawes, the lover of Agnes,
who moves among the living figures lifeless; one cannot see or hear him. He
is not really the kind of man Mr. Forster knows. Even his social background
seems dubious: he is an officer, but cannot be quite a gentleman, though
Agnes never observes it, for he talks of “undergrads,” and of “being called a
Varsity man and hobnobbing with lords.” When Rickie shyly offers him
some money to help him to get married, his anger is unaccountably
excessive; and Rickie’s decision not to marry for fear his children should
inherit his lameness he condemns as “unhealthy” and unfit for the ears of “a
lady.”

He died that afternoon, broken up in a football match, and, though very
sudden, it is not too soon, for Gerald has not come off. With the brainless
athlete Mr. Forster is usually good, for he enjoys and likes him, whether he
is modern English or ancient Athenian. But he does not like Gerald Dawes,
and does not put him across. Against the hard opaqueness of this peevish-
tempered bully, his pencil stubs its point and breaks; all we in the end get of
Mr. Dawes is Agnes’s love for him and the “flash of horror” with which
Rickie remembers his contacts with him at school.

Among the intellectuals, the brilliant and stuck-up Ansell and his friends,
Mr. Forster is, of course, so easily at home that he only has to present them,
he need be at no pains. Ansell, whether or not he would have erupted and
spouted with such scenic magnificence at a school lunch (and really I do not
know why he should not, except that someone would have extinguished him
before he threw up his flames so high) is alive throughout, as undergraduate
philosopher, as damning and bitter-tongued friend, and as denunciatory
angel. It is much more remarkable that his uneducated and philistine sister
Maud should, in her brief appearances, be in her way as good. She is not by
a single stroke touched up, pampered or romanticized as her brother a little
is. She merely enters the Army and Navy Stores, has tea with Rickie and
Agnes, makes some preposterous remarks about her brother and his missed
fellowship, about philosophy, about the second spare room at home, and
flounces out, spitefully baited by Agnes because she is not a lady. “Maud is
a snob and a philistine,” Rickie says, “but in her case something emerges.”
What emerges is that Maud is fundamentally decent, honest and first-hand;
the tribunals will accept her, and so do we, though she does not, like Ansell
and the “cynical ploughboy” Stephen, pretend to distinction or charm.







has warned him against this confidence. In a brilliantly contrived and
laconic scene, Rickie finds Stephen at the village pub, perjured and drunk.
To kill Rickie immediately afterwards in an act of heroic rescue presented a
temptation which was not resisted: let the novelist who has not thus been
tempted and fallen cast the first stone, if he so desires; but let him not say
that the tragedy is not well and starkly reported, or that the remaining and
final chapter is not a moving epilogue.

There are, of course, signs of adolescence in the book. Cambridge, being
too near, is too golden a Utopia, too alma a mater; accidents occur too
suddenly, prove too fatal; the book of essays by the deceased Mr. Failing is
not, one feels, a book that Mrs. Failing, Ansell, or Mr. Forster would really
admire, however the critical world might have praised it (and, as we know,
the critical world, so incalculable and capricious, has always been liable to
praise practically anything). The extracts given from Mr. Failing’s essays are
definitely platitudinous, wordy and soft; literary parallels to him in all ages
swim in shoals to the mind. The mistake was probably to quote from them.

Then there are moments when the mysticism spouts and splashes a trifle,
or expresses itself in dicta such as, “Ah, if he had seized those high
opportunities! For they led to the highest of all, the symbolic moment,
which, if a man accepts, he has accepted life.” Definitely a splash, and one
which the writer would not have made a little later. But such splashes are
local and occasional, they do not weaken or blur the rhythm that carries the
book through plot and time to its tragic climax and the tranquil close that is
like a summer evening after rain.

The style is already far more developed than in the first novel: it stands
pretty well up to the most trying demands made on it, pliable, sensitive,
unobtrusively fraught with meaning, intelligence and passion. Less witty
than it later became, it constantly holds the fleeting edge of a never-too-
apparent smile. Here is the house of Mr. Pembroke, at Sawston school,
where Rickie was to live:

“On the left of the entrance a large saffron drawing-room, full of cosy corners and
dumpy chairs: here the parents would be received. On the right of the entrance a study,
which he shared with Herbert: here the boys would be caned—he hoped not often. In the
hall a framed certificate praising the drains, the bust of Hermes, and a carved teak monkey
holding out a salver.”

Here is Maud Ansell on her brother’s missed fellowship:

“ ‘Mr. Elliot, you might know. Tell me. What is wrong with Stewart’s philosophy? What
ought he to put in, or to alter, so as to succeed?’

“Agnes, who knew better than this, smiled.







grows so frightfully cultured and kind that old gentlemen who slip upon orange peel are no
longer what they were.”

To-day, in a world reverted to normal, grown once more, if it had ever
ceased to be so, frightfully uncultured and most frightfully unkind, the old
gentleman on his orange peel would appear to have come again into his
kingdom. But has he ever left it? One feels sure that even in the sensitive
Edwardian age he would have got his laugh all right from the majority in all
lands. Mr. Forster, in making his comments, was speaking for the cultured,
kind and compassionate minority, he had fallen into the snare that has
always trapped the intellectual. Real unkind fun, he thought, was no longer
the joy it had been, and compares poor tormented Malvolio as Shakespeare
wrote him, a figure of riotous fun, a cockshy, with Malvolio as piteously
acted by our modern actors, Benson and Tree, and with Shaw’s attitude
towards the Irishmen who laugh at the sufferings of the pig hurt in a car
accident. “Here,” he says, “the modern mind has progressed: if it is a
progress. It has detected the discomfort and misery that lie so frequently
beneath the smiling surface of things. But what it has gained in insight it has
lost in power. It can be witty and sarcastic and amusing. But it can never
recall joy on a large scale—the joy of the gods.”

This is one of the things that sensitive minds have always felt about the
age they lived in; we feel it to-day, and one hears it attributed, by those
whose memories do not reach back across that gulf, to the tragedy of the
European war and the uneasy years of fear which have followed it. But here
is Mr. Forster saying the same thing thirty years ago, and with equal truth.
And thirty years before that, George Eliot and Samuel Butler and other
sensitive persons were saying it, and before these Charles Reade and
Tennyson and the Brontës, and Shelley and Coleridge, Horace Walpole,
Swift, Steele, Dryden, and Montaigne; and Donne and other poets often
wrote as if they took it too much for granted to trouble to mention it. And
they may all have been quite right, and, if so, in what abyss of desolation
shall we end? But, however right the view of our increasing sensitiveness
may be, it is obviously a delusion to attribute much sensitiveness to the
world at large in any age, the world being mostly cheerful toughs who will
laugh at the tortured pig and crowd round a prison where a man is being
hanged. The “modern mind” must include the minds of the music-hall
public, of a Bank Holiday crowd, and of writers such as Mr. P. G.
Wodehouse, who do deal in solid, unadulterated single-minded mirth.

Still, one sees what Mr. Forster meant, and so did his audience, who,
carrying on the discussion thus opened, went much farther, and remarked
that pessimism was general, and much to be deplored; one gentleman had









Dante and Mr. Forster would, one may assume, dislike one another’s
theologies, politics and attitudes towards life. Had they encountered one
another in hell or purgatory, they would have been distant, and the Master
would have discouraged his pupil from any attitude but shocked
disapproval; had Mr. Forster been among the souls, we may be sure that a
terrific punishment would have been devised for him by the poet who with
such stern relish thought up unspeakable (but not at all so by him)
manglings and tortures and filth for heretics. Mr. Forster, in his turn, would
have been revolted by Dante’s ingenuity in these departments of invention,
by his sternness to the great pre-Christians, his harshness to the fleshly sins,
and, as he puts it, his ungeniality, and (a little) by his toadying meekness to
the pedagogic Virgil. Had they discussed politics, they must have fallen out,
for, in addition to his acid and vindictive bitterness on the intricacies of local
Italian feuds, that his Master ought surely to have bidden him forget and put
behind him, and into which Mr. Forster would have found it difficult to enter
fully, Dante had his firm faith in a divine monarchy, in the Roman Emperor
as God-controlled totalitarian dictator of the earth, and here sympathies
would have been too imperfect, and based on premises too widely apart, and
experiences too alien, to make a good discussion. What, then, would they
have shared? Interest in people, in history, and in human character;
admiration for grandeur, in scenery, humanity, and literature; a tendency to
discuss points which Virgil found irrelevant, and to dawdle a little on the
way; and, beneath their so different views on cosmology and theology, a
mystic belief in the greatness of life and in the strange powers that haunt us,
in salvation, damnation, struggle, eternal victory and eternal loss. So that the
encounter, though somewhat questionable and risky, might have worked out,
if it had chanced to take the right turn, not too badly after all.















All these people are what are called gentlefolk; most, though not all, are
stupid, and lack perceptiveness; about half are, or might be, liars. But one
thing they all have in common: they do not like people.

“ ‘He is the sort who are all right so long as they keep to things—books, pictures—but
kill when they come to people,’ says George Emerson of Cecil Vyse. . . . ‘I saw him first in
the National Gallery, when he winced because my father mispronounced the names of great
painters. Then he brings us here, and we find it is to play some silly trick on a kind
neighbour. That is the man all over—playing tricks on people, on the most sacred form of
life that he can find.’ ”

“You’re the sort,” Lucy tells Cecil, “who can’t know anyone intimately.”
Or, in Freddy’s phrase, he was “the kind of fellow who would never wear
another fellow’s cap.” “It would be wrong not to loathe that man,” says
Cecil of a harmless country gentleman. Lucy thinks,

“If Cecil disliked Sir Harry Otway and Mr. Beebe, what guarantee was there that the
people who really mattered to her would escape? For instance, Freddy. Freddy was neither
clever, nor subtle, nor beautiful, and what prevented Cecil from saying, any minute, ‘It
would be wrong not to loathe Freddy’?”

Breaking off her engagement, Lucy accuses him,

“ ‘You don’t like Freddy, nor my mother. . . . You despise my mother—I know you do—
because she’s conventional and bothers over puddings. . . . You wrap yourself up in art and
music and would try to wrap up me. I won’t be stifled, not by the most glorious music, for
people are more glorious, and you hide them from me. That’s why I break off my
engagement. You were all right as long as you kept to things, but when you came to people
——’ ”

Rather a narrow gulf seems to divide Cecil’s misanthropy from that of
Rickie Elliot’s Cambridge friends, who complained that he was in a
dangerous state, for he was trying to like people, and succeeding. The gulf is
partly that of the years between undergraduates and an adult man who
should have learnt better long since, and partly one of different standards of
judgment. Ansell and his friends did, indeed, damn the beefy men of their
college on the same grounds on which Cecil despised Freddy Honeychurch,
but probably after leaving Cambridge they would have rather liked Freddy
had they met him; Ansell did, in fact, like the definitely beefy Stephen
Wonham immensely, though, in the unlikely circumstance of Stephen having
been up at King’s with him, he might not then have regarded him as among
the saved. (Cecil would probably have been bored with him at any time,
after a brief period of drawing him out for his own entertainment.) Ansell’s
test qualities for people were seriousness and truthfulness; Cecil’s were
culture and intellectual and social “rightness.” Ansell would have liked the









too, and with an air that shone, methought like rays about his person.”
Dorinda fell forthwith, and remained, in thrall to love: Lucy, too; and I think
not even a “dear, censorious Country-Girl” would have put up such a
prolonged and foolish fight, for the Honeychurches were not really snobs.

This pretty and lively piece (it is, by the way, the only story, long or
short, by Mr. Forster which ends with lovers in one another’s arms
anticipating a fine and deathless future) was published in 1908, to the
delight of an increasingly admiring public. It had wit, charm, intelligence,
poetry, brilliant characterization, and style; in not liking it very much, Mr.
Forster was probably in a very small minority. He records that it was “liked
by the young, and business men”—an odd combination.







Hertfordshire, where people came and went and lived and died. A story
about people so different, so opposed, that, if they do not love they must
hate; or about the growth and change in human life. It is so full and rich, so
various and discursive a book that it can be about almost anything you
please, so long as you admit that it is first about human beings, their
characters, manners, environment, and relationships. In it Mr. Forster
emerges as a first-rate artist of people. There is no failure in his gallery here.
He can paint precisely and bring to quick, speaking life people from almost
every kind of world. He does not stick to the bourgeoisie, the intellectuals,
the cultured, or the well-to-do. He can do a drab little insurance clerk and
bring him brilliantly and sympathetically off; he can do the clerk’s wife, a
stout, three-parts imbecile, and practically inarticulate tart; the conversation,
if such it can be called, between these two is, so far as one can guess,
flawless. Apparently it is not easy to render convincingly the conversation of
prostitutes, for many novelists, in all languages, have tried and failed,
attributing to the members of this ancient profession, who must nevertheless
be familiar to some of them, a simple romantic eloquence which may be
theirs, but which cannot convince. Mr. Forster digs up the inarticulate Jackie
from his imagination and sets her solidly before us, as easily as he musters
the Wilcox or the Schlegel tribes.

Indeed, in foolish ladies he runs always a particularly fine line. To be
sure, foolish ladies seem easier than wise ones, or than foolish gentlemen:
many novelists have been at their best with them; I suppose that they greatly
abound, and that their folly is excessively apparent. Mrs. Bennett, Lady
Bertram, Miss Bates, Melanctha, Madelon, Mrs. Malaprop, Lydia Languish,
are easier than Elizabeth Bennett, Anne Elliot, Beatrice, Portia, Cordelia,
Electra, or Becky Sharpe; or even than Osric, Polonius, Mr. Collins, Sir
Andrew Aguecheek, or Sir Willoughby Patterne. One would not praise a
novelist most for his foolish ladies; nevertheless, Mr. Forster has of them a
fine, though small, assortment, all different. Only two are folly
unadulterated—the above-described Jackie, and Dolly Fussel, who married
Charles Wilcox. Dolly is of a higher social status than Jackie, and is
respectable; but she is probably almost as silly, and, though she talks
continuously, nearly as inarticulate. She is the daughter of an Indian army
officer, is very pretty, and looks silly. When her husband scolds her, “Tootle,
tootle, playing on the pootle!” she exclaims, suddenly devoting herself to
her baby in its pram. Charles says, “It’s all very well to turn the
conversation,” and the dialogue continues its admirable course. Dolly is
foolish, female, uneducated, good-natured, and vulgar throughout, and
profoundly suits Charles, who is hard, male, uneducated, ill-natured and





“are only fragments of that woman’s mind. She knows everything. She is everything. She is
the house and the tree that leans over it. . . . She knew about realities. She knew when
people were in love, though she was not in the room.”

Again,

“She seemed to belong . . . to the house, and to the tree that overshadowed it. One knew
that she worshipped the past, and that the instinctive wisdom the past can alone bestow had
descended upon her.”

She belongs to Howards End, to her ancestors and to the quiet
countryside they have for centuries farmed, to the unpretending house, its
garden, paddock and hay-fields; she is the country. She is a bore at a lunch
party, her remarks are commonplace, often stupid; she thinks it “wiser to
leave action and discussion to men”; clever talk alarms her; “she was not
intellectual, nor even alert, and it was odd that, all the same, she should give
the idea of greatness.”

For Margaret, she bridges the gap between seen and unseen, between
two worlds; her spirit, in life and after death, brooded gently and serenely
over Howards End. We are told nothing that she thought or felt, and
Margaret is probably too enthusiastic about her. She may have been much
more than a good, kind, simple, country-loving, rather dull woman; but the
only evidence for it is Margaret’s belief; and Margaret is given to generous
enthusiasms.

Margaret herself is the book’s centre. She is one of the most actual and
realizable of twentieth-century heroines.

“Not beautiful, not supremely brilliant, but filled with something that took the place of
both qualities—something best described as a profound vivacity, a continual and sincere
response to all that she encountered in her path through life——”

Margaret has most of the attributes that please civilized women in one
another. Beauty, merely feminine charm, single-track emotion, biological
urge—these qualities, so confusing and swamping to personality and
character, so much the stock-in-trade of the heroine-maker, in Margaret
Schlegel scarcely exist; in consequence we see her as an individual, with
mind, heart, intelligence, sympathies, theories, and ideas. She grows and
develops, blunders and advances, she has theories about life, which she tries
to follow herself and somewhat vociferously to preach to others. She is
delightful, adventurous, erratic, at once a cultured highbrow, a moral
enthusiast, a social idealist, a witty talker, and a nice, sympathetic, sensible
woman. If we are fortunate, we have known Margaret Schlegels, who are,
however, now older by twenty or thirty years. Do such girls still exist, in a



young womanhood grown perhaps more primitively sex-conscious, more
biologically the feminine creature, than in the brief period of experimental
civilization before the great European catastrophe so barbarously upset us
all, making fools of idealists, theorists, and those who believed that life was
slowly advancing out of the jungle into some more urbane civility? It is
possible that, together with such vain fond hopes, the Margaret Schlegels
have gone under; or rather that Margaret, then in the twenties, is now fifty,
and that the young women who have taken her place are of different, more
primitive, perhaps tougher fibre, their bodies, minds and lives set more
consciously to fulfil life’s simpler destinies; a certain epicene and civil
fineness blunted, many-sided intelligence and response perhaps forced into
narrower and more urgent channels, the individual more often submerged,
swimming in shoals on the biological tide.

Be this as it may, Margaret Schlegel in the year 1910 was an authentic
young woman in the twenties, a member of the cultured London
bourgeoisie, intelligentsia, intellectuals (or whatever foreign alias we
cautiously select, as if none of them quite fitted, for the English professional
classes). She and her younger sister and brother were on their father’s side
German (the old intellectual, idealist, philosophical German type, now in
exile or prison), on their mother’s of the English family of their aunt Juley,
which seems improbable and appears to have left on them little mark. They
were sociable, musical, they filled their house with people whom they liked,
they even attended public meetings.

“In their own fashion they cared deeply about politics, though not as politicians would
have us care; they desired that public life should mirror whatever is good in the life within.
Temperance, tolerance, and sexual equality were intelligible cries to them; whereas they did
not follow our Forward Policy in Thibet with the keen attention that it merits, and would at
times dismiss the whole British Empire with, a puzzled, if reverent, sigh. Not out of them
are the shows of history erected; the world would be a grey, bloodless place were it
composed entirely of Miss Schlegels. But the world being what it is, perhaps they shine out
of it like stars.”

Politics; interest in the relation of public to private life; tolerance; sexual
equality; profound and vivacious response to everything and everyone
encountered; intellectual ardour and integrity; unceasing efforts to
understand the world, other people, and herself: these are not the usual
equipments of a heroine, and, thus listed, they sound a little priggish, blue-
stocking, and old-fashioned. Margaret tried to see life whole.

“It is impossible to see modern life steadily and see it whole, and she had chosen to see
it whole. Mr. Wilcox saw steadily.”



From page 161 on (there are 343 pages altogether) Margaret loves Mr.
Wilcox; but love does not engulf her, she continues to choose to see life
whole, even after marriage. She sees through Henry and loves him still
—“loved him with too clear a vision to fear his cloudiness.”

“The more she let herself love him, the more chance was there that he would set his soul
in order. . . . Whether he droned trivialities, as to-day, or sprang kisses on her in the twilight,
she could pardon him, she could respond.”

“Set his soul in order.” Here is Margaret’s eager evangelism, that
through all vicissitudes pursues the souls of others and herself,
endeavouring, for the sake of the general clarification of the human muddle,
to tidy them up. Her own she does set in comparative order; Henry’s, which
is in a shocking mess, she wrestles with, with the hopefulness of the born
spring-cleaner, and apparently in the end with some success. Helen’s soul
has its own erratic career, but Margaret lays on it from time to time a
restraining hand; her brother Tibby’s is all his own, and she can only give it
an indulgent elder-sisterly smile. In the unhappy, muddled soul of Leonard
Bast, the clerk, both sisters take a sympathetic interest. “Such a muddle of a
man, and yet so worth pulling through. I like him extraordinarily,” says
Helen. Efforts to pull poor Leonard through end in his financial ruin,
disgrace, and finally death. But this is because the efforts are, for the most
part, made by the wild and injudicious Helen; Margaret pulls people much
better through than that.

Let me not, for a moment, give the impression that Margaret is a prig.
On the contrary, this ardent apostle of life is full of eager and generous
humility. She dislikes muddle and cant, she hopes for a clear and decent
human life, she has ideals, tempered by the salt of ironic perception of
things and people as they are.

Helen, on the other hand, has the ideals without the perception. Helen is
a visionary, a reckless extremist; Helen is unbalanced, a balloon without the
string that moors Margaret to earth. So she soars up into the stratosphere,
pursuing an erratic course among the stars, crashing to earth every now and
then with disastrous results to herself and others. She reacts violently and
excessively. Attracted for a moment to the Wilcox ideal, the efficient
business extrovert life, where things get done and ideals go for nothing, she
loves for a few hours a Wilcox young man; they kiss in a garden at dusk. By
next morning both have outlived the transient moment; the young man is in
a shamefaced panic, the girl, seeing it, “knew that it would never do—
never.” Panic and emptiness was what she saw in Paul, and in all the
crumbling façade of the Wilcox outer life.



“I remember Paul at breakfast. I shall never forget him. He had nothing to fall back on. I
know that personal relations are the real life, for ever and ever.”

From this chance collision Helen reacts further and further as the years
go on, towards the inner, the unseen life. Margaret can like the Wilcoxes.

“She desired to protect them, and often felt that they could protect her, excelling where
she was deficient. Once past the rocks of emotion, they knew so well what to do, whom to
send for; their hands were on all the ropes, they had grit as well as grittiness, and she valued
grit enormously. They led a life that she could not attain to—the outer life of ‘telegrams and
anger’ which had detonated when Helen and Paul had touched in June, and had detonated
again the other week. To Margaret this life was to remain a real force. She could not despise
it, as Helen and Tibby affected to do. It fostered such virtues as neatness, decision, and
obedience, virtues of the second rank, no doubt, but they have formed our civilisation. They
form character, too; Margaret could not doubt it: they keep the soul from becoming sloppy.
How dare Schlegels despise Wilcoxes, when it takes all sorts to make a world?

“ ‘Don’t brood too much,’ she wrote to Helen, ‘on the superiority of the unseen to the
seen. It’s true, but to brood on it is medieval. Our business is not to contrast the two, but to
reconcile them.’

“Helen replied that she had no intention of brooding on such a dull subject.”

Helen, a girl of high spirits, is enjoying herself abroad. At the same time,
she continues, if not to brood on the dull subject, to set her life to its theme,
until her flight from actuality carries her into the brief and desperate (and I
think improbable) embrace with Leonard Bast, and her subsequent flight
from her family and friends into continental maternity. Or so she intends. In
point of fact Margaret steps in, takes hold of the situation, and makes a
home both for her and for Henry Wilcox, bringing them together,
reconciling the two extremes, bridging the two worlds. In so far as one
person can make this bridge, Margaret does so.

The book ends on hope. Helen and Henry have learnt to get on together;
Helen is steadier, Henry less muddled; they are living at Howards End, and
the hay-crop will be good. Helen, who could never have been an enthusiastic
wife, is an enthusiastic mother; Margaret, who does not want children, is the
perfect wife. “To have no illusions, and yet to love—what stronger surety
can a woman find?”

As to Helen, a question remains. Would she really (Edwardian young
woman as she was) have spent the night with Leonard Bast? Edwardian
young women of the upper middle classes very rarely, it may be recalled,
spent such nights as that, though doubtless more often than was supposed.
Helen was not in love; she was moved by pity for Leonard and anger against
the social system and against Henry Wilcox who had joined to ruin him.
Leonard’s wife was sleeping intoxicated upstairs. Helen loved the absolute:





undergraduate; his indifference to people, his scholarly seclusion of mind,
his under-vitalized emotions, make him the perfect foil to the robust
lowbrow Wilcoxes, whom Mr. Forster understands equally. When Charles
Wilcox went to see Tibby, “their interview was short and absurd. They had
nothing in common but the English language, and tried by its help to express
what neither of them understood.”

Highbrow and lowbrow met on one point: neither was interested in
human beings, or in personal relations. Tibby

“had never been interested in human beings, for which one must blame him, but he had had
rather too much of them at Wickham Place. Just as some people cease to attend when books
are mentioned, so Tibby’s attention wandered when ‘personal relations’ came under
discussion. . . . At Oxford he had learned to say that the importance of human beings has
been vastly over-rated by specialists.”

The Wilcoxes, of course, definitely did not like human beings; they were
suspicious of them; they always wondered what the people they encountered
wanted to get out of them. It made them ill-mannered; perhaps more ill-
mannered than is likely. They hurt the feelings of old friends (low-class) by
returning presents which they thought too valuable to receive from them;
they insulted the aunts of girls staying with them; they were intolerably rude
to people like the Schlegels. That is, the younger generation. Mr. Wilcox is
better-mannered, and convinces more. It looks like Mr. Forster’s dislike of
Charles, Paul and Evie having led him a little too far, causing him to make
aggressive boors and churls of those who would have shown, probably, if
encountered by us, a less pronounced and better concealed boorishness and
churlishness. As with Gerald Dawes, Mr. Forster’s sympathy has been
defeated by this hard churlishness. Still, he was older when he came to them,
and drew them far better; no doubt but what they are alive, though rude. One
might meet Charles and Evie at a country tennis or golf club; Paul, more
likely, in English clubs in Nigeria. They are certainly not “saved.” Yet they
do not really represent the forces of darkness, only those of stupidity,
philistinism, insensitiveness, and suspicion.

Mr. Wilcox senior is a nobler character. He has the business mind; he is
efficient, competent, unimaginative, practically clear-headed, intellectually
and spiritually muddled, uncivilized, a manly man, with firm theories about
women, politics, the Empire, the social fabric. He is concerned wholly with
the outer life; the inner is to him an unsounded and uncharted sea. From
boyhood he has neglected his soul.

“ ‘I am not a fellow who bothers about my own inside.’ Outwardly he was cheerful,
reliable, and brave; but within, all had reverted to chaos, ruled, so far as it was ruled at all,



by an incomplete asceticism. Whether as boy, husband, or widower, he had always held the
sneaking belief that bodily passion is bad, a belief that is only desirable when it is held
passionately.”

Illogical, obtuse, and not well educated, he cannot connect cause and
effect, his own actions with the havoc they have wrought, his own sins with
the same sins in other people. He cannot connect the prose in him with the
passion, therefore his love seems to the analytical Margaret a cloudy and
muddled business. His first kiss after their engagement displeases Margaret.

“It was so isolated. Nothing in their previous conversation had heralded it, and, worse,
still, no tenderness had ensued. If a man cannot lead up to passion, he can at all events lead
down from it, and she had hoped, after her complaisance, for some interchange of gentle
words. But he had hurried away as if ashamed, and for an instant she was reminded of
Helen and Paul.”

Further, Henry lacks exactitude of thought, and therefore honesty.

“The breezy Wilcox manner, though genuine, lacked the clearness of vision that is
imperative for truth. When Henry lived in Ducie Street, he remembered the mews; when he
tried to let, he forgot it; and if anyone had remarked that the mews must be either there or
not, he would have felt annoyed, and afterwards have found some opportunity of
stigmatizing the speaker as academic. So does my grocer stigmatize me when I complain of
the quality of his sultanas, and he answers in one breath that they are the best sultanas, and
how can I expect the best sultanas at that price? It is a flaw inherent in the business mind,
and Margaret may do well to be tender to it, considering all that the business mind has done
for England.”

He has no insight or self-analysis.

“Man is an odd, sad creature as yet, intent on pilfering the earth, and heedless of the
growths within himself. He cannot be bored about psychology. . . . He cannot be bothered to
digest his own soul.”

Such was Mr. Wilcox: and it would seem odd, were such attractions ever
odd, that he should have been attracted by the imaginative, psychological,
theoretical, soul-analysing, eager specialist in life, Margaret Schlegel, who
had neither beauty nor early youth to snare his senses. One would suppose
that she would have been, as she was and remained to his children, the kind
of woman for whom he had no use at all, and that what his son Charles
called her “artistic beastliness” would have kept him in a state of permanent
disgust. But love is strange, and the desires of man incalculable. Of woman,
too; for Margaret loved Henry, even liked him. We understand that, besides
being touched and pleased and amused by the strange ways of this efficient
man of business and of middle age, she discerned in his soul something that
it would one day become, when she had got to work on its muddle, and done





does his best, allowing himself to be discredited, ruined, even killed, in the
service of his friends.

According to plan. For it is part of the book’s plan, this flying of Helen
to the extreme limits of pity and revolt. “I mean to be thorough,” she tells
Margaret, “because thoroughness is easy. . . . Unreality and mystery begin as
soon as one touches the body.” So she turns sharply from the visible, to
pursue reality and the absolute, and, in the pursuit, we are meant to
understand, takes Leonard in her stride.

Margaret felt her unbalanced, and Margaret was right. Further, by any
reckoning Helen’s adventure with Leonard was an excursion into the realm
of the visible, the physical, and not logically a part of her quest for the
absolute. It seems simpler to take it as a lapse from that quest, a slip, when
at high tension, into an easy primeval heritage. That Mr. Forster seems to
explain it otherwise seems due to his theoretic, analytic method of plot-
construction. The naturalistic story-teller, telling his tale of occurrences and
people, makes things happen in illogical sequence, without meaning or
purpose, though he may moralize about them and spin of them a plot of
events—love, hate, death, and what not. The theoretic story-teller, telling his
tale of ideas and of life rationalized as he sees it, makes things happen in a
pattern, and spins of them a plot of notions. There are no false stitches in his
pattern of life. The harmony of the lights and shades and colours in it that
gives us pleasure holds also a danger: the design may have arranged them
rather than they the design. Such arranging is seldom noticeable in a writer
so exquisitely skilled as Mr. Forster, with his gift for making everyone act
and speak in character; but one feels the weaver at work; it is the more
interesting method, and the resultant pattern is more attractive, since it has
meaning and a soul. One method produces an unmeaning procession, the
other a fine speculative rationalized design. And when, laying down the
book, you come to think what has been its story, you do not say, it is the
story of some people, Schlegels, Wilcoxes, Basts, of how they lived and
loved and talked and died, and of a house called Howards End: you say, it is
the story of the relation between the visible and the invisible, the actual and
the ideal, the outer life and the inner, and of the reconciling of these by
someone who understood and valued both. That is the real plot; that, and the
supremacy of personal relationships.

“It is private life that holds out the mirror to infinity; personal intercourse, and that
alone, that ever hints at personality beyond our daily vision.”

This emphasis on personal relationships as the key to life is a new
emphasis, perhaps experimental. Active minds are looking always for this







real to its readers, who follow their courses with the most breathless and
goggle-eyed attention.













CHAPTER IX

GUIDE BOOK

Mr. Forster spent the war in Alexandria, performing such work as non-
combatants perform when their country is at war. Besides this, he wrote a
book about Alexandria, of which the first half is a short history, the second
an excellent guide. The history is most agreeable reading, full of
scholarship, spirit, poetry, humour and prejudices. For prejudices, it would
be fairer to say strong tastes and distastes. Mr. Forster, a Hellenist, humanist,
and anti-medievalist, admires the ages of Græco-Roman and Ptolemaic
Alexandrian culture; he deplores the dark and barbarous centuries that
engulfed these, and the fierce orthodoxies, controversies and asceticisms of
the Christian church that here had their cradle. “The decline of science
coincides with the rise of Christianity,” he is always glad to note; coincides,
but is, he implies, by no means a coincidence. “The age of inquiry was over,
and the age of certainty had begun.” And, “It was strange that when science
had once gained such triumphs” (as Eratosthenes’s measurements of the
earth) “mankind should ever have slipped back again into fairy tales and
barbarism.” His justifiable annoyance at this prolonged barbarism makes
him slip into one exaggeration, for, forgetting for a moment Copernicus, he
says that the Ptolemaic theory of the universe “supported by all the thunders
of the Church” “was adopted by all subsequent astronomers until Galileo.”
Monks, naturally, are also annoying.

“By the fourth century, they had gathered into formidable communities, whence they
would occasionally make raids on civilization like the Bedouins to-day. . . . The monks had
some knowledge of theology and of decorative craft, but they were averse to culture and
incapable of thought. Their heroes were St. Ammon who deserted his wife on their wedding
eve, or St. Antony, who thought bathing sinful and was consequently carried across the
canals of the delta by an angel. From the ranks of such men, the Patriarchs were recruited.”

The monks destroyed the worship of Serapis, the Library of Alexandria
(“here for four hundred years was the most learned spot on the earth. The
Christians wiped it out.”); a mob of them tore Hypatia to pieces, and (though
Hypatia was not as much in herself as has been sometimes supposed), “with
her the Greece that is a spirit expired—the Greece that tried to discover truth
and create beauty and that had created Alexandria.”

He gives an engaging account of the Arian-Athanasian quarrel: though
when he preludes it with “An age of hatred and misery was approaching,”
and epitaphs Athanasius with “To us, living in a secular age, such triumphs



appear remote, and it seems better to die young, like Alexander the Great,
than to drag out this arid theological Odyssey,” his sympathies seem
imperfect, his imagination unduly depressed by classical and humanist
distaste, for there was nothing that fourth-century Alexandrians enjoyed
more than a first-class theological scrap, and it is apparent that a capital time
was had by all.

He is more cheerful about the Neo-Platonists, and has a pleasant account
of Plotinus, who

“was probably born at Assiout; probably; no one could find out for certain, because he was
reticent about it, saying that the descent of his soul into his body had been a great
misfortune, which he did not desire to discuss. . . . He took part in a military expedition
against Persia, in order to get into touch with Persian thought (Zoroastrianism) and with
Indian thought (Hinduism, Buddhism). He must have made a queer soldier and he was
certainly an unsuccessful one, for the expedition suffered defeat, and Plotinus was very
nearly relieved of the disgrace of having a body. Escaping, he made his way to Rome, and
remained there until the end of his life, lecturing. In spite of his sincerity, he became
fashionable, and the psychic powers that he had acquired not only gained him, on four
occasions, the Mystic vision which was the goal of his philosophy, but also discovered a
necklace which had been stolen from a rich lady by one of her slaves.”

There follows a lucid short account of the Enneads, and a good section
on the growth of the Christian tree, with its various strange boughs, fruits
and flowers, in the richly cultivated spiritual and philosophical soil of
Alexandria. Gnosticism, Arianism, Monophysitism, Monothelism,
Mohammedanism, orthodox Christianity, are all dealt with in that spirit of
detached pleasure which is our modern tribute to the so turbulent
disputations of our forebears. For here is that quite unusual thing, a guide
book written by a lover of philosophy and of poetry. It is natural that the heir
of Hellenic, the cradle of Alexandrian and Ptolemaic, culture, the ruined
tomb of both, the guardian of the learning of the magnificent Mouseion, the
temple of Serapis, the kingdom of Cleopatra, the foe and the prey of the
“solid but unattractive figure of Rome . . . legal and self-righteous,” should
fascinate him. It was one of the few kind and happy fortunes of war that
placed him here during those deplorable years when most people were so
freely and unrewardingly squandered.

The scheme of the book is a very ingenious pretty interweaving of
historical and topographical news. In the historical sections, physical events
are nicely balanced against intellectual and spiritual, the outer life against
the inner, and it comes off both as a history and a guide. There should be—
will be, one gathers, in a new edition now preparing—more about medieval
and Renaissance Alexandria. One would wish, for instance, to know more of



the state of the city described in the twelfth century by Benjamin, the son of
Jonas, who saw

“without the city a great and goodly building, which is reported to have been the College of
Aristotle, the Master of Alexandria, wherein there are almost twenty schools . . . and
between every one of them were marble pillars. The city itself is excellently built.”

Mr. Forster omits Benjamin, but gives some good descriptions by Arabs
of the brilliant white city they had taken; and, with a glance at a few
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth century travellers, including the
“lively but spiteful Mrs. Eliza Fay,” passes on to Napoleon, the Battle of the
Nile, and Aboukir; and rather odd it is to find him describing in a
businesslike manner, with map, a naval engagement and a land campaign.
He conducts the city up to its bombardment by the British navy, and
pillaging by its own residents, in 1882, and there leaves her, somewhat
battered, and with a future before her in which only material prosperity
seems assured, for

“little progress can be discerned in other directions, and neither the Pharos of Sostratus nor
the Idylls of Theocritus nor the Enneads of Plotinus are likely to be rivalled in the future.
Only the climate, only the north wind and the sea remain as pure as when Menelaus, the
first visitor, landed upon Ras-el-Tin three thousand years ago; and at night the constellation
of Berenice’s Hair still shines as brightly as when it caught the attention of Conon the
astronomer.”

There follows the Guide section: it is business-like, entertaining,
scholarly, detailed, so far as we know accurate, and has excellent historical
plans. Throughout, the vanished ancient city contrives extraordinarily to be
apparent to us through the buildings and streets that cover it like a
palimpsest. From the Bourse and Cotton Exchange, where

“the howls and cries that may be heard of a morning proceed not from a menagerie, but
from the wealthy merchants of Alexandria as they buy and sell,”

we pass to the Rue Rosette,

“the ancient Canopic Way, the central artery of Alexander’s town, and under the Ptolemies it
was lined from end to end with marble colonnades. . . . At its entrance, right, are: the
Caracol Attarine (British Main Guard); the Rue de la Gare du Caire, leading to the main
railway station; and the Mohammed Ali Club, the chief in the town—a small temple to
Serapis once stood on its site. Here too is Cook’s office.

“100 yds down it is crossed by the Rue Nebi Daniel and by a tramway. Here, in ancient
times, was the main crossway of the ancient city—one of the most glorious places in the
world (p. 10). Achilles Tatius, a bishop who in A.D. 400 wrote a somewhat foolish and
improper novel called Clitophon and Leucippe, thus describes it. . . .”



And so on, the modern and the Arab palimpsesting the ancient all the
way. There is an admirable description of the museum, the exhibits cross-
referenced to the historical section; and beyond it,

“The Rue Rosette continues, and at last issues from between houses. Here, ever since its
foundation, the city has ended; in Ptolemaic times the Gate of the Sun or Canopic Gate
stood here, in Arab times the Rosetta Gate. The Public Gardens follow the line of the Arab
walls.”

The scheme, it will be seen, is at once practical, imaginative and
scholarly; seekers after Greek, Roman and Ptolemaic antiquity, tombs and
catacombs, mosques or palaces, the site of the Serapeum, or of Cleopatra’s
Needles, the prehistoric harbour, Christian monasteries and churches, the
Libyan desert, the office of Mr. Thomas Cook, the old city of Rosetta, the
Cotton Exchange, or the Pharos Lighthouse, a wonder of the world, are all
conducted, guided and informed, told what coloured tram to take to get
there, and the archæological and other history of all that they see. One
would wish more guides like this, for the imagination and mind are fed, fact
and detail are informed by beauty, the ghosts of marble colonnades soar up
from tram-lines, the antique world’s great library stands invisible upon its
sacred hill, and the wrecked glory of ancient Alexandria whispers still in
these smart commercial streets. That is to say, this is a very good guide
book, well written, well arranged, learned and attractive. Its interest, and,
one supposes, the author’s, culminates in a fine account of the Pharos
lighthouse (good plans).

As an example of imagination harnessed to precision, the poet’s playing
and reconstructing mind to the student’s painstaking research, the book is
what any tourist wants and too seldom gets.





that murdered Hypatia, both might have emerged a little touching, a little
humanly silly and nice, and both writer and readers would have begun to
sympathize with the fierce clerics. Clement of Alexandria has, of course, no
need of such ironic embellishment, for Clement was a learned philosopher
as well as a Christian father; Clement could reconcile Greek thought with
Christian dogma, clothe the new religion in the amenities of philosophic
dress, acknowledge merit in pagan thought, while, instead of being harshly
and uncompromisingly ascetic and hell-fire, his treatise on the rich man’s
salvation

“handles with delicacy a problem on which business men are naturally sensitive, and arrives
at the comforting conclusion that Christ did not mean what he said. One recognizes the wary
resident. And when he attacks Paganism he seldom denounces: he mocks, knowing this to
be the better way. . . .”

He derided the priests in the idol-temples for their dirt, and neither he nor
his hearers foresaw the impending Christian holiness of dirt. There was
nothing morose about Clement, and

“his verdict is that, though the poetry of Hellas is false and its cults absurd or vile, yet its
philosophers and grasshoppers possessed a certain measure of divine truth; some of the
speculations of Plato, for instance, had been inspired by the Psalms. It is not much of a
verdict in the light of modern research; but it is a moderate verdict for a Father; he spares
his thunders, he does not exalt asceticism, he is never anti-social.”

Clement was, in fact, as we knew already, charming and so needs Mr.
Forster’s endearing method the less, and deserves and rewards it the more.
Not that the fanatical clergy and heretics of history do not also reward irony,
as has been shown often enough by those who have recorded them; highly
amusing in themselves, they only need one smile more to make them the
most droll and delightful of figures. At giving this smile, and making it a
pleased, a friendly, almost an affectionate, smile, Mr. Forster is an adept. His
fanatics, his simple monks, his earnest and eccentric enthusiasts, take on
accents of the gayest social success. They appear nicer, often, than they can
have been; and the stories of their lives are simplified by the novelist’s
foreshortening art to an absurdity far more agreeable than the tediously
protracted turbulence and intrigue recorded by historians. The Monophysite
monk, Timothy the Cat, for example, in Mr. Forster’s account is a
charmingly sly intriguer crying “Miaou” in the monastery at night, gibbering
and bowing and saying in hollow tones “Consecrate Timothy,” then being
found on his knees in his cell, all prayer and innocence, two days later to be
forcibly consecrated Patriarch by two Monophysite bishops. Then, after the
murder of the already existing Patriarch by leading residents, Timothy,





slanting, which lights Mrs. Eliza Fay’s trip to Egypt to an absurdity much
brighter than it enjoys in its own right.

This wit, having entertained itself with events and persons picked
randomly out of twenty-three centuries of Alexandrian history, now turned
itself on to more various fields, more or less randomly still, led by
predilections, aversions, admirations and tastes, and by those chancy
fortunes of reviewing which induce often such very improbable contacts.



CHAPTER XI

OTHER ESSAYS

In some of the miscellaneous essays, reviews, and other comments on
the world of life and letters which Mr. Forster scattered about various
periodicals during the immediately post-war years, one perceives (possibly
because one is ready to assume) a new note, a note of greater gravity,
sometimes of the bitterness suitable to the embittering occasion. The war
years have stalked by, a grim procession, to a grim end; the dust and the
war-cries, subsiding a little, leave a bemused world of people looking at
each other with a surmise too weary and perplexed to be wild: the cup of
victory is lifted in unsteady hands, and over its rim tired, confused, and
rather vulgar persons, still in the quarrelsome stage of intoxication, stare
foolishly across a littered, crazy and corpse-strewn world at a highly dubious
to-morrow. This, which may sound fanciful, is in fact pretty much what
many of us felt. I am not insisting that Mr. Forster felt it; Alexandria, India,
philosophy, literature and irony may have enabled him to keep his head
among the stampeding, futile hatreds and the desolation of the crowding
graves. But no one could come through these four years and write just as
before, and in point of fact I think no one did. Even the technique of writing
(both prose and verse) was altering, becoming sharper, more skilful, more
introvert and significant, less romantic. On the one hand, the outward
circumstance of trivial speech and action, blandly detailed, was offered us
more heavily charged with meaning, as Tchekov’s influence spread; on the
other, the inward procession of the mind’s encounters flowed in meandering
streams, a looking-glass to life, after the method begun in England by
Dorothy Richardson and followed by James Joyce. In France, the untiringly
inquisitive researches of M. Proust after his past combined happily the
inward and the outward and the quiet pleasures of unhappy social and
emotional entanglements. New graces of style and swiftnesses of thought
were brought to the English novel by Virginia Woolf; new allusiveness,
irony and ellipsis, and an anti-sweet tang, to poetry by T. S. Eliot; new mirth
to the study of the eminent by Lytton Strachey, Philip Guedalla, and Harold
Nicolson. Increasingly, we saw ourselves as children of our age, children of
unbelief, children of a mocking despair. Not that we had not always seen
ourselves as this, for the children of every age do so; in 1907 Mr. Forster
had expounded the view to the Working Men’s College; and it seems likely







accompanied the armies to battle, and, when the soldiers ran away, remained
on the field and accrued to the victors.

“With existence as it threatens to-day—a draggled mass of elderly people and barbed
wire—it is agreeable to glance back at those enchanted carnages, and to croon over
conditions that we now subscribe to exterminate. Tight little faces from Oxford, fish-shaped
faces from Cambridge—we cannot help having our dreams. Was life then warm and
tremendous?”

There are, too, the pleasures of moral censure: “The schoolmaster in each of
us awakes, examines the facts of History, and marks them on the result of
the examination.”

Proceeding to do this, Mr. Forster becomes capricious and perverse: the
thought of schoolmasters is apt to make him so.

“Why was it right of Drake to play bowls when he heard the Armada was approaching,
but wrong of Charles II to catch moths when he heard that the Dutch Fleet had entered the
Medway? The answer is ‘Because Drake won.’ Why was it right of Alexander the Great to
throw away water when his army was perishing, but wrong of Marie Antoinette to say ‘Let
them eat cake’? The answer is ‘Because Marie Antoinette was executed.’ ”

The answer, in both cases, is, of course, nothing of the sort: it is that
Drake only went on playing bowls for a minute or two, then got busy about
the Armada, but Charles, we gather, cared nothing for the Dutch Fleet; it is
that Alexander was inspired by noble, if foolish, motives, Marie Antoinette
by the cruel ignorance of the stupid rich woman. Her execution is really her
only claim on the schoolmaster’s good marks. But Mr. Forster, carried away
by his pleasure in teasing the simple and smug pedagogues, will make
success their criterion, and does not allude to any of the successful but very-
ill-thought-of-by-schoolmasters massacres and crimes of history. Indeed,
one is never sure that he does justice to the fumbling, blundering, but
persevering moral sense of humanity, which in the long run approves the
persecuted and condemns the persecutors. But how well this essay ends:

“To pity the dead because they are dead is to experience an exquisite pleasure. . . . It is
half a sensuous delight, half gratified vanity, and Shakespeare knew what he was about
when he ascribed such a sensation to the fantastical Armado. They had been laughing at
Hector, and Armado, with every appearance of generosity, exclaims: ‘The sweet war-man is
dead and rotten; sweet chucks, beat not the bones of the buried; when he breathed he was a
man.’ It was his happiest moment; he had never felt more certain either that he was alive
himself, or that he was Hector. And it is a happiness that we can all experience until the
sense of actuality breaks in. Pity wraps the student of the past in an ambrosial cloud, and
washes his limbs with eternal youth. ‘Dear dead women with such hair too,’ but not ‘I feel
chilly and grown old.’ That comes with the awakening.’ ”







There follows the humming and hawing; Wells, despite his sweep and
his grasp and his racy manner, can’t create individuals; brilliant with mass
movements, he fails with persons; he is too much annoyed with the
ignorance of our ancestors; he even “notes the uneducated tendencies of the
reptiles, who might have averted extinction had they taken appropriate
steps.” Like most scientists, he confuses information with wisdom, and,
though his intelligence is both subtle and strong, it cannot quite supply his
lack of imagination. Further, he is an optimist; he believes in progress, even
in a progressing God, is too often æsthetically blind, and, because of
Napoleon’s destructiveness to Europe, can’t see his greatness. And there
should have been fewer sketches, and more photographs. “And there
shouldn’t have been any fig-leaves: they are contrary to the whole spirit of
such a book.” Still, a great book, “a wonderful achievement, and nothing in
our generation is likely to supersede it.”

This otherwise admirable criticism seems not quite fair to Wells’s
imagination, one of the most brilliantly lavish and inventive forces of our
day; but Mr. Forster is not invariably quite fair to the scientific type of mind,
as Mr. Wells himself is never in the least fair to the classical. Each has his
blind spots; but Mr. Forster’s did not obscure for him the bright bold
flashing of the Wellsian head-lamps as that high-powered car raced, throttle
full out, down our involved and murky story. Mr. Forster’s admiration and
sympathy go out to the audacious, venturesome and brilliant achievement, as
they go out to Napoleon’s or Alexander’s essays in putting girdles round the
earth; a certain Puckishness in the method as well in the attempt further
appeals to him; he is captivated, and applauds a great show.

One of the points about Mr. Forster’s reviewing is that, even when least
captivated, he is still respectful (except only to the pretentious, the
schoolmasters, and the bullies). He is a courteous, considerate and kind
reviewer, never a smart Alec. He pays even foolish writers and tedious
writers the tribute of trying to understand what they would be at. As if he
were a Jain, who believes even the meanest creatures to have souls, and will
not crush or destroy them, he handles them with enquiring gentleness, he
will smile, even mock, but will not deride, not talk them down.

Here, for instance, is a review headed “To simply feel,” and it reviews a
volume of verse by the American poet, Mrs. Ella Wheeler Wilcox, and a
novel about Burma by someone else. Easy to make fun of Mrs. Wilcox, it
has been done, no doubt, by practically all her readers and by many who
have never read a line of her; she was, in fact, in her time (now forgotten, I
suppose) an Aunt Sally, a cockshy, the poetical equivalent of Mrs. Barclay
and Miss Ethel Dell. But Mr. Forster is as gentle as you please.









sympathy by misfortune, than many others. We are more readily shocked by
pain and misery than some; ours was the first nation to drop torture from its
penal code; our hearts throb towards animals (unless we are pursuing them
with weapons of destruction) with ardent, if patchy, philozoism; and no race
complains with more eloquent conviction of the shocking wrongs inflicted
on foreigners by their respective governments. We behave, it is true, to our
fellow-humans less cordially than they normally behave elsewhere, and eye
them with a warier circumspection than they do almost anywhere outside the
Red Indian reserves; nevertheless, one would sooner be stranded in a mess
among average English people than among most, for one believes their
hearts and pockets to be more touchable than those of many races. Mr.
Forster says we are not unemotional, but that our emotions come slowly and
arrive late, and, like deep-sea fishes, find it difficult to rise to the surface;
but English literature is a flying-fish, “a sample of the life that goes on day
after day beneath the surface; it is a proof that beauty and emotion exist in
the salt, inhospitable sea.” This is a good conceit. Indeed, all the conceits,
speculations and illustrations in this essay are good. But as a whole it is not
good or original enough for Mr. Forster, who should perhaps leave it to less
first-hand intelligences to make national generalizations and explain English
hypocrisy. He seems, too, to have missed English mystical religion, that
tremendous force in history, for he says:

“Is the Englishman altogether indifferent to the things of the spirit? . . . Religion is more
than an ethical code with a divine sanction. It is also a means through which man may get
into direct connection with the divine, and, judging by history, few Englishmen have
succeeded in doing this. We have produced no series of prophets. . . . We have not even
produced a Joan of Arc or Savonarola. We have produced few saints. In Germany the
Reformation was due to the passionate conviction of Luther. In England it was due to a
palace intrigue. We can show a steady level of piety, a fixed determination to live decently
according to our lights—little more.”

Surely an odd judgment on a race which has produced Richard Rolle,
Julian of Norwich, that vociferously lachrymose penitent, Margery Kempe,
Wycliffe (as determined a Protestant Reformer as Luther), St. Thomas More,
Tyndale, all the Protestant and Catholic martyrs, Lancelot Andrewes, John
Donne, George Herbert, Crashaw, Vaughan, Traherne, William Law, all the
God-intoxicated puritans and unruly, excited sectaries of the seventeenth
century, dashing across the Atlantic with their cropped ears and branded
cheeks to found a new world where unruly and excited sectaries should set
the tone; the Quakers, communing closely with their God even at the stocks
and whipping-post, John Wesley and the methodist enthusiasts, the
nineteenth-century Tractarians and Evangelicals in tears over their sins and
God’s love. And had Mr. Forster remarked the curious and deplorable fact





China, so hopeless was the block of uncles, and cousins, and aunts; poisoned coffee and the
fire-pencil thinned them out, but only for a moment; up they sprang; again he conquered,
lost, conquered and lost for ever Ferghana and Samarkand. Not until he was twenty-one, and
had taken to drink, did the true direction of his destiny appear; moving southward, he
annexed Kabul. . . . He took Delhi, he founded the Moghul Empire, and then, not to spoil
the perfect outline of his life, he died. . . .

“These sanguine and successful conquerors generally have defects that would make
them intolerable as companions. They are unobservant of all that does not assist them
towards glory, and, consequently, vague and pompous about their past; they are so busy;
when they have any charm, it is that of our Henry V—the schoolboy unpacking a hamper
that doesn’t belong to him. But what a happiness to have known Babur! He had all that one
seeks in a friend.”

Here again are all the familiar felicities of style; with this charming and
plundering Asiatic Mr. Forster is at ease.







Ronny thinks, “She is certainly ageing, and I ought not to be vexed with
anything she says.”

“Mrs. Moore felt that she had made a mistake in mentioning God, but she found him
increasingly difficult to avoid as she grew older, and he had been constantly in her thought
since she entered India, though oddly enough he satisfied her less. She must needs
pronounce his name frequently, as the greatest she knew, yet she had never found it less
efficacious. Outside the arch there seemed always an arch, beyond the remotest echo a
silence.”

Later, Fielding, of the Government College, has Mrs. Moore and Miss
Quested to tea, to meet Aziz and the Brahman Professor Godbole. Aziz,
excited and above himself, invites the English ladies to a party of pleasure:
he will conduct them to see the famous Marabar Caves. Into the tea-party
bursts Ronny, all discourtesy, arrogance and impatience, and, ignoring the
Indians, takes Adela and his mother away to watch polo.

Aziz and Fielding cultivate an experimental friendship: Aziz loves
Fielding, Fielding is interested in Aziz, visits him when he is ill; they puzzle
and surprise but please one another. The temperamental Aziz is happy: it is
the last really happy hour that he has in the book.

Part II begins: it is called “Caves.” Aziz invites Fielding and Professor
Godbole to join his party to the Marabar Caves, an enterprise which, after
his imprudent invitation, is forced upon him. But Fielding and Godbole miss
the train, and he is left alone with the English ladies and some servants and a
poor relation of his own. Dismayed at first, he rises to the great occasion.
The train runs, the ladies are fed with poached eggs and tea every few
minutes, Aziz having been warned that the English never stop eating; the
train arrives and is met by an elephant, on whom they all ride through an
unpleasing plain to the Caves. All goes so well, so far, that Aziz is delighted.

“The expedition was a success, and it was Indian; an obscure young man had been
allowed to show courtesy to visitors from another country, which is what all Indians long to
do. . . . Hospitality had been achieved.”

He loves Mrs. Moore increasingly: she is, he feels, his dear and
honoured friend. He likes Miss Quested, though physically he is repelled by
her. He feels and says, “One of the dreams of my life is accomplished in
having you both here as my guests.” They sit and converse about the Mogul
Emperors, about brotherhood, about religion, about the Anglo-Indian
problem. Miss Quested consults Aziz on this last; but he retreats into reserve
and conducts them to the Caves.

The caves are not a success. In the first cave, Mrs. Moore nearly faints,
from the crowd, the smell and the echo. She declines to visit the other caves,



and Aziz and Adela proceed to them alone with a guide.
Then there is serious trouble: Adela, having entered a cave alone, feels

something pull her about and tear off her field-glasses; she thinks it is Aziz,
flies down the hill to an acquaintance who has just turned up in a car, and is
driven home. Aziz thinks she has merely tired of the expedition. Fielding,
who has arrived in the car, has walked up the hill and joins him and Mrs.
Moore.

On the return of their train to Chandrapore, Aziz is arrested by the police
and taken to prison. Fielding, protesting, is informed that Aziz has insulted
Miss Quested in a cave. He refuses to believe it; he sides with the Indians
against the English. The English are roused to white-hot emotion by the
incident; herd patriotism, herd anti-Indian anger shake them; they intoxicate
themselves with the incantations of their caste. Only Fielding and Mrs.
Moore hold aloof. Mrs. Moore, apparently suffering from a kind of
sunstroke, oppressed and haunted by the sinister echoes in the cave, has
turned irritable and disagreeable and queer. Knowing Aziz to be innocent,
she is surly to Adela. Adela is bewildered and confused: she is not sure what
happened in the cave, or if anything did. Ronny Heaslop sends his mother
home, to get her out of the way; she dies on the voyage through the Red Sea.

The trial of Aziz comes on. The affair has become a feud, English
against Indians; feeling runs high. At the trial, Adela, whose head has been
gradually clearing, suddenly realizes that Aziz is innocent, had not entered
the cave at all, and withdraws the charge. There is pandemonium: rage
among the English, shrieking triumph among the Indians. Everyone, except
Ronny, broken-down and bewildered, and Fielding, who is moved by the
girl’s honesty, insults Adela: she is excommunicated by the English for her
recantation, execrated by the Indians for her accusation. Aziz is determined
to exact huge financial damages from her. Fielding tries to dissuade him
from demanding money beyond his costs. But he announces himself as
having turned completely anti-British, and will get all he can; until at last
Fielding uses the memory of Mrs. Moore to persuade him to generosity, and,
with a noble gesture, he renounces his claim. Fielding and he are now close
friends. Adela, befriended by Fielding only, talks over the situation with
him, decides that, on the whole, it may have been the guide or some stranger
who attacked her in the cave, but that it matters little, and sails for England,
thrown over by Ronny and all his compatriots.

At Chandrapore the Hindu-Moslem Indian front against the English
hardens. Suspicion and gossip poison Aziz’s friendship for Fielding; he
believes that his friend will marry Miss Quested when he visits England,



that she has already been his mistress. Fielding’s denials do not convince
him; his friends gossip him into deeper suspicion; Chandrapore in the hot
weather confirms his bad fancies; he knows himself tricked and despoiled,
both of money and friendship. Fielding sails for England, Aziz goes to work
in an Indian state. So, on failure and mistrust, ends this central section of the
book.

The last section is called “Temple.” It is two years later, and the scene is
a Hindu festival in a Temple at Mau, the festival of the birth of a God, the
birth of Shri Krishna, Infinite Love who saves the world. Professor Godbole
leads a choir. There is singing and dancing and worship all night.

During the days of this festival, Fielding arrives at Mau; he is touring
Central India, to investigate education. He is married: of course, thinks Aziz,
to Miss Quested. Aziz has no wish to see him again. Aziz is working at
Mau; he never sees English people, and Moslems seldom. He hates the
English. He is happy enough, married again, writing poetry, riding. He is
vexed by the arrival of Fielding and his wife. When he meets Fielding by
accident, they coldly converse. Aziz learns that Fielding’s wife is not Miss
Quested, but the daughter of Mrs. Moore. Angry at his own mistake, he still
sticks to its consequences; he says, “My heart is for my own people
henceforward. I wish no Englishman or Englishwoman to be my friend.”

But he and Fielding are later reconciled, and in the last chapter they go
riding together in the jungle, “friends again, yet aware that they could meet
no more.” Aziz produces a letter he wants to send to Miss Quested, thanking
her, at last, for her fine behaviour two years back. He says: “I want to do
kind actions all round, and wipe out the wretched business of the Marabar
for ever.”

They talk: they agree that this is good-bye. Fielding too

“felt that this was their last free intercourse. All the stupid misunderstandings had been
cleared up, but socially they had no meeting-place. He had thrown in his lot with Anglo-
India by marrying a countrywoman, and he was acquiring some of its limitations.”

Fielding talks of his wife and her brother, of the Hindu festival and
Hindu religion; Aziz changes the subject to politics. They argue about the
British in India. Aziz declares open war on them. Fielding defends them for
their efficiency. He asks:

“ ‘Who do you want instead of the English? The Japanese?’
“ ‘No, the Afghans. My own ancestors.’
“ ‘Oh, your Hindu friends will like that, won’t they?’
“ ‘It will be arranged—a conference of Oriental statesmen.’ ”







I’m getting out soon.’ ‘No, why should I?’ ‘Oh, no, take it, man, that’s all right; this is your
country, not mine.’ The Indian remarked grimly: ‘Don’t do this sort of thing, please. We
don’t appreciate it any more than the old sort. We know you have been told you must do it.’
The unfortunate officer was silent. It was so. Orders had come down from Headquarters
enjoining courtesy, and in his attempt to save the British Raj he had exceeded them.

“This hasty and ungraceful change of position is typical of Anglo-India to-day.
Something like a stampede can be observed. Some officials have changed out of policy;
they know they can no longer trust their superiors to back them up if they are rude or
overbearing. . . . Others have undergone a genuine change of heart. . . . They dread the
reforms, but propose to work them. ‘Yes, it’s all up with us,’ is their attitude. ‘Sooner or
later the Indians will tell us to go. I hope they’ll tell us nicely. I expect they will—they’re
always very nice to me.’ . . . The decent Anglo-Indian of to-day realizes that the great
blunder of the past is neither political nor economic nor educational, but social; that he was
associated with a system that supported rudeness in railway carriages, and is paying the
penalty.

“The penalty is inevitable. The mischief has been done, and though friendships between
individuals will continue and courtesies between high officials increase, there is little hope
of spontaneous intercourse between the two races.”

It is, in fact, too late. The damage is done. The Indian to-day has ceased
to be sensitive to English snubs, he has become socially independent.
Nationalism has swollen. The Englishwoman in India (worse than the
Englishman) is, like her menfolk, quieter to-day.

“The lady who said to me eight years ago, ‘Never forget that you are superior to every
native in India except the Rajahs, and they’re on an equality,’ is now a silent, if not an
extinct, species. But she has lived her life, and she has done her work.”

So, though the state of things is now better, and there are now clubs
where the two races can meet, it is still bad, and, though “responsible
Englishmen are far politer to Indians than they were ten years ago, it is too
late, because Indians no longer require their social support.” “Never in
history,” the article sadly ends, “did ill-breeding contribute so much towards
the dissolution of an Empire.”

The sadness is not for the likely dissolution of the Empire, Empires
being, in the writer’s eyes, all the better for being dissolved, but for ill-
breeding, the miserable tragedy of manners and of heart, which is largely the
tragedy of this book, where rudeness spins the plot and the British Raj is
betrayed by what is coarse within.

Granted, then, that the British sahibs and memsahibs are too gross for
the India of the 1920’s, and that the book would have been improved by
being given a definite date, still how good they are in their lighter moments,
how excellently caught their idiom! This delicate ear for idiom is one of Mr.
Forster’s gifts, which never seems to fail. Here, among this babel of voices





sacred shrines are built for her; but that is after her death. Before death, she
remains enigmatic, baffled and baffling; the caves and their sinister echoes
annihilate in her faith, hope and love; her spirit is beaten down, she becomes
a surly defeatist, “sunk in apathy and cynicism,” only fit to play patience
and to go home in the heat, and not actually fit, as it proved, for that. She
must have been, one sees, enchanting in earlier life, full of that eager
response to all experience and that curiosity about the world which marks all
Mr. Forster’s likeable characters. The Marabar caves, which ruin every one,
into which obviously no one should ever go, which land Aziz in prison,
Adela in disgrace, Ronny in loneliness and bereavement, Fielding in
embarrassments, the English colony in baulked rage, the guide (if it was the
guide) in assault, ruin Mrs. Moore’s health, temper and soul. She hates them
from the first, seeing them at once for what they are, and, very sensibly,
liking no caves, whereas the others, more obtuse, do not object to them until
afterwards. They brood over the book, disagreeable and sinister, with an
odd, unexplained power.

Aziz is insensitive to caves; he only understands things and people when
his affections are moved. He is a brilliantly drawn figure, more living than
any of the Englishmen; an extraordinary tour-de-force in the portraiture of
one race by another. Restless, friendly, volatile, vain, he darts emotionally
about, like an affectionate and self-conscious peacock, happy in talking with
his friends, resentfully sensitive to English snubs, fixing his affections on
any new friend who will sympathize with him, pouring out his heart, his
grievances, his affairs, passionately racially patriotic, lavishly hospitable,
generous to his friends and his guests, vulgarly insulting when angry, often a
bounder, shocking Fielding by his common and unchivalrous taunts,
pleasing him by his confidences.

“Can’t you see that fellow’s a bounder?” Ronny says to Fielding. Aziz,
uneasily flamboyant, is patronizing Mrs. Moore. “He isn’t a bounder,”
Fielding protests. “His nerves are on edge, that’s all.”

But a bounder Aziz often is. He is also a poet, a romantic liar, a poser, a
loyal friend, a loving parent, a devoted widower, and a furious enemy. Full
of vivacity, charm, and spiritual eagerness, he pleases Mrs. Moore, Adela
and Fielding, and gets on the nerves of those English who think that natives
should keep their places. He resents the English because they despise him;
he despises Hindus (except old Professor Godbole) because they are Hindus,
and make him think of cow-dung. Among his friends, he is all animation.
The opening conversation of the book, between Aziz, Hamidullah, and
Mahmoud Ali, has an air of the most convincing authenticity. This writing
by an Englishman about a social gathering of three Mohammedan Indians is



a feat which must, if we remember other such gatherings described by other
English writers, dazzle us by its sheer virtuosity. So also must a later
gathering, when four Mohammedans, two Hindus, and an Englishman
assemble and gossip with spite and animation round Aziz’s sick-bed. Both
are extremely witty conversation pieces, brilliantly executed. In the first,
Aziz is seen to be a gay and endearing creature; his two friends are
intelligent, cultured, and embittered; all three, voicing Indian resentment
about English discourtesy, are moving. Aziz, as we first met him, a receptive
bundle of quick impressions, may, we feel, become anything, take any turn;
a mutable man, the treatment he receives will mould him. The English are
rude and inconsiderate to him: he is anti-English. He turns into a mosque to
rest, and tries to

“symbolize the whole into some truth of religion or love. A mosque, by winning his
approval, let loose his imagination. The temple of another creed, Hindu, Christian, or Greek,
would have bored him and failed to awaken his sense of beauty. Here was Islam, his own
country, more than a faith, more than a battle-cry, more, much more. . . . Islam, an attitude
towards life both exquisite and durable, where his body and his thoughts found their home.”

In it he becomes a mystic, a poet, tuned to all fine issues.
Meeting, a moment later, Mrs. Moore, who talks to him with courteous

friendliness, he becomes gentle, grateful, happy. Grievances do not matter
any more. He is not, indeed, allowed to enter the English club, but

“as he strolled down-hill beneath the lovely moon, and again saw the lovely mosque, he
seemed to own the land as much as anyone owned it. What did it matter if a few flabby
Hindus had preceded him there, and a few chilly English succeeded?”

Practising polo with a friendly subaltern, he feels cheerful and free,
forgetting race antagonisms in sport; invited to tea by Fielding, the Principal
of Government College, he is elated and affectionate. Arriving there, he is
overcome by warm and generous feelings, by affection for his host; he
chatters at ease to Fielding and the two sympathetic English ladies; wild
hospitality dizzies him, and he invites the ladies to an expedition with him;
he is happy, excited, at ease. Heaslop enters, treats him rudely; he becomes
aggressive, flamboyant, provocative, showing off. Fielding visits him during
a slight illness; they exchange confidences, Aziz feels he has made a friend,
peace and happiness return to his soul, the world harmoniously blooms. On
the expedition to the caves he rises to his top note; he is generous,
hospitable, happy, triumphant, the successful host of English ladies, his
friends. There follows the unjust charge, disgrace, trial, vindication: from
then on he is savagely embittered, vowing revenge, resolved to exact the last
farthing of redress from his false accusers; yet suddenly, pressed by











there were the poor, the oppressed, the freaks, the out of step, the queer, all
those straying, straggling, struggling errants of the various underworlds,
sympathy with whom should be nicely measured and balanced if it is to be
right, for if poured forth to excess it becomes unbalanced, in fact, left. Left,
in this sense, Mr. Forster’s mind had always been; it showed signs in the
post-war years of becoming still more so.

Left, left, left: the march of a great miscellaneous army goes to that beat,
and of it some marchers are generously, some selfishly angry; some are
compassionate; some hate wealth, others want it; some desire democracy,
others a proletarian rule; some have a passion for liberty, others for
compulsion; all are against the rule of the rich and things as they are. From
every point of view Mr. Forster is bound to be left; he dislikes oppressors
and empires and top dogs, the rich, the sleek, the heavy; his sympathies are
with the people underneath, behind and outside the right places and the right
clubs. Were he a Russian, he would have been against the Czars and would
have revolted with Kerensky, have gone Red, and would now, presumably,
be White in sympathies so long as Whites are oppressed. Being English, he
is anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist, pro-poor, and always pro-rebel and pro-
oddity. He prefers the eccentric, those, that is, who are outside the briskly
spinning wheel that carries most of us round.

In 1925 he wrote an article about the exhibition of Sargent portraits at
the Royal Academy, called “Me, Them and You.”[2]

“Them what? Them persons what governs us, them dukes and duchesses
and archbishops and generals and captains of industry.”

Mr. Forster does not care for Them; he gently mocks Them, he is, no
doubt, unfair to some of Them: how, for example, does he know that the
voice which would proceed from the wife of our then Ambassador at Berlin,
“superbly beautiful and incredibly arrogant,” though she looked, besides
hung with pearls, would not be a voice to promote amity between nations, or
that her theme would necessarily be precedence? He does not know, but he
feels sure, for he does not like the lady.

Nor the rest of Our Betters.

“Gazing at each other over our heads, they said, What would the country do without us?
We have got the decorations and the pearls, we make fashions and wars, we have the largest
houses and the best food, and control the most important industries, and breed the most
valuable children, and ours is the Kingdom and the Power and the Glory. And, listening to
their chorus, I felt that this was so, and my clothes fitted worse and worse, and there seemed
in all the universe no gulf wider than the gulf between Them and Me—no wider gulf, until I
encountered You.













In point of fact, Mr. Forster dislikes mud and mess and snarling (he does
not, I believe, keep a dog); and “tosh” about the uncleanness of the body
bores both his fastidiousness and his sense of humour. He could admire
Joyce’s power, but be impatient with his manners and his attitude.

Crossness and bad manners and ungeniality bother him. He has a
perplexed try at the enigmatic and divided Dean Inge,

“He is an extraordinary fellow. He is so sensitive, so truth-seeking, so noble-minded, so
realistic and brave, so reticent and sincere in his mysticism, that often he seems a really
great interpreter who will lead us through the tangle of modern life as Virgil led Dante
through medievalism. And then—woe is me!—he catches sight of his lodestar. ‘There is the
Labour Party,’ he bawls. ‘We see clear at last. It has as its main aim the unhappiness of the
human race.’ And I start, like one who awakes from a dream, and I find that I am holding by
the hand, not Virgil, but a perverse, bumptious, and ill-tempered child, who shall answer to
the name of Tommy. What are we to do with Tommy? I do not like to smack him, because
just a minute ago he was being intelligent and nice. Yet I can scarcely accept him as my
guide.”

The flaw in the analogy is that Virgil (Dante’s Virgil, that is) could be on
occasion perverse, bumptious and ill-tempered himself, and was quite
capable of making similar outrageous remarks about the suffering souls.

“In his works of scholarship,” Mr. Forster adds . . . “Dean Inge’s divided personality
does not appear. But it crops up as soon as he approaches the heat of social problems, and it
makes him difficult to follow. . . . I can’t get to grips with such a book.”

With Ibsen,[2] also a divided personality, also irritable, a nagger, he gets
to grips better, and makes of him a poet, a primeval submarine figure, deep-
sea-rooted and bewitched.

“For this nagging quality, this habitual bitterness—they are essential in his greatness,
because they beckon to the poetry in him, and carry it with them under the ground.
Underground. Into the depths of the sea, the depths of the sea. Had he been of heroic build
and turned to the light and the sun, his gifts would have evaporated. But he was—thank
heaven—subterranean, he loved narrow passages and darkness. . . . To his impassioned
vision dead and damaged things, however contemptible socially, dwell for ever in the land
of romance, and this is the secret of his so-called symbolism. . . . Ibsen is at bottom Peer
Gynt. Side whiskers and all, he is a boy bewitched.”

The whole essay is a piece of brilliant analytic construction.
The criticisms of contemporary literature now interpret, now assess, now

examine; throughout the note is of critical integrity, the achievement is
imaginative interpretation, even when, as with T. S. Eliot,[2] the punctuation
is largely marks of interrogation. Good, witty and profound comments grow
in all these essays as thickly as blackberries in a bramble patch; only
occasionally there is one which would appear not well found, as that Ronald





current reviews, making portraits and characters, with a touch here, a tap
there, the hint of a laugh throughout.

Here, for example, is Mrs. Hannah More,[2] “the god-mother of my great-
aunt.” A picture is described: it is “Mrs. Hannah More and favourite
squirrel”:

“They too are seated—the old lady at a Chippendale table, the squirrel upon it. They
face one another, they bend their necks with identical gesture, and the calm light of a
hundred years ago flows in through square panes of glass upon the letter and the nut that
they are opening.”

Mrs. Hannah More had, as we know, four sisters, all spinsters too:

“Five, all attaining the age of seventy, all lively, hospitable, and jabbering, all
suppressing the Slave Trade and elevating the poor. . . . What can it have been like? It only
becomes real to me in this little squirrel picture, painted when the sands were running out.
Something faint and delicate emerges, the books rise to the ceiling, but the trees stir in the
garden. The lovely provincialism of England takes shape, detaches itself from our
suburbanism, smiles, says, ‘I like my books, I like my garden, I like elevating the lower
orders,’ and manages not to be absurd.”

The note of the essay is pleasure; and to recall for the moment the harsh
words that are often to-day our tribute to Mrs. Hannah and her kind is to
realize again that Mr. Forster is not a writer specifically of to-day at all, but
one with roots in every past. He gives Mrs. Hannah credit for understanding
something about the poor whom she educated, with whose lives she
interfered.

“She shared their sentimentality, and that love of anniversaries and funerals which
supplies the absence of Art, and though she checked the vice which was their chief solace,
she was not wild or stupid about it; she could even accept help from ‘a woman of loose
morals but good natural sense, who became our friend sooner than some of the decent and
the formal’. . . Around her house for a radius of many miles the faint glimmer of education
spread—samplers and alphabets, the sparks of our present conflagration.”

Hannah More, William Hickey, Mr. and Mrs. Abbey, Trooper
Comberbacke,[2] the Emperor Babur,[2] Wilfred Blunt,[2] the genial
filibustering Sir Wallis Budge,[2] the angry romantic Ibsen,[2] Proust,[2] with
his indefatigable curiosity and his despair—there they all are, a gallery of
living beings, as real as if they were in novels, and relieved of the necessity
of paying that attention to one another that is the novelist’s burden and bane.
These beings can each pursue his and her own destiny, bombinating most
pleasurably for us through the clear and irradiating window panes that
beautify and magnify and impart so pleasant a comic skew.















“In Russian novels, where they so seldom occur, they would be a decided help. It is a
convenience for an author when he can strike with his full force at once, and flat characters
are very useful to him, since they never need reintroducing, never run away, have not to be
watched for development, and provide their own atmosphere . . . most satisfactory.”

Flat characters move through the book undeveloping and unchanged;
moreover, we remember them easily, and like them, for “all of us, even the
sophisticated, yearn for permanence, and to the unsophisticated permanence
is the chief excuse for a work of art.”

The critic’s complaint against the flat character is summed up in the
words of Mr. Norman Douglas to D. H. Lawrence, complaining that he, in a
biography of a friend, has falsified the picture by employing “the novelist’s
touch.” Yet, says Mr. Forster, a novel often requires flat people as well as
round. Dickens, for example: “his immense success with types suggests that
there may be more in flatness than the severer critics admit.” For Dickens
gets away with it.

“Probably the immense vitality of Dickens causes his characters to vibrate a little, so
that they borrow his life and appear to lead one of their own. . . . Good but imperfect
novelists, like Wells and Dickens, are very clever at transmitting force. The part of their
novel that is alive galvanizes the part that is not, and causes the characters to jump about
and speak in a convincing way. They are quite different from the perfect novelist who
touches all his material directly, who seems to pass the creative finger down every sentence
and into every word. Richardson, Defoe, Jane Austen, are perfect in this particular way.”

All Jane Austen’s characters, says Mr. Forster, are round. And
Richardson’s. This seems a little odd. Is Lovelace, is Clarissa, a round,
realized human being? But this question of flatness and roundness, of where
the outline of rotundity wobbles and slips away into nebulous
amorphousness or becomes merely the blank circle of the O, the nought, the
ball which is bowled arbitrarily through the hoops of happenings, without
character, colours, or life of its own, all this question, in fact, of the nature of
roundness, is debatable, subjective, and complicated. One man’s round
character will be another’s empty, bowling ball. Mr. Forster’s enquiries into
the business light the mind; but the judgment in each particular case each
reader has to make for himself, for it is essentially a personal matter, and
will depend partly on how much the reader, through his own contacts and
experience and temper, knows about the character of whom he reads; and
this is, to the novelist, an incalculable factor in transmission. For one reader,
not all the novelist’s skill and imaginative creation will avail to push a
particular character into his realization; for the next, it is done with a casual
touch and no skill required. This is apparent whenever novels and the people
in them are discussed among a group of intelligent readers.



After people, the lecturer deals with Plot, which he defines as “a
narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality,” whereas a story is “a
narrative of events arranged in their time-sequence.” The distinction is
neatly illustrated:

“ ‘The king died and then the queen died,’ is a story. The king died and then the queen
died of grief is a plot. The time-sequence is preserved, but the sense of causality
overshadows it. Or again: ‘The queen died, no one knew why, until it was discovered that it
was through grief at the death of the king.’ This is a plot with a mystery in it, a form capable
of high development. . . . Consider the death of the queen. If it is in a story we say ‘and
then?’ If it is in a plot we ask ‘why?’ That is the fundamental difference between these two
aspects of the novel.”

It could not be more succinctly put. But it goes on,

“A plot cannot be told to a gaping audience of cave men or to a tyrannical sultan or to
their modern descendant the movie-public. They can only be kept awake by ‘and then—and
then’—they can only supply curiosity. But a plot demands intelligence and memory also.”

and this is more questionable. The cave man, the sultan, and certainly the
movie-public (of which most of us, at one time or another, form part) enjoy
plot; a mystery is one of the surest stimulants to the primitive human mind;
it appeals to its curiosity. And here, I think, Mr. Forster is confused.
Obviously a mystery, or a plot, appeals to curiosity. Yet he goes on:
“Curiosity is one of the lowest of the human faculties. You will have noticed
in daily life that when people are inquisitive, they nearly always have bad
memories and are usually stupid at bottom.” But this surely depends on what
they are inquisitive about. Darwin was inquisitive about earth worms;
Newton about why apples fall earthward; Watts about why steam comes out
of the kettle; Bacon about whether snow would preserve a dead hen;
Socrates about human motives; Proust about life, love, and art: in short, the
point is hardly worth making that curiosity, even if it kills the cat, has
produced most forms of human intellectual activity. The inquisitive child,
asking perpetually: “Why, why, why?” is troublesome, but one would not
have him otherwise. Curiosity, says Mr. Forster, does not take us far into the
novel—only as far as the story. But why not into the mysteries of the plot,
and the motives of the characters? It is apparent that Mr. Forster is using
“curiosity,” that fine word, in some debased sense, which divorces it from
intelligence. For, as he goes on to say, “if we would grasp the plot, we must
add intelligence and memory.”

The comments on plot that follow, and the illustrations that point them,
are excellent talk. The relation, the incurably awkward relation, between the
characters in a novel and the plot which they have to assist in constructing,





















“Literature as a retreat is rightly discredited; it is both selfish and foolish to bury one’s
head in the flowers. But herbs grow in the garden too, and share in its magics, and from
them is distilled the stoicism which we badly need to-day. Uneducated people have a
quantity of valuable resources which are denied to people like ourselves, on whom much
money has been spent, but that is no reason why we should despise our proper stock in
trade.”

Such consolations may work; or, on given occasions, they may not; but they
are, anyhow, a chance.

The corridor grows more sinister, the skies grow darker yet; writers find
it more and more difficult to keep that detachment in which emotion and art
can achieve their proper balance. Amusements, ironies, purely literary
interests, appear to sensitive minds like Neronic fiddlings, in the glare of
those licking flames that surround our flimsy pale. Mr. Forster’s attitude
towards the horrid situation will be discussed later. It seems likely that its
immediacy intensified for him after he had spent a year in comparative
withdrawment of mind, writing the life of Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson,
which was begun in 1932 and published in 1934.









is a good analysis of his point of view on the relation between intellect and
religious intuition.

“He had the religious temperament, but he hated all the religious weapons. . . . ‘God’
and ‘Jesus’ and ‘Krishna’ trail so many associations and are coloured by so many earthly
passions that it is difficult not to be carried away by them and he was more reluctant than
his women friends to be carried away. He saw at the end of those famous short words,
which boom like a gong out of darkest night—he saw not light, but more darkness, mass-
psychology, crowd-cruelty. To be carried away? Yes, but in which direction? Away from the
truth or towards it? We cannot know, because the tests of knowledge do not apply. Towards
kindness or towards unkindness? That we can know, and the sinister record of religious
idealism in the past made him scrutinise his intuitions carefully, and stick to the intellect,
which anyhow sheds less blood.

“One may almost say of him that he held nineteenth-century opinions in a twentieth-
century way. For him, as for the Victorians, life was a pilgrimage, not an adventure, but he
journeyed without donning their palmer’s weeds. It is significant that though he felt the
questions of personal immortality and the existence of God to be so important he never got
fussed over them.”

He was, in fact, a Victorian agnostic, and joined the Psychical Research
Society, and, as others have, found that it led him into a “dustbin of the
spirit,” a quagmire of toshery (but why didn’t he know that it must?) in
which he faithfully and painfully grubbed for fragments of truth.

The second half of the book is concerned with extra-University
adventures—travel in America, in India, and in China; the war, the shock
and disillusionment of which “broke something in him which was never
mended.”

“If you feel,” he wrote to a friend, “that there is a cause for it other than mere folly and
crime, you are more fortunate than I am. . . . But if one’s whole life had been given up to
trying to establish reason and suddenly the gulf opens and one finds that the world’s ruled
by force and wishes to be so, one feels forlorn indeed and more than forlorn. . . . These
things lie too deep for argument. One is one kind of man or the other.”

Not only the war folly of militarists, but the war idealism of most of his
friends, isolated him. “He was condemned to follow the intellect in a world
which had become emotional.” The Christian churches lived up to his
gloomiest view of them. They would not, he wrote bitterly,

“ever recover any influence, nor do they deserve to. The greatest crisis in history has found
them without counsel or policy or guidance, merely re-echoing the passions of the worst
crowd. Civilization is perishing, and they look on passive and helpless. . . . If there is to be a
religion in the future it will grow up outside the churches and persecuted by them—as
indeed is now the case at home. I write all this hastily and crudely, and perhaps unwisely.”





thinker, he has no claim to the front rank. Not a great heir of fame, he is yet
more than a dear son of memory, for he lives by his vivid personality and his
rare qualities.

It is in the face of odds that his memoir has come, as it has, off; for the
biographer’s easy tools of irony, cool detachment, and mockery, have not
been at hand, could not be employed together with affection and admiration
so deep. The subject emerges triumphantly without their help, in objective,
detailed, rich and angular life. The memoir is a labour of love, and would
have bored an egotistic writer to write, for it is entirely about its subject, and
the subject is handled tenderly, though without piety, and with such
proportion that both dream and business, keeping nice balance, lucidly
emerge. It seems to have nearly every quality that close knowledge and
understanding can confer, besides those felicities of style, humour, and
imagination whose lack makes most biographies pedestrian.

It has been sometimes criticized for its omissions, for not giving enough
emphasis to the strong and sometimes unhappy emotion that coloured many
of its subject’s friendships. The answer to this seems to be that the detailed
record of strong emotions is too overwhelming, it throws the proportion out
of gear; in real life the personality lives through them, is dented and
moulded by them, and goes on its way; but in a written record they seem to
swamp, to flow over and submerge the fine edges of the intellectual and
philosophic outfit which is the essential mind, and falsely suggest, as many
novels suggest, a continuous state of soppiness. In other words, it is easier to
overstate than to understate emotional life. Mr. Forster has not understated,
but he has been reticent, and his reticences do not mislead. And actually the
intellectual adventures, and the moments of mystical experience, described
here, are far more important to the whole personality than those outgoings of
emotion which are common to us all. More of the sonnets, however, might
have been quoted; they are not first class, but do convey, in their fusion of
intellect and emotion, a side of the writer not so fully shown elsewhere.

The only other writing of Mr. Forster’s which much resembles this book
is the short obituary note on Roger Fry,[2] his friend and Lowes Dickinson’s;
an exquisite piece of portraiture.



CHAPTER XVII

SOME CONCLUSIONS

As was said at the beginning of this study, in assessing a writer one tries
to set him against a background, and to discriminate between what is
essentially himself and what are reactions to the impacts made on him by the
tendencies and chances of his age. This dual and interlinked ideology—the
study, that is, of a man’s ideas, and of the ideas surrounding him, and of the
way in which they are connected—is worth attempting, however slightly
and unsuccessfully. One gets down to the constant problem of the relation
between the permanent and the transient, between temperament and
circumstance. A man has in his blood certain views, tendencies and
impulses, and these will somehow out; the mode of their expression is
dictated by the impact of circumstance. In any mind worth considering,
there are a set of more or less consistent reactions to the universe, that affect
all his ideas. He will hold certain doxies (an old-fashioned word that is
neater than the prevalent “ideology,” which seems unnecessarily to confuse
the doxies with the study of them), and these, their roots ineradicably in the
soil of temperament, have their growth, their shape, and the particular
flowers which they at various seasons put forth, guided by such erratic
gardeners as public and private tendencies and events, the watering-cans and
prunings and loppings and distortions of what is called the Age. The native
hard common sense and comic sense and anti-sentimentality of
Aristophanes emerged by the chance of contemporaneousness as derisive
antagonism to the Euripidean ethos and manner; various roots in the
complex soul of Dante grew up into such flourishing plants as his hatred of
the Florentine government, of local Italian dialects, of all his political and
personal enemies, of certain sins and sinners, and as faith in pure and
spiritual love, in an avenging God, in a strong united monarchy and papacy,
and in the Illustrious Vulgar Tongue. Spenser, who had as roots belief in
romance, noble conduct, and beauty, found that these burgeoned, oddly, into
the apotheosis of Queen Elizabeth and of the Protestant religion; Richard
Crashaw, with the root of passionate piety, grew the flowers of Roman
Catholicism, devotion, and glorification of the saints; John Wesley, similarly
rooted but differently environed and impacted, grew a plant of devotion of a
different species. Sir John Suckling, who naturally believed mainly in Cupid
and in winning money at bowls and picquet, was Royalist by force of
circumstance, as Milton, whose essential faiths were in liberty,



















battle, living only for a problematical victory in a highly dubious future, Mr.
Forster is still a liberal. So he informed the Paris Congress, admitting his
attitude to be of the past, and that most of his hearers probably felt it “waste
of time to talk about freedom and tradition when the economic structure of
society is unsatisfactory.” He is, he says, “a writer of the individualistic and
liberalizing type,” which will be swept away by another war, and after
another war, “if there is an after, the task of civilization will be carried on by
people whose training has been different from my own.” He is a liberal,
hating and scorning Fascism as wholly evil, dreading and disliking
Communism as a possibly necessary future. Three paths, he says (in June,
1934) lie before us at the present moment. There is

“the present order, which I prefer, because I have been brought up in it. I like Parliament
and democracy. I should like England and Europe to muddle on as they are, without the
international explosion that would end them. . . . In the second place, there is Communism,
an alternative which will destroy all I care for and could only be reached through violence,
yet it might mean a new order where younger people could be happy and the head and the
heart have a chance to grow. There, and on no other horizon, the boys and girls might return
to the cliff and dance. If my own world smashes, Communism is what I would like in its
place, but I shall not bless it until I die. And, thirdly, there is Fascism, leading only into the
blackness which it has chosen as its symbol, into smartness and yapping out of orders, and
self-righteous brutality, into social as well as international war. It means change without
hope. . . . Our immediate duty is to stop it.”

To this duty, grown so immediate and so urgent, Mr. Forster has of late
years, like other writers, been drawn. The defence of democracy, liberty and
culture against Fascism: it has become a slogan. One resents it, this horrid
ism, this dark and dreadful doxy, that has flung its brutal shadow over the
world, distorting our view of culture, turning it into a kind of political
vendetta or preventive campaign against an enemy that would crush it.
Culture should be a thing pursued and furthered, not “defended”; it should
not be bound up in our minds with any political party or colour, the fine
flowers in its garden should bloom regardless of what political constitution
obtains, and those who can cultivate any corner of that garden should, we
may think, do so with a single mind; perhaps they would be well advised
just now not even to read the newspapers. Yes, comes the answer, and while
the gardeners are thus employed the garden is broken into and trampled and
fouled by the wild boars. . . . It is infinitely complicated, and Mr. Forster,
like many others who care for culture, has heard this warning and responds
to it by active self-identification with anti-boar defensive activities. His
garden must necessarily suffer a little from neglect while he is thus engaged,
lose some of its finer blooms, which there is not time or concentration to
cultivate. But there it is, something must go, he would say, and better some







Gerald Heard—preventing war not from without but from within, though he
cannot take this either as an immediate talisman. He is, in fact, in the
position of thousands of other bewildered and frightened people, who see
little hope of staying the monster’s advance. What can one do, he asks,
beyond not investing money in manufactures that may be used for
armaments, and protesting against that “annual imbecility,” the Aldershot
Tattoo and the Olympia Tournament?

“I can say nothing new against war, and I can do scarcely anything to prevent it. . . . All
other evils will right, or may right, themselves. Social injustice and poverty can be cured,
the evils in personal life can be righted by death. But for war, under modern conditions,
there seems no death; once generated, it must galvanize a whole continent into madness and
pain. This is obvious, and whether we are agreed that war is inevitable or not, we are all
agreed as to its character. And yet I am asked to buy tickets for an ‘entertainment’ where
some athletes in fancy dress will play games with that curious survival the horse, and so
work me up into a state of mind which bears no relation to the fact. I am to be made to feel
that war is glorious and ennobling. . . .

“Any Government which really worked for peace would have forbidden all tournaments
and tattoos. Their psychological effect on simple people is appalling. . . . Let them show the
effect of vesicant dew on a girls’ school—upon two girls’ schools, our own and the
enemy’s. The fathers and mothers in the audience might begin to understand at last.”

Since he wrote this, air-raid instructions have ensured that there should
be few illusions in people’s minds as to what to expect in war. But his final
counsel, or prophecy, of despair would still hold: if war comes, “many
individuals would claim and exercise the right to put those they love out of
pain and to commit suicide.” Meanwhile, and till it comes, “the universe
being very complicated and large, we had better spend a bit of our time
rather than all of it in peace work, and spend the balance in doing other
things and in enjoying ourselves.”

If war is the deadliest evil, imperialism, materialism, and size-worship
are the vulgarest. When Germany beat France, and turned into an Empire, a
commercial power with a forward policy and colonies, Ernst Schlegel[4] left
her and naturalized himself in England. “It was his hope that the clouds of
materialism obscuring the Fatherland would part in time, and the mild
intellectual light re-emerge.”

“Your Pan-Germanism” (he says to a German nephew), “is no more imaginative than is
our Imperialism over here. It is the vice of a vulgar mind to be thrilled by bigness, to think
that a thousand square miles are a thousand times more wonderful than one square mile. . . .
That is not imagination. No, it kills it. When their poets over here try to celebrate bigness
they are dead at once, and naturally. Your poets too are dying, your philosophers, your
musicians, to whom Europe has listened for two hundred years. Gone. Gone with the little
courts that nurtured them—gone with Esterhaz and Weimar.”



Size, empire, vastness, conquest, all the Kipling idols—how he dislikes
them! Napoleon, Cecil Rhodes, Crœsus, Cæsars of all kinds, for these he has
a half-amused, half-appalled irony. As Stephen Wonham protests, “I can’t
gallop a horse out of this view without tiring it, so what is the point of a
boundless continent?” Mr. Pembroke of Sawston, being not a nice character,
lectures the school on the size and splendour of the Empire; and when he
paused, there were sobs from a little boy “who was regretting a villa in
Guildford and his mother’s half-acre of garden.” Patriotism, yes, for one
loves the fields and woods of one’s home; this happy breed of men, this little
world; imperialism is the negation of all that, and nationalism is the devil. It
is nationalism that he means when he says, “between patriotism and poetry
there is a profound, if unfortunate, antipathy. The poems that have helped
men to be brave and honest and fierce are seldom beautiful. ‘God Save the
King’ is not beautiful. ‘We Want Eight and We Won’t Wait’ is little better.
Yet both of them have made history.” He is, it is apparent, a Little
Englander; also a Little German, a Little Italian, a Little Francer; he would
like all countries dwindled to a homely size, not only because they would be
safer so, but because they would have a finer civilization, more beauty.

Beauty, civilization, culture: these matter more than anything else;
liberty matters because it guards these, as well as guarding the rights of the
ordinary human being to do what he wishes. It is æsthetic pleasures that
count most intensely. Music first; then literature, art, beauty of colour and
shape. As fully as Pater’s, and without Pater’s conscious and mannered
decorativeness, his books are charged with æsthetic emphasis. Because it
includes the whole of life, it is never “arty”; he is every time with the simple
philistine against the pretentious cultured; and because it is witty it is never
either empurpled or remote. Beauty is not an aim but a satisfaction: it props,
as Matthew Arnold said, “in these bad days my mind.” In the bad days of
the war, it was possible to be consoled and relieved by reading Huysmans.

“Oh, the relief of a world which lived for its sensations and ignored the will—the world
of des Esseintes! Was it decadent? Yes, and thank God. Yes; here again was a human being
who had time to feel and experience with his feelings, to taste and smell and arrange books
and fabricate flowers, and be selfish and himself. The waves of edifying bilge rolled off me,
the newspapers ebbed; Professor Cramb, that profound philosopher, and Raemaekers, that
inspired artist, floated out into an oblivion which, thank God, has since become permanent,
and something resembling reality took their place. Perhaps it was not real, but it was not
helpful, and in 1917 that was enough to make me repeat . . . ‘Thank God.’ ”[2]

He thanked God also for the early poems of Mr. T. S. Eliot; for “what, in
that world of gigantic horror, was tolerable except the slighter gestures of
dissent?”[2] The later T. S. Eliot “has gone both beyond me and behind”; his





Both his faiths and his denials are rooted in an older culture. His
religious scepticism is of the old liberal, anti-clerical, Cambridge type; it has
deep roots, and puts out luxuriant shoots. To organized religions he is gaily
or sadly unfair. “It is impossible to be fair-minded when one has faith—
religious creeds have shown this,” he says. And difficult, of course, even
when one hasn’t. Mystical religion he understands; it has roots in the
imagination; Hindu worship, Christian worship. Moslem worship, they all
flower from men’s spirit of love or of poetry. Creeds and doctrines cramp
and warp this spirit, warring against the free growth of the mind; observing
their work down the ages, he fears and dislikes them; unable to forgive their
intolerance, stupidities, cruelties, squabbling, and spilt blood, he is less than
just to the aspirations, poetry and love which have made some men condone
and understate their darker side: it is a nice balance, which few have been
able precisely to observe. Because the Christian church has had power in
Europe for so long, and has misused so much of it, he is more impatient of it
than of other theocracies—the Greek, Hindu or Moslem, for instance. Many
of the less estimable characters of whom he writes, such as Athanasius, the
patriarch Basil and his desert monks who murdered Hypatia, Timothy the
Cat, and the Reverend Cuthbert Eager, are already in Holy Orders; others,
such as Mr. Pembroke of Sawston school, enter them. Definitely, he does not
like clergymen; even Mr. Beebe, a nice one, turns queer at the last, his cloth
being too much for him; and, when the boys and girls can “dance on the
cliffs,” it means that there is no priest on the island. His humanist, liberal,
classical mind welcomes religion as spirit but not as doctrine, not as creed;
perhaps it welcomes no creeds of any kind, only the spirit behind them. In
an age when men are sharply divided by definite creeds, political, economic,
religious, when many of our best minds are communist, others Christian,
others this or that, he stands outside all the orchestras, all the excited,
gesticulatory conductors, playing on his own instrument his own airs.

How much have his instrument and his airs influenced other players?
Most players sensitive to sound must have had their own performance, or
their attempted performance, a little affected by his melodies, by the new
meanings he has given to phrase and counterpoint and air. He has, to drop
analogy, put English prose on a plane in many ways new. But he has
founded no school; his style has not, like Henry James’s, or Meredith’s, or
Lytton Strachey’s or Tchekov’s, or Ernest Hemingway’s, spawned; it is not
mannered enough for that, and the mind behind it is too rare to be
successfully aped. His influence is rather permeative, like a dye, than an
outside model that can be copied.


















