
THE FUNCTION OF 
CRITICISM 

I 

W riting several years ago on the subject of the 
relatIon of the new to the old in art, I formu­
lated a view to whIch I still adhere, in sentences 

which I take the lIberty of quoting, because the present 
paper is an applIcation of the princIple they express: 

'The existmg lllOnuments form an ideal order among 
themselves, wInch is modIfied by the introduction of the 
new (the really new) work of art among them. The eXIst­
ing order is complete before the new work a-rrives; for 
order to persIst after the supervention of novelty, the whole. 
existing order must be, If ever so slightly, altered; and so 
the relatlOns, proportions, values of each work of art to­
ward the whole are readjusted; and this is conformity be­
tween the old and the new. Whoever has approved this 
idea of order, of the form of European, of English litera­
ture, will not find it preposterous that the past should be 
altered by the present as much as the present is directed by 
the past.' 

I was dealing then with the artist, and the sense of tradi­
tion whIch, it seemed to me, the artist should have; but It 
was generally a problem of order; and the function of criti­
cism seems to be essentially a problem of order too. I 
thought of literature then, as I think of It now, of the litera­
ture of the world, of the literature of Europe, of the litera­
ture of a single country, not as a collection of the writmgs 
of indIVIduals, but as 'orgamc wholes', as systems in rela­
tion to wInch, anet only in relation to which, individual 
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works of hterary art, a~d the works of individual artists, 
have theIr slgruficance. There IS accorclmgly sometlung 
outside of the artlst to wluch he owes allegIance, a devotion 
to which he must surrender and sacnfice lumself in order 
to earn and to obtam lus umque pOSltlOn. A common in­
heritance and a common cause umte artIsts consciously or 
unconsclOusly: It must be admItted that the unIon IS mostly 
unconscIoUS. Between the true artists of any time there IS, 
I believe, an unconscIOUS commumty. And, as our instincts 
of tidiness Imperatlvely command us not to ieave to the 
haphazard of unconsciousness what we can attempt to dp 
consciously, we are forced to conclude that what happens 
unconsciously we could brmg about, and form roto a pur­
pose, If we made a conscious attempt. The second-rate 
artlst, of course, cannot afford to surrender lumself to any 
COI1nnon action; for rus cruef task is the assertlon Gf all the 
triflmg chfferences wruch are rus disttnction: only the man 
who has so much to give that he can forget lumself ill his 
work can afford to collaborate, to exchange, to contnbute. 

- If such Vlews are held about art, it follows that a fortiori 
whoever holds them must hold sinnlar VIews about cntl­
cism .. When I say Crlt1ClSm, I mean of course m tills place< 
the commentation and eXpOSItIon of works of art by means 
of WrItten words; for of the general use of ;the word 'critI­
cism' to mean such WrItings, as Matthew Arnold uses It in 
his essay, I shall presently make several qualificatIons. No 
exponent of critIcism (m tlus lmuted sense) has, I presume, 
ever made the preposterous assumptlon that cntIcism is an 
autotehc aCtlVlty. I do not deny that art may be affirmed 
to serve enes beyond Itself; but art IS not required to 
be aware of these ends, and indeed performs Its function, 
whatever that may be, according to vanous < theories of 
value, much better by inchfference to them. CritiCIsm, on 
the other hand, must always profess an end in vlew,.wluch, 
roughly speaking, appears to be the elucidation of works 
of art and the correction of taste. The crltic~ s task, there­
fore, appears to be quite clearly cut out for him; and It 
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ought to be comparatlvely easy to decide whether he per­
forms It satisfactorIly, and m general, what lands of cntI­
Cism are useful and what are otIose. But on giving the mat­
ter a lIttle attentlOn, we perceIve that CritiCISm, far from 
bemg a sImple and orderly field of beneficent activity, from 
wruch impostors can be readIly ejected, IS no better than a 
Sunday park of contendmg and contentious orators, who 
have not even arnved at the articulation of theIr chfferences. 
Here, one would suppose, was a place for gillet co-opera­
tive labour. The cntiC, one would suppose, Ifhe IS to justIfy 
rus eXlstence, should endeavour to dIsclphne rus personal 
prejudices and cranks-tares to which we are all subJect­
and compose rus differences with as many of rus fellows as 
possIble, In the common purSUIt of true judgment. When 
we find that qillte the contrary prevails, we begm to sus­
pect that -the CrItic owes his lIvelIhood to the violence and 
extremity of his opposItion to other CrItics, or else to some 
tnfln1.g oddities of his own with which he cO}ltrives to 
season the opinions which men already hold, and whIch 
out of vamty or sloth they prefer to mamtain. Weare 
tempted to expel the lot. 

ImmedIately after such an eviction, or as soon as relief 
has abated our rage, we are compelled to admit that there 
remain certain l!-ooks, certaIn essays, certain sentences, cer­
tam men, who have been 'useful' to us. And our next step 
IS to attempt to claSSIfy these, and find out whether we 
establish any prinCIples for deciding what bnds of book 
should be preserved, and what aims and methods of criti­
CIsm should be followed. 

II 

The view of the relation of the work of art to art, of the 
work of literature to hterature, of 'cnticism' to CrItiCISm, 
which I, \ave outlIned above, seemed to me natural and 
self-evIdent. lowe to Mr. Middleton Murry my perception 
of the contentiou~, character of the problem; or rather, my 
perception that there is a defirute and final choice 1llvolved 
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To Mr. Murry I feel an- Increasing debt of gratItude. Most 
of our crincs are occupied 111. labour of obnubIlatIOn; In 
reconciling, in hushIng up, in pattmg dovvn, in squeezing 
in, in glozmg over, m concoctmg pleasant sedatives, in 
pretendmg that the only difference between themselves and 
others is that they are ruce men and the others of very 
doubtful repute. Mr. Murry IS not one of these. He is aware 
that there are defirute posltlons to be taken, and that now 
apd then one must actually reject somethinj; and select 
something else. He IS not the anonymous wnter who in a 
literary paper several years ago asserted that Romanticism 
and Classicism are much the same thing, and that the true 
Classical Age in France was the Age which produced the 
Gothic cathedrals and-Jeanne d'Arc. With Mr. Murry's 
formulation of ClaSSIcisiTI and RomanticIsm I cannot agree; 
the difference seems to me rather the difference between the 
complete and the fragmentary, the adult and the immature, 
the orderly and the chaotic. But what Mr. Murry does show 
IS that there are at least two attltudes toward literature and 
toward everyth1l1.g, and that you cannot hold both. And the 
attitude which he professes appears to unply that the other 
has no standIng 1U England whatever. For it is made I:!­

natlOnal, a raCIal issue. 
Mr. Murry makes Ius issue perfectly clea~. 'CathohcIsm', 

he says, 'stands for the princIple of unquestioned spintual 
authority outside the mdtvidual; that IS also the principle 
of Classicism in hterature.' Within the orbIt withm which 
Mr. Murry's discusslOn moves, thIs seems to me an unim­
peachable defimtion, though it is of course not all that there 
IS to be saId about eIther CathohcIsm or ClassiCIsm. Those 
of us who fInd ourselves supportmg what Mr. Murry 
calls Classicism believe that men cannot get, on without 
glVlllg allegIance to something outSIde themselves. I am 
aware that 'outside' and 'Inside' are terms which'provide 
unlImited opportunity for qUlbbhng, and that no psycho­
logist would tolerate a discussion whIch $huffied such base 
~Olnage; but I WIll presume that Mr. Murry and myself 
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can agree that for our purpose thes.te counters are adequate, 
and concur in chsregardmg the admomtions of our psycho­
logIcal friends. If you find that you have to imagme it as 
outsIde, then it IS outsIde. If, then, a man's interest IS 
political, he must, I presume, profess an allegiance to prm­
clples, or to a fornl of government, or to a monarch; and 
ifhe is interested in rehglOn, and has one, to a Church; and 
ifhe happens to be interested in hterature, he must acknow­
ledge, It seems to me, just that sort of alleglance which I 
endeavoured to put forth in the preceding section. There IS, 
nevertheless, an alternatlve, wruch Mr. Murry has ex­
pressed. 'The Enghsh writer, the Enghsh dlvine, the 
English statesman, Inhent no rules from their forebears; 
they mhent only trus: a sense that In the last resort they 
must depend upon the inner voice.' This statement does, I 
adll11t, appear to cover certaiu. cases; it throws a flood of 
light upon Mr. Lloyd George. But why 'in the last resort'r 
Do they, then, avoid the drctates of the mner voice up to 
the last extremity: My belIef IS that those who possess this 
mner VOIce are ready enough to hearken to it, and wlll hear 
no other. The mner voice, m fact, sounds remarkably lIke 
an old principle which has been formulated by an elder 
cntic in the now familiar phrase of'domg as one likes'. The 
possessors of thcrinner VOIce ride ten in a compartment to a 
football match at Swansea, hstenmg to the mner voice, 
which breathes the eternal message of vanity, fear, and lust. 

Mr. Murry WIll say, WIth some show of Justice, that trus 
is a wilful misrepresentation. He says: 'If they (the EnglIsh 
writer, dlvme, statesman) dIg deep enough in. their pursuit 
of self-knowledge-a piece of ll11ning done not wIth the 
intellect alone, but wIth the whole man-they wIll come 
upon a self that is uruversal'-an exercise far beyond the 
strength of our football enthusiasts. It IS an exercise, how­
ever, which I believe was of enough mterest to Catholicism 
for several handbooks to be written on its practice. But the 
Cathohc practiti@ners were, I beheve, WIth the pOSSIble 
exceptIon of certam heretics, not palpitating Narcissi; the .. 
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Catholic did not be~ve that God and himself were 
Identical. 'The man who truly mterrogates himself will 
ultimately hear the voice of God', Mr. Murry says. In 
theory, this leads to a form of pantheism wluch I mam­
tam is not European-just as Mr. Murry m.aintams that 
'Classicism' is not Enghsh. For its practlcal results, one may 
refer to the verses of Hudibras. 

I dId not reahse that Mr. Murry was the spokesman for a 
considerable sect, until I read in the editonal J:olumns of a 
dignified dally that 'magruficent as the representatlves of 
the claSSIcal geruus have been in England, they are not the 
sole expressions of the English character, wluch remains at 
bottom 0 bstmately "humorous" and nonconforrrust'. This 
writer is moderate in usmg the quahficatlon sole, and brut­
ally frank ill attributing this 'humorousness' to 'the un­
reclaimed Teutonic element. mus'. But it strikes me that 
Mr. Murry, and tlus other VOIce, are either too obstInate 
or too tol~rant. The question IS, the first questIOn, not what 
comes natural or what comes easy to us, but what IS nghn 
Either one attltude IS better than the other, or else It IS lU­

different. But how can such a chOIce be IndIfferent? Surely 
the reference to racIal origms, or the mere statement thar 
the French are thus, and the Enghsh otherWIse, IS not ex­
pected to settle the question: which, of two antIthetical 
VIews, is right? And I cannot understand why the opposi­
tion between Classicism and Romanticism should be pro­
found enough in Latin countries (Mr. Murry says it IS) and 
yet of no SIgnificance among ourselves. For If the French 
are naturally classical, why should there be any 'OppOSItiOn' 
in France, any more than there IS here? And If Classicism is 
not natural to them, but something acquired, why not 
acquire It here, Were the French m the year 16oo claSSIcal, 
and the English m the same year romantic? A more Im­
portant dIfference, to my mind, IS that the French ill the 
year I600 had already a more mature prose. 
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III 
This discussion may seem to have led us a long way from 

the subject of this paper. But It was worth my whUe to 
follow Mr. Murry's comparison of Outside Authonty With 
the Inner V O1ce. For to those who obey the inner VOIce 
(perhaps 'obey' is not the word) nothing that I can say 
about criticIsm will have the slightest value. For they will 
not be mter05ted in the attempt to fmd any common prin­
ciples for the pursUlt of cnncism. Why have prmciples, 
when one has the mner VOIcer If I like a thing, that is all I 
want; and if enough of us, shouting all together, hke it, 
that should be all that you (who don't hke It) ought to 
want. The law of art, said Mr. Clutton Brock, is all case 
law. And N"e can not only hke whatever we like to like 
but we can lIke It for any rea~on we choose. Weare not, 
m fact, concerned WIth hterary perfection at all-the 
search for perfection IS a sign of pettIness, for it shows that 
the writer has admitted the existence of an unquestioned 
spiritual authority outside himself, to which he has at­
tempted to conform. We are not m fact mterested in art. 
We Wlll not worship Baal. 'The pnnciple of claSSIcal 
leadership is that obeisance is made to the office or to the 
tradition, never '[0 the man.' And we want, not pnnciples, 
but men. 

Thus speaks the Inner V Olce. It IS a voice to wruch, for 
converuence, we may give a name: and the name I suggest 
is Whiggery. 

IV 

Leaving, then, those whose calling and electlOn are sure 
and returning to those who shamefully depend upon tradI­
tlon and the accumulated wisdom of nme, and restncting 
the diSCUSSIOn to those who sympatlnse with each other in 
this frailty, we may comment for a moment upon the use 
of the terms 'crincal and 'creatIve' by one whose place, on 
the whole, IS WIth the weaker brethren. Matthew Arnold 
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distinguishes far too bl~ntly, it seems to me, between the 
two activities: he overlooks the capItal Importance of CrIti­
cism m the work of creation ItSelf. Probably, indeed, the 
larger part of the labour of an author in compOSIng Ius 
work is critical labour; the labour of siftmg, combining, 
constructing, expunging, correctmg, testing: this frightful 
toil is as much cntical as creative. I maintain even that the 
criticism employed by a tramed and sktlled wnter on Ius 
own work is the most vital, the highest kmd-of crItiClsm; 
and (as I thmk I have said before) that some creative 
wnters are superior to others solely because theIr critical 
faculty is superior. There is a tendency, and I thmk It IS a 
whiggery tendency, to decry this critical toil of the artlst; 
to propound the thesIs that the great artist is an uncon­
SCIOUS artist, unconsciously_ mscrlbmg on his banner the 
words Muddle Through. Those of us who are Inner Deaf 
Mutes are, however, sometImes compensated by a humble 
conSCIence, which, though WIthout oracular expertness, 
counsels us to do the best we can, renunds us that our 
COmpOSItIOnS ought to be as free from defects as possible 
(to atone for their lack ofinspiratlOn), and, in short, makes 
us waste a good deal of time. We are aware, too, that the 
critical discrnnination which comes so ha;dly to us has in 
more fortunate men flashed m the very heat of creatIOn; 
and we do not assume that because works have been COln­

posed without apparent crlt1callabour, no critical labour 
has been done. We do not know what previous labours 
have prepared, or what goes on, in the way of critiCIsm, all 
the time in~Lhe minds of the creators. 

But this affirmation reCOIls upon us. If so large a part of 
creation is really criticism, is not a large part of what is 
called 'critical WrItlllg' really creativer If so, is dlere not 
creative CrItiCIsm in the ordinary sense~ The answer seems 
to be, that there is no equatlon. I have assumed as axiomatic 
that a creation, a work of art, IS au,totehc; and that 
criticism, by definition, is about something other than It­
self. Hence you cannot fuse creatIon with CrItiCIsm. as you 
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can fuse criticIsm wIth creation. The critical activity finds 
its highest, Its true fulfilment in a kind of union wlth 
creation In the labour of the artist. 

But no writer is completely self-sufficient, and many 
creative writers have a crItlcal activIty wruch is not all dIs­
charged into theIr work. Some seem to reqUIre to keep 
their cntical powers in condltion for the real work by 
exercising them mIscellaneously; others, on completing a 
work, need t~ contmue the cntical actlvity by comment­
mg on it. There is no general rule. And as men can learn 
from each other, so some of these treatises have been useful 
to other writers. And some of them have been useful to 
those who were not wnters. 

At one tlme I was inchned to take the extreme position 
that the only critIcs worth reading were the critics who 
practised, and practIsed well, the art of wInch they wrote. 
But I had to stretch tms frame to make some important 
mclusions; and I have smce been in search of a formula 
which should cover everythIng I WIshed to mclude, even If 
It mcluded more than I wanted. And the most important 
qualificatIOn which I have been able to fmd, which ac­
counts for the peculIar Importance of the CritiCISm of prac­
titioners, IS that a. cntic must have a very highly developed 
sense of fact. Tills IS by no means a tnflmg or frequent gIft. 
And it is not one which easily wins popular commendations. 
The sense of fact IS somethmg very slow to develop, and 
Its complete development means perhaps the very pinnacle 
of CIvilisation. For there are so many spheres of fact to be 
mastered, and our outermost sphere of fact, ofk..'"lowledge, 
of control, will be nnged With narcotic fancies In the sphere 
beyond. To the member of the Browning Study CIrcle, the 
diSCUSSIOn of poets about poetry may seem and, technical, 
and hIllit<il. It IS merely that the practItioners have clarified 
and reduced to a state of fact all the feelings that the 
member can only enjoy m the most nebulous form; the dry 
technique implies, for those who have mastered It, all that 
the member thnlls to; only that has been made into some-
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thing precise, tractable, under control. That, at all events, is 
one reason for the value of the praCtltlOner's cnticism-he 
is deahng with rus facts, and he can help us to do the same. 

And at every level of crinCISIll I find the same necessity 
regnant. There IS a large part of cntical writlng which con­
sists III 'mterpret111g' an author, a work. This is not on the 
level of the Study Circle either; it occaslOnally happens 
that one person obtains an understand111.g of another, or a 
creatlve WrIter, wruch he can parnally COmlllUlUcate, and 
which we feel to be true and illuminanng. It is difficult to 
confirm the 'l11.terpretation' by external evidence. To any­
one who is skIlled 111. fact on this level there wIll be evidence 
enough. But who is to prove his own skill? And for every 
success III tms type of writ111.g there are thousands of im­
postures. Instead of l11.s1ght, you get a fictIOn. Your test IS 
to apply It again and agal11." to the ongmal, WIth your view 
of the ongmal to gUlde you. But there IS no one to guar­
antee your competence, and once agam we find ourselves 
in a chlemma. 

We Inust ourselves decIde what is useful to us and what 
is not; and it is quite hkdy that we are not com.petent Jo 
decIde. But it is fairly certam that '111.terpretatlOn' (I an1. not 
toudling upon the acrostIC element m 4terature) IS only 
legitlmate when it is not interpretatlon at all, but merely 
puttl11g the reader in posseSSlOn of facts wIllch he would 
otherwIse have mIssed. I have had some experience of Ex­
tension lecturing, and I have found only two ways of lead­
ing any pupils to lIke anythIng with the right hkmg: to 
present tln!m WIth a selectIOn of the sImpler kInd of facts 
about a work-Its condItions, Its settmg, its genesls-or else 
to sprmg the work on them in such a way that they were 
not prepared to be prejuruced agamst it. There were many 
facts to help them WIth ElIzabethan drama: the ... poems of 
T. E. Hulme only needed to be read aloud to have im­
medIate effect. 

Companson and analysis, I have said before, and Remy 
de Gourmont has saId before me (a real master of fact-
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sometimes; I am afraId, when he Ililoved outside of lItera­
ture, a master illuslOnist of fact), are the chief tools of the 
crinc. It is obVIOUS indeed that they are tools, to be handled 
WIth care, and not employed III an inquiry into the number 
of times giraffes are lnennoned in the English noveL They 
are not used wIth conspicuous success by many contem­
porary writers. You must know what to compare and what 
to analyse. The late Professor Ker had skill in the use of 
these tools. Comparison and analYSIS need only the cadavers 
on the table; but interpretation IS always producing parts 
of the body from its pockets, and fixlllg them in place. 
And any book, any essay, any note m Notes and Queries, 
which produces a fact even of the lowest order about a 
work of art IS a better piece of work than nine-tenths of 
the most pretentious critical journalIsm, m journals or in 
books. We assume, of course, <:hat we are masters and not 
servants of facts, and that we know that the illscovery of 
Shakespeare's laundry bills would not be of much use to 
us; but we must always reserve final judgment as to thp. 
futIlity of the research whIch has dIscovered them, in the 
posslbilIty that some genius will appear who will know of 
:;r use to which to put them. Sch.olarship, even in its 
humblest forms, has Its rights; we assume that we know 
how to use It, alid how to neglect it. Of course the multi­
plicatlon of critical books and essays may create, and I have 
seen it create, a ViCIOUS taste for reading about works of :l-rt 
instead of readmg the works themselves, It may supply 
opinion instead of educatlllg taste. But fact cannot corrupt 
taste; It can at worst gratify one taste-a taste for history, 
let us say, or antiquines, or biography-under the Illusion 
that it IS asslsnng another. The real corrupters are those 
who supply DpinIon or fancy; and Goethe and Coleridge 
are not guiltless-for what is Coleridge's Hamlet: IS It an 
honest inquiry as far as the data permit, or is it an attempt 
to present Coleridge in an attractive costume~ 

We have not sl!cceeded lJ]. finding such a test as anyone 
can apply; we have been forced to allow ingress to In-
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numerable dull and techous books; but we have, I dunk, 
found a test whIch, for those who are able to apply It, wIll 
dispose of the really VIClOUS ones. And with thIs test we 
may return to the prelmunary stateinent of the polIty of 
hterature and of crltlcism. For the kinds of crmcal work 
whIch we have admItted, there IS the possIbIlIty of co­
operatIve aCtIVIty, WIth the further possibIhty of arnvmg 
at somethIng outSide of ourselves, which may provisIonally 
be called truth. But if anyone complaIns th~t I have not 
defined truth, or fact, or reahty, I can only say apologetI­
cally that It was no part of my purpose to do so, but only 
to find a scheme mto which, whatever they are, they wIll 
fit, If they eXlst. 
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