THE FUNCTION OF
CRITICISM

I

‘, ) 7‘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 st1ll adhere, in sentences

which I take the liberty of quoting, because the present
paper is an application of the principle they express:

“The existing monuments form an ideal order among
themselves, which is modified by the introduction of the
new (the really new) work of art among them. The exst-
ing order is complete before the new work arrives; for
order to persist after the supervention of novelty, the whale.
existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so
the relations, 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 1t
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 1t 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 writings
of indrviduals, but as ‘organic wholes’, as systems in rela~
tion to which, and only  relation to which, individual
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works of literary art, and the works of individual artists,
have their significance. There 1s accordingly something
outside of the artist to which he owes allegiance, a devotion
to which he must surrender and sacrifice himself in order
to earn and to obtain s umque position. A common in-
heritance and a common cause unite artists consciously or
unconsciously: 1t must be admutted that the union 1s mostly
unconscious. Between the true artists of any time there 1s,
I believe, an unconscious community. And, as our instincts
of tidiness 1mperatively command us not to leave to the
haphazard of unconsciousness what we can attempt to dp
consciously, we are forced to conclude that what happens
unconsciously we could bring about, and form mto a pur-
pose, if we made a conscious attempt. The second-rate
artist, of course, cannot afford to surrender himself to any
common action; for his chief task is the assertion Of all the
trifling differences which are lus distinction: only the man
who has so much to give that he can forget himself in his
work can afford to collaborate, to exchange, to contribute.
“If such views are held about art, it follows that a fortiori
whoever holds them must hold similar views about criti-
cism. When I say criticism, I mean of course in this 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 1t in
his essay, I shall presently make several qualifications. No
exponent of criticism (i this limited sense) has, I presume,
ever made the preposterous assumption that criticism is an
autotelic acuvity. I do not deny that art may be affirmed
to serve ends beyond itself; but art 1s not required to
be aware of these ends, and indeed performs 1ts function,
whatever that may be, according to various theories of
value, much better by indifference to them. Criticism, on
the other hand, must always profess an end in view, which,
roughly speaking, appears to be the elucidation of works
of art and the correction of taste. The critic’s task, there-
fore, appears to be quite clearly cut out for him; and 1t
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ought to be comparatively easy to decide whether he per-
forms 1t satisfactorily, and i general, what kinds of cria-
cism are useful and what are otiose. But on giving the mat-
ter a little attention, we perceive that criticism, far from
bemng a sumple and orderly field of beneficent activity, from
which impostors can be readily ejected, 1s no better than a
Sunday park of contending and contentious orators, who
have noteven arrived at the articulation of their differences.
Here, one would suppose, was a place for quiet co~opera-
tive labour. The critic, one would suppose, if he 1s to jusufy
his existence, should endeavour to discipline his personal
prejudices and cranks—tares to which we are all subject—
and compose his differences with as many of his fellows as
possible, 1n the common pursuit of true judgment. When
we find that quite the contrary prevails, we begin to sus-
pect that'the critic owes his livelihood to the violence and
extremity of his opposition to other critics, or else to some
trifling oddities of his own with which he contrives to
season the opinions which men already hold, and which
out of vamty or sloth they prefer to mamtain. We are
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 lrooks, certain essays, Certain sentences, cer—
tain men, who have been ‘useful’ to us. And our next step
1s to attempt to classify these, and find out whether we
establish any principles for deciding what kinds of book
should be preserved, and what aims and methods of criu-

cism should be followed.

II

The view of the relation of the work of art to art, of the
work of literature to literature, of ‘criticism’ to criticism,
which I have outlined above, seemed to me natural and
self~evident. I owe to Mr. Middleton Murry my perception
of the contentious character of the problem; or rather, my
perception that there is a defimite and final choice involved
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To Mr. Murry I feel an increasing debt of gratitude. Most
of our critics are occupied 1 labour of obnubﬂatwn n
reconciling, in hushing up, in patting down, in squeezing
in, in glozing over, m concocting pleasant sedatives, in
pretending that the only difference Between themselves and
others is that they are nice men and the others of very
doubtful repute. Mr. Murry 1s not one of these. He is aware
that there are definite positions to be taken, and that now
and then one must actually reject something and select
something else. He 1s not the anonymous writer 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
{ormulation of Classicism 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
1s that there are at least two attitudes toward literature and
toward everything, and that you cannot hold both. And the
attitude which he professes appears to umply that the other
has no standing in England whatever. For it is made 2
national, a racial issue.

Mr. Murry makes his issue perfectly cleas. ‘Catholicism’,
he says, “stands for the principle of unquestioned spirtual
authority outside the individual; that 1s also the principle
of Classicism in literature.” Within the orbit within which
Mr. Murry’s discussion moves, this seems to me an unim-
peachable defimtion, though it is of course not all that there
1s to be said about erther Catholicism or Classicism. Those
of us who find ourselves supporting what Mr. Murry
calls Classicism believe that men cannot get, on without
giving allegiance to something outside themselves. I am
aware that ‘outside’ and “inside’ are terms which-provide
unlimited opportunity for quibbling, and that no psycho-
logist would tolerate a discussion which shuffled such base
comage; but I will presume that Mr. Murry and myself
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can agree that for our purpose these counters are adequate,
and concur in disregarding the admomnitions of our psycho-
logical friends. If you find that you have to imagine it as
outside, then it 1s outside. If, then, a man’s interest 1s
political, he must, I presume, profess an allegiance to prin-
ciples, or to a form of government, or to a monarch; and
if he is interested in rehgion, and has one, to 2 Church; and
if he happens to be interested in literature, he must acknow-
ledge, 1t seems to me, just that sort of allegiance which I
endeavoured to put forth in the preceding section. There 1s,
nevertheless, an alternative, which Mr. Murry has ex-
pressed. “The Enghsh writer, the Englsh divine, the
English statesman, inhent no rules from their forebears;
they mhent only this: a sense that in the last resort they
must depend upon the inner voice.” This statement does, I
admit, appear to cover certain cases; it throws a flood of
light upon Mr. Lloyd George. But why ‘in the last resort’
Do they, then, avoid the dictates of the imnner voice up to
the last extremity: My belief 1s that those who possess this
mnner voice are ready enough to hearken to it, and will hear
no other. The inner voice, 1n fact, sounds remarkably like
an old principle which has been formulated by an elder
cnitic in the now famuliar phrase of ‘doing as one likes’. The
possessors of theinner voice ride ten in a compartment to a
football match at Swansea, listeming to the mner voice,
which breathes the eternal message of vanity, fear, and lust.
Mr. Murry will say, with some show of justice, that this
is a wilful misrepresentation. He says: ‘If they (the English
writer, divine, statesman) dig deep enough in their pursuit
of self-~knowledge—a piece of mining done not wath the
intellect alone, but with the whole man—they will come
upon a self that is universal’—an exercise far beyond the
strength of our football enthusiasts. It 1s an exercise, how-
ever, which I believe was of enough mnterest to Catholicism
for several handbooks to be written on its practice. But the
Catholic practitieners were, I believe, with the possible
exception of certain heretics, not palpitating Narcissi; the.
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Catholic did not believe that God and himself were
identical. “The man who truly mnterrogates himself will
ultimately hear the voice of God’, Mr. Murry says. In
theory, this leads to a form of pantheism which I man-
tain is not Furopean—just as Mr. Murry maintams that
‘Classicism’ is not English. For its practical results, one may
refer to the verses of Hudibras.

I did not realise that Mr. Murry was the spokesman for a
considerable sect, until I read in the editonal columns of a
dignified daily that ‘magmficent as the representatives of
the classical genius have been in England, they are not the
sole expressions of the English character, which remains at
bottom. obstinately “humorous” and nonconformuist’. This
writer is moderate in using the qualification sole, and brut-
ally frank i attributing this ‘humorousness’ to ‘the un~
reclaimed Teutonic element mn us’. But it strikes me that
Mr. Murry, and this other voice, are either too obstinate
or too tolerant. The question 1s, the first question, #ot what
comes natural or what comes easy to us, but what 1s right:
Either one attitude 1s better than the other, or else 1t 15 1~
different. But how can such a choice be indifferent: Surely
the reference to racial origins, or the mere statement that
the French are thus, and the Enghsh otherwise, 1s 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 1s) 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 1s here2 And if Classicism is
not natural to them, but something acquired, why not
acquire 1t herez Were the French m the year 1500 classical,
and the English m the same year romanticz A more 1m-~
portant difference, to my mind, 1s that the French in the
year 1600 had already a more mature prose.
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IIT

This discussion may seem to have led us a long way from
the subject of this paper. But 1t was worth my while to
follow Mr. Murry’s comparison of Qutside Authority with
the Inner Voice. 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 interested in the attempt to find any common prin-
ciples for the pursut of criicism. Why have principles,
when one has the mner voice: If I like a thing, that is all I
want; and if enough of us, shouting all together, like it,
that should be all that you (who don’t like 1t) ought to
want. The law of art, sasd Mr. Clutton Brock, is all case
law. And we can not only like whatever we like to like
but we can like it for any reason we choose. We are not,
mn fact, concerned with lhterary perfection at all—the
search for perfection 1s 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 mnterested in art.
We will not worship Baal. “The principle of classical
leadership is that obeisance is made to the office or to the
tradition, never to the man.” And we want, not principles,
but men.

Thus speaks the Inner Voice. It 1s a voice to whuch, for
convenience, we may give a name: and the name I suggest
is Whiggery.

IvV

Leaving, then, those whose calling and election are sure
and returning to those who shamefully depend upon tradi-
tion and the accumulated wisdom of time, and restricting
the discussion to those who sympathise with each other in
this frailty, we may comment for a moment upon the use
of the terms ‘criticar and ‘creative’ by one whose place, on
the whole, 1s with the weaker brethren. Matthew Arnold
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distinguishes far too bluntly, it seems to me, berween the
two activities: he overlooks the capital importance of criti-
cism 1 the work of creation 1itself. Probably, indeed, the
larger part of the labour of an author in composing his
work is critical labour; the labour of sifing, combining,
constructing, expunging, correcting, testing: this frightful
toil is as much critical as creative. I maintain even that the
criticism employed by a tramed and skilled writer on his
own work is the most vital, the highest kind of criticism;
and (as I think I have said before) that some creative
writers are supetrior to others solely because their critical
faculty is superior. There is a tendency, and I think 1t 15 a
whiggery tendency, to decry this critical toil of the artist;
to propound the thesis that the great ardst is an uncon-
scious artist, unconsciously mscribing 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, reminds us that our
composttions ought to be as free from defects as possible
(to atone for their lack of inspiration), and, in short, makes
us waste a good deal of time. We are aware, too, that the
critical discrimination which comes so hardly to us has in
more fortunate men flashed 1n the very heat of creation;
and we do not assume that because works have been com-
posed without apparent critical labour, 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 inthe 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 writing’ really creativez If so, is there not
creative criticism in the ordinary sense: The answer seems
to be, that there is no equation. [ have assumed as axiomaric
that a creation, a work of art, 1s autotelic; and that
criticism, by definition, is about something other than 1t~
self. Hence you cannot fuse creation with critictsm as you
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can fuse criticism with creation. The critical activity finds
its highest, 1ts true fulfilment in a kind of union with
creation in the labour of the artist.

But no writer is completely self-sufficient, and many
creative writers have a critical activity which is not all dis-
charged into their work. Some seem to require to keep
their critical powers in condition for the real work by
exercising them muscellaneously; others, on completing a
work, need to continue the critical actuvity by comment-
ing 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 writers.

At one time 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 which they wrote.
But I had to stretch this frame to make some important
mclusions; and I have smce been in search of a formula
which should cover everything I wished to mnclude, even 1f
1t included more than I wanted. And the most important
qualification which I have been able to find, which ac-
counts for the peculiar importance of the criticism of prac~
titioners, 1s that a critic must have a very highly developed
sense of fact. This 1s by no means a trifling or frequent gift.
Anditisnotone which easily wins popular commendations.
The sense of fact 1s something very slow to develop, and
1its 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, of knowledge,
of control, will be ringed with narcotic fancies i the sphere
beyond. To the member of the Browning Study Circle, the
discussion of poets about poetry may seem arid, technical,
and birmited. It1s merely that the practitioners have clarified
and reduced to a state of fact all the feelings that the
member can only enjoy 1n the most nebulous form; the d
technique implies, for those who have mastered 1t, all that
the member thrills 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 practitioner’s criticism—he
is dealing with his facts, and he can help us to do the same.

And at every level of criticism I find the same necessity
regnant. There 1s a large part of critical writing which con-
sists 1n ‘interpreting’ an author, a work. This is not on the
level of the Study Circle either; it occasionally happens
that one person obtains an understanding of another, or a
creative writer, which he can partially communicate, and
which we feel to be true and illuminaung. It is difficult to
confirm the ‘mterpretation’ by external evidence. To any-
one who is skalled 1n fact on this level there wall be evidence
enough. But who is to prove his own skill: And for every
success 1n this type of writing there are thousands of im-
postures. Instead of msight, you get a ficion. Your test 1s
to apply 1t again and again to the original, with your view
of the onigmal to guide you. But there 1s no one to guar~
antee your competence, and once again we find ourselves
in a dilemma.

We must ourselves decide what is useful to us and what
is not; and it is quite likely that we are not competent to
decide. But itis fairly certain chat ‘mterpretation’ (I am not
touching upon the acrostic element 1 Jterature) 1s only
legittmate when it is not interpretation at all, but merely
putung the reader in possession of facts which he would
otherwise have mussed. I have had some experience of Ex-
tension lecturing, and I have found only two ways of lead-
ing any pupils to ike anything with the right liking: to
present them with a selection of the simpler kind of facts
about a work—its conditions, 1ts setting, its genesis—or else
to spring the work on them in such a way that they were
not prepared to be prejudiced against 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.

Comparison 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 moved outside of litera-
ture, a master illusionist of fact), are the chief tools of the
critic. It is obvious indeed that they are tools, to be handled
with care, and not employed 1n an inquiry into the number
of times giraffes are mentioned 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 1s always producing parts
of the body from its pockets, and fixing them in place.
And any book, any essay, any note mn Notes and Queries,
which produces a fact even of the lowest order about a
work of art 1s 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 discovery of
Shakespeare’s laundry bills would not be of much use to
us; but we must always reserve final judgment as to the
futility of the research which has discovered them, in the
possibility that some genius will appear who will know of
a use to which to put them. Scholarship, even in its
humblest forms, has its rights; we assume that we know
how to use 1t, and how to neglect it. Of course the multi-
plication of critical books and essays may create, and I have
seen it create, a vicious taste for reading about works of art
instead of reading the works themselves, 1t may supply
opinion instead of educating taste. But fact cannot corrupt
taste; 1t can at worst gratify one taste—a taste for history,
let us say, or antiquities, or biography—under the llusion
that it 1s assisting another. The real corrupters are those
who supply opinion or fancy; and Goethe and Coleridge
are not guiltless—for what is Coleridge’s Hamlet: 1s 1t an
honest irrquiry as far as the data permit, or is it an attempt
to present Coleridge in an attractive costume:

We have not succeeded 1n finding such a test as anyone
can apply; we have been forced to allow ingress to -
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numerable dull and tedious books; but we have, I think,
found a test which, for those who are able to apply 1t, will
dispose of the really vicious ones. And with this test we
may return to the preliminary statement of the polity of
Literature and of criticism. For the kinds of critical work
which we have admutted, there 1s the possibility of co-
operative acuvity, with the further possibility of arnving
at something outside of ourselves, which may provisionally
be called truth. But if anyone complains that I have not
defined truth, or fact, or reality, I can only say apologeti-
cally that 1t was no part of my purpose to do so, but only
to find a scheme mnto which, whatever they are, they will

fit, 1f they exast.
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