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glasses, knives, and thus we are boxed and housed, and will soon requirc a draught of
soda-water and to find somethmg to read in bed.

Mir. Bennett and Mrs. Brown

It seems to me possible, perhaps desirable, that I may be the only person in this room
who has committed the folly of writing, trying to write, or failing to write, 2 novel. And
when I asked myself, as your invitation to speak to you about modern fiction made
me ask myself, what demon whispered in my ear and utged me to my doom, a lictle
figure rose before me — the figure of a man, or of a woman, who said, ‘My name is
Brown, Catch me if you can.’

Most novelists have the same experience. Some Brown, Smith, or Jones comes

before them and says in the most seductive and charming way in the world, ‘Come and
catch me if you can’” And 5o, led on by this will-o™-the-wisp, they flounder through
volume after volume, spending the best yeats of theit lives in the pursuit, and receiving
for the most part very little cash in exchange. Few catch the phantom; most have to
be content with a scrap of her dress or a wisp of her hair.

My belief that men and women write novels because they are Jured on to create some
character which has thus imposed itself upon them has the sanction of Mr. Arnold
Bennett. In an article from which I will quote he says: “The foundation of good fiction
is character-creating and nothing else ... Style counts; plot counts; originality of
outlook counts. But none of these counts anything like so much as thé convincingness
of the characters. If the characters are real the novel will have a chance; if they are not,
oblivion will be its portion . . .” And he goes on to draw the conclusion that we have
no young novelists of first-rate importance at the present moment, because they are
unable to create characters that are real, true, and convincing.

These are the questions that f want with greater boldness than discretion to discuss
tonight. I want to make out what we mean when we talk 2bout ‘character’ in fcton; to
say something about the question of reality which Mr. Bennett raises; and to suggest
some reasons why the younger novelists fail to create characters, if, as Mr. Bennett
asserts, it is true that fail they do. This will lead me, I am well aware, to make some very
sweeping and some very vague assertions. For the question is an extremely difficult
one. Think how littte we know about character -~ think how little we know about art.
But, to make 2 clearance before I begin, I will suggest that we range Edwardians and
Georgians into two camps; Mr. Wells, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy I will call the
Edwardians; Mr. Forster, Mr. Lawrence, Mr. Strachey, Mr. Joyce, and Mr. Eliot Y will
call the Georgians. And if I speak in the first petson, with intolerable egotism, I will
ask you to excuse me. I do not want to attribute to the world at large the opinions of
one solitary, ill-informed, and misguided individual.

My first assertion is one that I think you will grant — that every one in this room is
a judge of character. Indeed it would be impossible to live for a year without disaster
unless one practised character-reading and had some skill in the art. Our martiages,
our friendships depend on it; our business largely depends on it; every day questions
atise which can only be solved by its help. And now I will hazard a second assertion,
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which is more disputable perhaps, to the effect that in or about December 1910 human
character changed.
I am not saying that one went out, as one might into a garden, and there saw that
2 rose had floweted, or that 2 hen had laid an egg. The change was not sudden and
definite like that. But a change there was, nevertheless; and since one must be arbitrary,
let us date it about the year 1910. The first signs of it are recorded in the books of
Samuel Butler, in The Way of A/l Flesh in particular; the plays of Bernard Shaw continue
to record it. In life one can see the change, if I may use 2 homely illustration, in the
character of one’s cook. The Victorian cook lived like a leviathan in the lower depths,
formidable, silent, obscure, inscrutable; the Georgian cook is a creature of sunshine
and fresh air; in and out of the drawing room, now to bosrow the Daily Herald, now
to ask advice about a hat. Do you ask for more solemn instances of the power of the
human race to change? Read the Agamemnon, and see whether, in process of time, your
sympathies are not almost entirely with Clytemnestra. Or consider the married life of
the Carlyles, and bewail the waste, the futility, for him and for her, of the horrible
domestic tradition which made it seemly for a woman of genius to spend her time
chasing beetles, scouring saucepans, instread of writing books. All human relations
have shifted — those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents and
children. And when human relations chiange there is at the same time a change in
religion, conduct, politics, and literature. Let us agree to place one of these changes

abour the year 1910. &
-]

At the present moment we are suffering, not from decay, but from having no
code of manners which writers and readers accept as 2 prelude to the more exciting
intercourse of friendship. The literary convention of the time is so artificial — you
have to talk about the weather and nothing but the weather throughout the entire
visit — that, naturally, the feeble are tempted to. outrage, and the strong ate led to
destroy the very foundations and rules of literary society. Signs of this are everywhere

apparent. Grammar is violated; syntax disintegrated; as a boy staying with an aunt for

the weekend rolls in the geranium bed out of sheer desperation as the solemnities of
the sabbath wear on. The more adult writers do not, of course, indulge in such wanton
exhibitions of spleen. Their sincerity is desperate, and their courage tremendous; it is
only that they do not know which to use, a fork or their fingers. Thus, if you read
Mr. Joyce and Mr. Eliot you will be struck by the indecency of the one, and the
obscurity of the other. Mr. Joyce’s indecency in Ulsses seems to me the conscious
and calculated indecency of a desperate man who feels that in order to breathe he
must break the windows. At moments, when the window is broken, he is magnificent.
But what a waste of energy! And, after all, how dull indecency is, when it is not the
overflowing of a super-abundant energy or savagery, but the determined and public-
spirited act of 2 man who needs fresh ait! Again, with the obscurity of Mr. Eliot. I think
that Mr. Eliot has written some of the loveliest single lines of modetn poetry. But how
intolerant he is of the old usages and politenesses of society — respect for the weak,

consideration for the dulll As I sun myself upon the intense and ravishing beauty of

one of his lines, and reflect that I must make a dizzy and dangerous leap to the next,
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out, 1 confess, for the old decorums, and envy the indolence of my ancestors who,
instead of spinning madly through mid-air, dreamt quietly in the shade with a book.

L]

For these reasons, then, we must reconcile ourselves to a season of failures and

fragments. We must reflect that where so much strength is spent on finding a way of

telling the truth the truth itself is bound to reach us in rather an exhausted and chaotic
condition. ’
[.1]

But do not expect just at present a complete and satisfactory presentment of her.
Tolerate the spasmodic, the obscure, the fragmentary, the failure. Yout help is invoked
in a good cause. For I will make one final and surpassingly rash prediction — we are
trembling on the verge of one of the great ages of English literature. But it can only
be reached if we are determined never, never to desert Mts. Brown.

Modern Fiction

Iook within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’. Examine for 2 moment
an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad impressions —
trivial, fantastic, evanescent, ot engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides
they come, an incessant showes of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape
themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old;
the moment of importance came not here but there; so that, if a writer were a free
man and not a slave, if he could write what he chose, not what he must, if he could base
his work upon his own feeling and not upon convention, there would be no plot, no
comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style, and perhaps
not a single button sewn on as the Bond Street tailors would have it. Life is not a
series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life is-a luminous halo, 2 semi-transparent
envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the
task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit,
whatever aberration or complexity it may display, with as little mixtute of the alien and
external as possible? - '

20
JAMES JOYCE [1882-1941)
LETTER TO HARRIET SHAW WEAVER, 15 AUGUST 1925

Irish writer, born in Dublin and selfexiled in Enrope for niost of bis life. Educated by Jeswits at
Clongowes Wood College (an experience which is famonsly reconsiructed in bis A Portrait of the.
Artist as a Young Man, serialised in'The Egoist in 191415 and ' published separately in 1916),
Joyce stndied at University College, Dublin. Religious and political bigotry, as well as artistic self-
conscionsness, drove Joyee ont of Ireland. On a brief visit to Dublin after bis mother's death, he met
Nora Barnacle, bis companion for the rest of his life which was spent in Trteste, Zurich and Paris.
His collection of short stories — sketches of kife in a ‘paralysed’ Dublin — Dubliners (1914) earned
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