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SA UNýTERINGS.

"EYEN in Shakespeare-the very part of him which is generally admitte
to be bis true body," Mr. George Parsons Lathrop has been saying in hi
introduction to Miss Jeannette Gilder's ' Representative Poerns of Livin
Poets,' Ilmay be found an occasional mixture of triviality, doggere], or bom
hast, which would not be tolerated in a modern poet of high standing.
Quoting this remark, and italicising the revolutionary sentiment wit]
which it closes, Mr. W. D. Howells in last montb's IUarper's indulges in
littie playful and excusable reminiscence as follows:

Does Mr. Lathrop perliaps remember how a few years ago tlic Britisi
Isies were shaken to their foundations ani their literary dependency ber
quaked

Fr-om one to the other sea,
and ail the dead conventionalities rose to a sitting posture in their grave
with horror, because some one casually said that the mannerism of Dieken
and the confidential attitude of Tbackeray would not now be tolerated
"lfiction baving become a finer art than it was in their day ?" II as Mr
Lathrop forgotten that awful moment î Are we to bave that day of wratl:
ail over again 1 Mr. Latbrop is a poet, and at fimes a very charming one
does hie realise that lie has placed himself in a position to be asked whetbei
he thinks hie wmites greater poetry than Shakespeare 't Is bie aware thal
to many wortby persons bie will actually seemn to bave said sOt

Wliether Mr. Lathrop wrote in a state of blissful forgetfulness, or rashi
defiance, or rcsigned expectation of being persecuted for rigbteousness
sakie, cannot perbaps be deterinined without consul ting bim. But to most
of us, whose ears stili ring witli tbe journalistic din tliat assailed the un-
fortunate novelist upon tlie publication of the beterodox opinion he
quotes, the awful risk of such ignorance, the foolhardiness of snch deflance,
the unspeakable martyrdom of such resignation is aIl too apparent. it is
nlot our purpose, however, eitlier to cast tbe first stone at this self-immo.
lating literary St. Stephen, or to pour balm. into the prospective wounds of
the missiles that are sure to corne. If one agreed with Mr. JIowells that
the critic of to-day would necessarily find tbe fauîts of yesterday in Dickens
and Thackeray, even as the critic of to-morrow will find the faults of to-day
in Howells and james, and that contemporary fiction is a subtier, and
therefore a finer, though flot necessarily a stronger art than it ever was
before, so one wilI faîl in wîth Mr. Lathrop in his Shakespearian heresies,
although tbey resuit froin no comparison witli tbe poetry of the present.
The frame of mind that accepted the one will not cavil at the other. In
considering the opinions of these gentlemen, howevem, it is the attitude
fmom which they are dictated, rather than the statements theniselves that
is especially worthy of attention.

A CERTAIN, or mather an uncertain, disquietude in critical circles lias
been manifest so long that one liesitates to cal] it a sign of the times, even
the times of the world of litemature-a world se much smallor than it seems,
and so muoli more important in the general solar syrstei tban it appears to
ho. The self-governing spirit of the age has invaded letters, autocracy's
last stronghold, and fromn Watt Whitman in lis unbound motres to
Harrison Posnett in lis careful propositions, the inhabitants of tliat
littie sphere tliat swings concentmic witli our own are beginning to question
with vague discontent, why they, of ail people, should be governed by
cmowned skeletons, and own sucli strict allegiance to the sceptred liands of
Westminster Abbey. This disaffection is by no means genemal. There is
a strong faction for autliority, the leaders of which will1 easily be recognised
in Mr. Mattliew Arnold, Mr. James Runssell Lowell, Mr. R{uskin, and others.
As these gentlemen are very reasonably entitled to an expectation of post-
mortemn dominion, however, their motives are open to a broad suspicion in
the eyes of the literamy democracy, wlio insist that the divine right of
classics is an exploded doctrine, and our submission to their decision in
disputed matters a formi of civilised fetidhism. There is but one god in
literature they say, and bis namne is Truth, wlio reveals himself in a difle-
rent forai to every generation; there is but one supreme autliority, and
that is Webster's Unabridged.

Naturally enough this tendency begets seime disrespect for these ancient
m onardlis; and we find a strong disposition to point out tlie patches in their
royal robes and the jewels of paste in their diadems, and even, in some
extreme cases of democratic audacity, to pluck tlieir white beards in a
derisive ecstacy of anti-monarchical entliusiasm. The critica are growing
bold. Perliaps this is nlot altogetber an evil feature of the times; thougli
those of us wlio cannot se much as dust the morocco backs of the digni-
taries on our libmary shelves without an accession of revemence for themn
are more tban inclined to cmy "'Anarchy 1"1 agliast; to say that it is part
of the puerile impatience of the age-of tlie feverish desire to pull down,
without the ability to build again-which is s0 cliaracteristic of this gene-
ration. H-aving made this charge, however, many things remain to ho

said. If progress 'neans anytbing, it means increased. ability to discrimi-
nate. That the age is able and unafraid to winnow the false f romi the

d true, surely shows a new confidence arising from wider knowlcdge and
ýs more trustwortby ideals; surely means that our power to cast away tbe
g chaif is proof of a bi0her valuation of the wbeat.

aeAccompanyiiig this tendency to carp at the great people of a literary
I gethat is prqst-whicb, after aIl, reminds one irresistibly of tbat futile
canine exercise, baying thie moon-we find another more entirely commend-

a able : an inclination tu judgo a book by its independent inerits, and not by
comiparison with another book in the saine department of literature, written
a century or two ago. We are beginning to adjust the work of to-day to
the requirements and opportunities of to-day, and to cease insisting that it
sball be adjusted. to the requirements and opportunities of yestorday. We
are bcgînning to understand that a book may be written bearing the least

8possible relation to any othe, and yet be a very clever book indeed-a8book that it may tax our ingenuity to find superlatives for. We are
Itaking it upon ourselves to .judge absolute, as well as relative, womtb with
1great gain to our power of judgment.

Unalterable standards in criticisin mean tbat criticismn is weak and
unwilling to ho left to its own mesponsibility. In literatume, as elsewliere
certain fundarnental principles do not change. We must bave trutli of
one sort or another-truth to certain values in the ideal, trutli to certain
actualities in the real. But, while its informing spirit must conforni to
tbese principles always, the body of lîterature is a growtli-and growtli
itself mneans change-of gro wing conditions, and is thus douhly subject to
alteration. Our literature is the product of ourselves, our physical envi-
ronmcent, and tbe social for-ces tbat act upon us. As we cbanpe witli
our conditions and other influences, our literature must change witli us.
This, as to its niatter; its manner is affected by a thousand superficial
things. Tliat those wlio exercise the fonctions of criticismi in our tiie
have becoine persuaded of tliis, and render judgment under the influence
of sucb persuasion, is no si-all gain to coiitemnporary literature, at least to
contemporary littérateurs, who must be wofully tired of being measured
by a standard whicli, in the very nature of thin 'gs, no mari can hope to
stand shoulder to shoulder wvith. The specialisation ot the ag-e lias done
muchi to bring this amelioration tu the lot of the bookmaker. An author
is no longer tlie well rounded literary entity that lie used to be. He is
usually developed in one direction. If ho is a philosopher, lie is not a
lyrist; if lie writes histories, vers de société are flot expected of him. It
is impossible to compare a part with the whole. The rose our modemn poet
banda us so gracefully is none the less a perfect rose because one William
Shakespeare lias given us license of lis flower garden.

ALTOGETIHER, criticismn is becoming, to borrow a Howellsism, "a finer
art" than it used to be. The critic is leamning to walk humbly and to
deal justly, in so far as the qualities of liumanity and justice can be
assimilated hy buman nature in the shape of a reviewer. H1e is less
egotistical, less arrogant, less aggressive than of yoro. Tho knowledge
that abuse is botter relislied by the public palate than praise, and that con-
tumely is far casier phrascd than adulation, does not seem to weigh with
him as it once did. Ho mesists, croditably ofterî, the tomptation of the
clever sneem, and exerts himself instead to say the best lie can without
misleading. This temper is accented by a lively consciousness, the result
of long and untiring instruction, that, after ail, the limit of bis knowledge
is how not to do it. His conscience is being developcd at the expense of
bis spleen. The myrtle tree is coming u p instead of the brier.

And the dividing uine betwecn the conclusion of the legitimate critical
faculty and the decision of more illog'ical, irrosponsible taste whidhi lies
behind it, is drawn more sharply tlîan it used to bo by those wlio exorcise
both for public guidance. Time was when these weme very much con-
founded in the critical mind, and we wero asked to accept, as absolute, an
opinion which was entirely relative, and true for us only if our personal
likinga and dislikings8 were those of the critic-usually a remote contin-
gency. Discussing this very point, " H. B.," the Critic'8 clever London
letter-writer, affords us an amusing illustration that this confusion is nlot
wliolly past and gone:

To some of us, for instance (hie says) tlie plays of Victor Hlugo areijot plays at al; they are lyrics in five acts, and pretty false at thaï; andif there is one of them that, in falseness and inhumanity, surpasses theothers, that one is "Le iRoi s'Amuse."I Mr. Roden Nool thinks otherwise;and Mr. Theodore Watts, who lias done s0 mucli admirable work for Th/eA thbeneum-without whom, indeed, T'he Atheneum, considered as an organof literary criticism, would cease to exist-is happy to agree witli him.As a rule, lie thinks the right thing about bis ilugo, and says it in a waythere is no mistaking, for which, in theso vain Hugolatrous times, it isimpossible to ho too gratefu]. But on those ilgorgeons unveracities"I whiclicompose the "Théâtre" of the master, and particèularly on "Le Roi s'Amnuse,"lie is no more to bo trusted than Swinburne himself.


