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/ doubtful. He would have regarded this as a mere piece of

I slovenliness, like leaving the last page illegible.

Everywhere in Dickens's work these angles of his absolute

opinion stood up out of the confusion of his general kind-

ness, just as sharp and splintered peaks stand up out of

the soft confusion of the forests. Dickens is always gener-
' ous, he is generally kind-hearted, he is often sentimental,

be is sometimes intolerably maudlin; but you never know
' when you will not come upon one of the convictions of

Dickens; and when you do come upon it you do know it.

It is as hard and as high as any precipice or peak of the

mountains. The highest and hardest of these peaks is

" Hard Times."

It is here more than anywhere else that the sternness of

Dickens ^nerges as separate from his softness; it is here,

most obviously, so to speak, that his bones stick out.

l There are indeed many other books of his which are written

f better and written in a sadder tone. " Great Expecta-

i tions " is melancholy in a sense; but it is doubtiful of
' everything, even of its own melancholy. " The Tale of

Two Cities " is a great tragedy, but it is still a sentimental

tragedy. It is a great drama, but it is still a melodrama.

I
But this tale of " Hard Times " is in some way harsher

\ than all these. For it is the expression of a righteous in-

\ dign^tion which cannot condescend to humour and which

\cannot even condescend tojifithos. Twenty times we have
taken Dickens's hand and it has been sometimes hot with

revelry and sometimes weak with weariness; but this

i time we start a little, for it is inhumanly cold; and then we
/ reaUse that we have touched his gauntlet of steel.

One cannot express the real value of this book without

being irrelevant. It is true that one cannot express the

real value of anything without being irrelevant. If we
take a thing frivolously we can take it separately, but the

moment we take a thing seriously, if it were only an old

umbrella, it is obvious that that umbrella opens above us

into the immensity of the whole universe. But there are

rather particular reasons why the value of the book called
" Hard Times " should be referred back to great historic

and theoretic matters with which it may appear super-

ficially to have Uttle or nothing to do. The chief reason

can perhaps be stated thus—that English poUtics had for


