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BOOK . REVIEWS 
George Gissing, by Jacob Korg. 

Methuen. 42s. 
GISSING DESCRIBED to his friend Morley 
Roberts how, when he was standing one 
evening on Battersea Bridge in enthralled 
admiration of the beauty of the sunset, he 
suddenly noticed a workman who appeared to 
be sharing his emotions. Then the man turned 
to him : ' Throws up an 'eap of mud, don't 
she? ' The chagrin of that moment was often 
to be repeated in his life on a larger and more 
dramatic scale, and found its reflection over 
and over again in his novels. Books like 
Workers in the Dawn or Demos depress not 
so much because of the cruelly realistic picture 
they provide of the plight of the poor at the 
turn of the century as because of their insist
ence that that plight is irredeemable. The 
poor, Gissing repeatedly affirms, are always 
with us; and they are always with us partly 
because they themselves lack idealism, sensi
bility, or the desire for improvement. It is a 
pity that be never saw the Welfare State. 

One of the best features of Professor Korg's 
book is the way in which he shows that, though 
Gissing had a profound understanding of the 
poor, he had little sympathy with them. Snob
bery permeates the novels, manifesting itself 
most noticeably in the way in which trivial 
differences of social behaviour are taken as 
symptoms of a radical inferiority_ ' It never 
occurred to him', Gissing could write dis
approvingly of one of his characters, ' that a 
napkin is a graceful auxiliary in the process 
of a meal and not rather. an embarrassing 
superfluity of furtive application'. 

Edmund Gosse was no doubt right when he 
declared that Gissing's novels were ' ground 
out of him by the contemplation of his own 
misery': the gnawing poverty; the disastrous 
first marriage to a prostitute, for whom, while 
he was still a student, he was· driven to com
mit a series of petty thefts, and who died in 
alcoholic destitution; the second marriage to 
the uneducated daughter of a shop-keeper (' a 
servant-girl', Wells described her; 'just a 
female ' was Roberts's even less complimentary 
description) who nagged and bullied him and 
eventually went insane. All Gissing's novels 
derived closely from his own experience; and 
their subjective nature no doubt explains why, 
unlike those of Walter Besant, they offer no 
consistent solutions for the working-class 
abuses they describe. Gissing hated not merely 
poverty; he hated the poor among whom he 
had been obliged to pass so much of his life. 

Professor Korg makes the excellent point 
that Gissing would have been a far more effec
tive novelist if be had been freed from the 
tyrann,y of the three-volume novel. The abound
ing genius of Dickens may perhaps have actually 
benefited from the obligation to operate on an 
extended canvas; but, in contrast, Gissing's 
handling of his sub-plots was almost invari
ably inept, and the host of minor characters in 
a book like Demos merely confuses and ex
asperates. It is significant that, The New Grnb 
Street apart, Gissing's two claims to immor
tality, By the Ionian Sea and The Private 
Papers of Henry Ryecroft, are both compara
tively short and are neither of them fiction. 

Gissing's single-minded application to his 
craft was phenomenal, and for that alone he 
is deserving of admiration. He was not natur
ally gifted with a prodigality of invention, 
like his friend H. G. Wells; and, unlike Chester
ton, he could not write through noise and the 
comings and goings of people. Yet even during 
his worst years, when his drunken wife was 
screaming at him from one room of their 
lodgings while he was trying to write in the 
other, he managed to keep up a production of 
at least two massive novels each year, while 
also tutoring and reading extensively. If the 
style was often clumsily polysyllabic it is 
hardly surprising. 

Professor Korg's book is a good, grey study 
of a good, grey writer. It lacks the dash and 
readability of Morley Roberts's incomplete and 
often inaccurate account, offering in their place 
painstaking research and a careful view of the 
social and literary world on the fringes of 
which Gissing emerged and disappeared, at 
once attracted and repelled. This is likely to 
remain the standard work on the subject for a 
long time. 

FRANCIS KlNG 

George Canning: Three Biographical Studies, 
by P. J. V. Rolo. Macmillan. 36s. 

Wellington and His Friends : Letters Selected 
and Edited by the Seventh Duke of 
Wellington. Macmillan. £2 5s. 

It is remarkable that there exists no full
dress life of Canning, for he was not just 
Metternich's 'malevolent meteor ', but pos
sessed star quality iri a constellation that 
included Pitt and Peel. An appropriately com
plete biography may be expected in due course 
from Mr . C. Collyer; pending this, Mr Rolo 
fills the gap with a highly serviceable three
fold study, of the man, the politician, and the 
statesman, somewhat analogous to Philippe de 
Champaigne's triple portrait of Richelieu, with 
whom he compares him. This fragmentation 
does not distort or confuse. The separate 
aspects are readily integrated, for Canning was 
all of a piece. He was always a wholetime pro
fessional politician, so single-minded and un
relaxing as to extinguish himself before sixty. 
A commoner among aristocrats, a virtuoso com
peting with amateurs, he did much to thwart 
his career by overt consciousness of his powers 
and ambition. Too ready to believe himself in
dispensable, he lost to less talented men, and 
only in llis last years, when be was at least 
unavoidable, did he obtain the highest offices 
to which he was e.1titled. He then was able to 
frustrate both the ultra-Tories at home and the 
ultra-legitimists abroad, with an exertion of 
political finesse which perhaps only Disraeli, in 
comparable circumstances, bas displayed. In 
five years he established the pattern for much 

. of Britil;lt diplomacy in the nineteenth century, 
and died, after a four-month premiership, 
leaving a large question mark over the prob
lematical future which escaped him. Mr Rol.o, 
who tells his story very well, provides material 
for speculation on this last also. 

Complacent in his Englishness, Canning 
based bis foreign policy, as well as his career, 
on sacred egoism. The Duke of Wellington, 
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enjoying a higher international reputation, but 
as English at heart, was among his distrustful 
critics, refusing to serve under him. An officer 
and a gentleman, the Duke disliked the whole 
breed of professional politicians. ' I certainly 
do feel the utmost contempt of him•. he 
wrote of his Prime Minister, Liverpool, • and I 
am afraid that when I have that feeling, I am 
too apt to show it'. He rated ' a perfect gentle
man• above _ the angels- and Canning (like 
Napoleon) was 'no gentleman'. A dutiful 
figure in politics, he knew that he was often 
duped by the 'blackguards', and never more 
so than when cajoled by Canning and the 
Lievens into signing the St Petersburg Proto
col in 1826. 

On this, as on many another occasion, 
puzzled and angry, be expressed his dissatisfac
tion to Mrs Arbuthnot. This tiresome Tory 
dame, whose valuable Journal the present Duke 
published in 1950, is one of four female 
correspondents, a selection from whose many 
letters from Wellington is now issued. li 
these do not add a totally new dimension to the 
Duke, they enrich his well-established charac
teristics by fresh illustration; one welcomes 
his letters as greedily as Queen Victoria's. Of 
bis confidantes here, Mrs Arbuthnot and Miss 
Burdett-Coutts receive best value. Whether 
personal or political, the whole correspondence 
fascinates. Who can remain unresponsive to a 
letter beginning 'You will see from the 
account which I gave you of the state of the 
Duke of York's legs that a Remedy which 
suited Lord Cholmondeley would not at all suit 
him•, or to one which ends' In reading French 
Speeches and Productions I often question, do 
these people ever repeat the Lord's Prayer? '? 
These letters also reveal him in the less fami
liar character of amateur theologian and re
deemer of prostitutes, in a spirit that would 
have commended him to Gladstone. A reluc
tant national institution, the Duke in his life
time complained of being much exposed to 
authors; but he remains fortunate in his great
grandson, to whom his present readers are now 
gratefully indebted. · 

E.G.CoLLim 

Hofmeyr, by Alan Paton. Oxford. £2 18s. 
This book is essential for anyone attempting 
to penetrate the complexity of the South Afri
can situation, round which so much wishful 
thinking and shallow opinion ineffectually 
froths. Mr Paton has combined the personal 
biography of a man second only to Smuts in 
prestige in his country with a detailed political 
history of the Liberal shipwreck and the means 
by which Afrikaner nationalism laid hands on 
the Constitution and the liberties of most of 
the population. 

The life of J. H. Hofmeyr epitomized South 
African liberalism, both in parliament and in 
private persuasion. It represents the virtues 
and weaknesses of fanatical devotion to prin
ciples in the face of unscrupulous extremisms. 
He was born in the pro-English atmosphere of 
the Cape in 1894, the watershed of South Afri
can destiny. Rhodes had betrayed the trust 
Afrikaners had grudgingly given him, inspired 
by another J. H. Hofmeyr, kinsman. Kruger, 
with tears on his cheeks, faced an implacable 
Milner and cried 'It is my country you want'. 
Two Boer Republics took the field against the 
British Empire while Cape Colony and Natal 

r 



L 

0 

sat by with ruptured loyalties. Dragon seed 
was liberally sown. The young J.H. was to help 
to reap the harvest. 

He had the misfortune to lose his father 
in youth and never to lose his mother until 
his own death in 1948. This unremunerative 
attachment, docile on one side, psychopathic
ally possessive on the other, is fully responsive 
to Mr Paton's skill in dramatic narrative. It is 
a gruesome, archetypal tale of mother devour
ing son with undisguised relish. 

Despite this incubus, Hofmeyr's career was 
encouraged by prodigious credentials: matricu
lation at twelve, B.A. with first class honours 
at fifteen, Rhodes Scholar (Balliol), achieving 
a double first by twenty-one, Professor of 
Classics (Johannesburg) at twenty-two, Princi
pal of the Witwatersrand University at twenty
four. This record commanded the attention of 
those re-fashioning the South African struc-
ture, and Smuts, in particular, lured the 
unambitious prodigy into the political arena. 
Here, however, he had nothing to offer except 
a Sunday-school rectitude and a phenomenal 
administrative capacity. Smuts, the master of 
expediency, made excessive use of the sec·ond 
of these gifts while adroitly placating the first. 
But his increasing prominence in affairs made 
hi;; integrity the focus for all liberal and 
underprivileged ambitions. The championship 
of principles and liberty was thrust upon him 
at a time unpropitious for both. There were 
two political themes, both developed to the 
point of hysteria: the native question, and 
Afrikaner nationalism rapidly recuperating 
and seeking independence from English influ
ence. Smuts was attempting to domesticate 
both within the framework of the Common
wealth conception (with ambitions for a role 
in Pan Africanism). Hofmeyr, taking a 
narrower view, saw only that this accommoda
tion entailed appeasing Afrikaners at the 
expense of Africans, and both at the expense 
of the English. 

Unfortunately he had no constructive altern
ative to stem the erosion. Protest and retreat 
became his pattern. There was a discreet 
clamour for him to lead a third and Liberal 
Party which might possibly have affected the 
course of events, but he chose to be faithful 
to Smuts for reasons no doubt connected with 

!'----~ .his leaner's almost parental authority. As a 
consequence, the Liberal cause, undirected, 
ran off into the sands of divided counsel, and 
has since been effectively dispersed. Mr Paton, 
as becomes his task, resists speculating why 
thereafter Hofmeyr overburdened himself on 
Smuts's behalf to the point of ensuring his own 
death, thus leaving his master to face the 
bitter recriminations of his mother. He had 
many unvoiced grievances against Smuts's 
divisible philosophy, and it is not beyond 
deviousness to ensure they would be spoken 
by the most authoritative voice he knew. I 
once myself listened to an hour of that voice 
defaming the image of Smuts for the record, 
with a portrait of her son inscrutably smiling 
upon us. 

Mr Paton forgoes interpretations of this 
nature in favour of gathering all the significant 
evidence into convenient location for the sub
sequent winnowing. Inevitably there is repeti
tion, there are longueurs, but these are sup
ported by the tension of two tragic stories, that 
of the man and of the extremisms which beset 
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his ideals. It is a work of personal devotion to 
the subject, and one can only guess what it 
cost to keep that quality cool and detached in 
the environment in which it was accomplished. 
Mr Paton himself, at the moment, is deprived 
of most of his civil rights because of commit
ment to the liberal cause. 

DAVID LYTTON 

Ernest Pontifex, or The Way of All Flesh, 
by Samuel Butler. Edited by Daniel F. 
Howard. Methuen. 25s. 

A First Year in Canterbury Settlement, by 
Samuel Butler. Oxford. 18s. 6d. · 

When on,e is told one is about to read, for 
the first time, the authentic text of The Way 
of All Flesh, one pricks up one's ears. It 
would have been a dramatic thing to find that 
the great anti-Victorian classic had been 
ruined by Victorian (or Edwardian) bowdleriza
tion. The facts are not quite so exciting, 
though they are interesting enough. When 
Butler's literary executor, R. A. Streatfeild, 
published the novel the year after Butler's 
death, he edited it painstakingly, changing the 
title (Butler called the novel Ernest Pontifex, 
or The Way of All Flesh), conventionalizing 
the punctuation, and smoothing out here and 
there what he thought an eccentric or an ex
cessively 'spoken' turn of phrase: for instance 
he emended Butler's nice coinage ' asper' into 
' harsh ' and altered a piece of period slang
' how quite " too too " Mr Pontifex had been ' 
-into ' how good a man ... ' He also made one 
or two alterations of substance, the most im• 
portant of which was to suppress the letter 
from Ernest's illegitimate son, thus concealing 
the fact of his existence. 

It would have been a serious matter if 
Streatfeild had been systematic in his editing, 
but luckily he wasn't; and I think the present 
editor slightly exaggerates the difference he 
made. It's over-colouring the thing to say: 
' Readers will sense at once in the unretouched 
text a livelier, more informal style'. There 
is also a slight puzzle in Mr Howard's 'Note 
on the Text '. In discussing where Streatfeild 
got his chapters four and five (missing from 
the manuscript) he says that Butler's friend 
Festing Jones 'conjectured' that Streatfeild 
supplied them from a pressed copy which 
Butler left in Jones's keeping-whereas Jones 
asserts this as fact. 'In parts it [the copy) 
was illegible, but it helped us to reconstruct 
chapters four and five. Confirmatory help was 
supplied by the Diary kept by Dr Butler in 
his travels abroad ... ' I imagine Mr Howard 
doesn't trust Jones's word; and as Jones had 
reason to be jealous, since he might have 
expected to be made literary executor himself, 
he could have had a motive for exaggerating 
the help he gave Streatfeild. Still, I know of 
no evidence that he did so. Perhaps Mr Howard 
does. 

The point is not important, and this is 
certainly an excellent piece of editing; and 
Mr Howard's introduction is ful] of ·good and 
new things-for instance, the illuminating 
comparison with Joyce's Portrait: 

... since Joyce did not believe in the final 
triumph that Butler so devoutly wished but 
could not achieve for Ernest, the similar forces 
which act upon Stephen find only a series of 
narrative resolutions. Butler wanted some
t-hing more permanent, a resolution older and 
more satisfying, and when at the end of his 
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novel he found he could not present it, he 
asserted it. 

This is brilliantly put. And it reminds one 
how much of the greatness of the novel lies 
in the fact that Butler, with none of Joyce's 
technical adventurousness, invented his own 
immensely telling 'interior monologue '. One 
of the perfect things in The Way of All Flesh
is the way in which behind Theobald's bully
ing and self-deception we hear his true voice, 
hurt, baffled, human, and very reasonable. He 
never listens to this inner voice, but it is what 
explains and excuses him, and Butler is deter
mined we shall hear it. He thought of Theo
bald, and the other bugbears of Ernest's youth, 
as being like those monstrous statues which 
barred Hoggs's way into Erewhon. Seen from 
behind, their heads were hollow, and their 
ghostly chanting was the wind blowing through 
them-a noise like ' the groaning and labour
ing of all creation travailing together until 
now: 

One is glad to have a new edition of Butler's 
A First Year in Canterbury Settlement, his 
account of his time in New Zealand, but it is 
a dull book, too full of defensive facetiousness 
to be revealing, and Butler was right to dislike 
it afterwards. It is amusing that when the 
manuscript was recovered from the Indian 
Ocean they couldn't decipher it, till Butler's 
mother had the inspiration to read it from the 
back, with the help of a mirror-a hint for 
Erewhon, in which England itself is read 
backwards? 

P. N. FURBANK 

The Letters of Thomas Moore, 1793-1847, 
edited by Wilfred S. Dowden. 
Oxford. Two vols. £9 9s. 

'The fact is', wrote Moore to Mary Shelley, 
when he was nearly sixty, ' none of the great 
guns of our modern Parnassus, Shelley, Words
worth, Southey, and so forth, have ever 
acknowledged or admitted me as a legitimate 
brother-and in this I have a strong suspicion 
they were not much mistaken'. It was an 
honest, disarming assessment of his own place 
in literature; it reminds us that Moore had a 
sense of humour, a sense of. perspective, and 
humility. Its human spontaneity endears us to 
him. 

The strange thing is that these two hand
some volumes of his correspondence do not 
endear their author to us more. Somehow they 
fail to involve us in his life. They fail to give 
us (as any letter by Keats will always do) that 
' strange personal interest in all that concerns 
him'. Moore writes to his mother, his dearest 
friends, his eminent contemporaries (Byron 
and Rogers, Hunt and Brougham, Scott and 
Lady Blessington); he discusses his social 
triumphs, his travels, his domestic pleasures 
and tragedies, his ambitions, and his prolific 
writing. He is with us from his early teens 
until his late sixties; we come to know him 
singularly well. And yet he leaves no pervasive 
charm, no impression of uniqueness behind 
him. When one considers the wit of The Two
penny Post-Bag and some of the vivid entries 
in the Journal, this is both surprising and 
disappointing. 

' Do not let any one read this letter but 
yourselves', wrote Moore to his mother, when 
he had just been presented to the Prince of 
Wales. 'None but a father and a mother can 


