
CHAPTER XVI 

NOTE ON CRABBE 

NOTWITHSTANDING the great variety of Crabbe's subjects, 
there is very little variety in his method of treating them, 
and a few examples will serve just as well as a hundred. 
This is a literary fact characteristic of nearly all realistic 
art. Wherever you find realism-true realism-you will find 
little or no variety in style. Style is then reduced to its 
simplest possible expression, because the author must never 
suffer himself to become personal,-and, as I have told you 
long ago, style is personality. Style expresses each man's 
way of feeling and thinking, each man's conception of the 
music and beauty of language - necessarily different from 
every other man's way of feeling, because there are no two 
human beings who can think and feel exactly alike. So 
every different style is the expression of some difference in 
character. But the object of the realist is never to express 
his own character or feeling in any way, but to represent 
things, exactly as they are. Whatever style he has, can be 
little marked by those qual ities which colour and make 
melodious the prose or poetry of romanticism. And he 
must always write in pretty much the same way, because 
his object requires no help in the way of ornament. I sup 
pose that among modern writers - I mean writers of our 
own time - the most perfect examples of realistic art are 
furnished by the short stories of the great French conteur, 
Guy de Maupassant. Now in the hundred and fifty-odd 
stories which he has written, there is no variety of style 
whatever, no departure from the severest possible simplicity 
of expression. When he made a voyage to Africa, however, 
he displayed astonishing qua lities of style in his little book 
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entitled "Au Desert." But the traveller ceased to be the 
realist. He thought that the realistic method was the best 
for the portraiture of human life, but that, when he had to 
describe seas of sand, and naked rocks, and burning sun
shine, and oases, then he needed the art of the word-painter, 
the art of the romantic. So he described nature, in that one 
book only, by the romantic method. Perhaps Crabbe might 
have attempted something brilliant if he had travelled a 
little. But he was no traveller ; he described only human 
life and its immediate surroundings in his own neighbour
hood, and he tried to describe these exactly as he saw them. 
He is a pure realist ; he has no variety of style, and such 
variety would have been of no use to him. Thus a few 
examples of his method will serve us-though I believe that 
we would privately find not a little pleasure in reading the 
whole of his poems from beginning to end. The more one 
reads him, the more one likes him, notwithstanding the 
fact that it is impossible to like the horrible subject which 
he often chooses. What we l ike in him is his great force 
and truth, and his surpassing pithiness of expression. 

Let us begin with a few extracts from one of his earlier 
compositions, "The Village," said to have been revised by Dr. 
Johnson. What do you think of this early protest against 
the artificial poetry of Crabbe's own time ? He complains 
that poets have been foolishly writing about the joys of 
country life, the romance of peasant love, and the innocent 
charm of country girls - all of which, he declares, is utter 
nonsense. And he proceeds to tell the truth roughly : 

Fled are those times, when, in harmonious strains, 
The rustic poet praised his native plains : 
No Shepherds now, in smooth alternate verse, 

Their country's beauty or their nymphs' rehearse ; 
Yet still for these we frame the tender strain, 
Still in our lays fond Corydons complain, 
And shepherds' boys their amorous pains reveal, 
The only pains, alas ! they never feel. 
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How much bitterness of meaning in that last line !-the 
assertion that the only pains which the modern shepherd 
does not feel are the pains of love ! Of course the writer 
refers to those English poets who were still composing 
English imitations of Theocritus or Virgil, and it must be 
confessed that his protest was much needed. Let us hear 
him a Ii ttle further : 

Yes, thus the Muses sing of happy swains, 

Because the Muses never knew their pains : 
They boast their peasants' pipes, but peasants now 
Resign their pipes and plod behind th e plough ; 
And few, amid the rural tribe, have time 
To number syllables, and play with rhyme. 

I grant indeed that fields and flocks have charms 
For him that grazes or for him that farms, 
But when amid such pleasing scenes I trace 
The poor laborious natives of the place, 
And see the mid-day sun, with fervid ray, 
On their bare heads and dewy temples play ; 
While some, with feebler heads and fainter hearts, 

Deplore their fortune, yet sustain  their parts 
Then shall I dare these real ills to hide 
In tinsel trappings of poetic pride ? 

And he goes on to picture, in  all its naked misery, the 
cottage of the poor farm . labourer, the dirt, the misery, the 
disease-the country girl, once pretty, then seduced by some 
heartless rascal, and abandoned ; the exceeding strain of the 
labour exacted in the fields, and the exhausted state of the 
men and women at night ; the rapid decay of strength 
among them, their total inability to save any money, and 
the hopelessness of their old age, when they are too weak 
to work any more and have to be suppor ted by public 
charity. Then he describes the poorhouse : 

Theirs is yon House that holds the parish poor, 
Whose walls of mud scarce bear the broken door ; 
There, where the putrid vapours, flagging, play, 
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And the dull wheel hums doleful through the day ;
There children dwell who know no parents' care ; 
Parents, who know no children's love, dwell there ! 
Heart-broken matrons on their joyless bed, 
Forsaken wives, and mothers never wed ; 
Dejected widows with unheeded tears, 
And crippled age with more than childhood fears ; 

The lame, the blind, · and, far the happiest they ! 
The moping idiot, and the madman gay. 
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How hideous the picture framed within those twelve 
lines ! One can almost smell the stench, and hear the dreary 
humming of the spinning wheel,-for these miserable people, 
though supported by charity, are obliged by law to work at 
something, and they can either pick flax or spin thread or 
make rope. And when these miserable people die, even the 
clergyman of the parish reluctantly affords them the last 
consolation of religion. What kind of clergyman !-

A jovial youth, who thinks his Sunday's task 
As much as God or man can fairly ask ; 
The rest he gives to loves and labours light, 
To fields the morning, and to feasts the night ; 
None better skill'd the noisy pack to guide, 
To urge their chase, to cheer them or to chide ; 
A sportsman keen, he shoots through half the day, 
And, skill'd at whist, devotes the night to play : 
Then, while such honours bloom around his head, 

Shall he sit sadly by the sick man's bed, 
To raise the hope he feels not, or with zeal 
To combat fears that e'en the pious feel ? 

Remember that it was a clergyman who wrote this - a 

country clergyman, and a very good pastor. Probably 
Crabbe did not exaggerate matters in the least ; the lives of 
many country clergymen were then just as he described 
them. Are they very different to-day ? I doubt whether 
they are in relation to the poorer classes, who are still 
separated from the clergyman by social distinctions of ex-
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traordinary depth. And not long ago I read in even so 
respectable a paper as The Spectator that a young clergyman 
found it necessary to resign a posit ion given to him in the 
country because he was not skilful at playing cricket ! 
Could there be a better proof that the business of the 
clergyman in the country is less to help the peasant than 
to amuse the rich proprietor of the land ? 

But this does not mean that Crabbe denied the existence 
of moral beauty in peasant life,- not at all. He denied only 
the existence of romance. He told the world truthfully that 
the existence of the English peasant is an existence of un
ceasing misery from birth to death, and he suggested that 
instead of writing silly poetry about country l ife in imita
tion of Virgil · and others it would- be more sensible to do 
something toward the amelioration of the peasant's condi
tion. He himself did all that he could, for he was a sincere 
clergyman, keeping for himself barely enough money for 
the necessities of life, and freely giving the rest to the poor 
about him. With intense pain and regret did he behold the 
misery of the country people, and yet he could feel l ittle 
hope of improving their condition, for all the society about 
him appeared to be selfish, hard and hypocritical. He really 
saw things as they were, but only as a good man sees 
them. He saw how life began in the schools, and in the 
existence even of the children he could discern those devel
opments of character that made possible the condition he 
deplored. He wrote just as terribly about the schools as he 
wrote about the poorhouse,-beginning with infant schools, 
then portraying the school for boys, which would cor
respond to our elementary school, then studying the school 
for girls, and the schools for the children of rich men-the 
boarding schools. His sketches of the life in boarding schools 
are quite as remarkably true to-day as they were a hundred 
years ago. You can j udge the sketches of character for 
yourselves, even though they may not resemble anything 
known to Japanese student life. 

First we have a picture of the avaricious boy, the 
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student in whom the mean elements of character are just 
beginning to show themselves. 

Lo ! one who walks apart, although so young, 
He lays restraint upon his eyes and tongue, 
Nor will he into scrapes or dangers get, 
And half the school are in the stripling's debt : 
Suspicious, timid, he is much afraid 
Of trick and plot :-he dreads to be betray�d : 
He shuns all friendship, for he finds they lend, 
When lads begin to call each other friend : 
Yet self with self has war ; the tempting sight 
Of fruit on sale provokes his appetite.* 

And the poet follows that with a description of the boy's 
inward struggle as to whether he shall buy the fruit or not. 
He dreads to spend so much money, though he is rich ; on 
the other hand, being naturally greedy, he cannot deny 
himself the pleasure. Perhaps that is the ugliest study of 
character in the series, but the series includes quite a 
variety. I believe that there are no bullies in Japanese 
common schools ; the general opinion of the boys would 
not tolerate it. In this country a number of little boys 
would assemble together, and make it quite impossible for 
a bully. But in English schools, from very ancient times 
the bully has been a familiar figure. In the great public 
schools bullying is regulated though not suppressed ; you 
can understand a great deal about it by reading "Tom 
Brown's School Days." This is the way that Crabbe de
scribes the bully of a hundred years ago : 

Unlike to him the Tyrant-boy, whose sway 
All hearts acknowledge ; him the crowds obey : 
At his command they break through every rule ; 
Whoever governs, he controls the school : 
'Tis not the distant emperor moves their fear, 
But the proud viceroy who is ever near.t 

* t The Barough, Letter XXIV. Schools. 
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Here follows a little moral dissertation on the evil effects 
of fear inspired in young boys. They not only lose their 
natural courage because of this tre atment, but they lose 
their moral courage as well, and in after life their most 
serious faults and moral weaknesses may often be traced 
back to the injury done them by bullying at school. Here 
is an illustration of the way in which bullying is done ; and 
I believe that there is very little change since the time 
when Crabbe wrote : 

Hark ! at his word the trembling younglings flee, 
Where he is walking none must walk but he ; 

See ! from the winter fire the weak retreat, 
His the warm corner, his the favourite seat, 

Save when he yields it to some slave to keep 
Awhile, then back, at his return, to creep : 
At his command his poor dependants fly, 
And humbly bribe him as a proud ally ; 
Flatter' d by all, the notice he bestows, 
Is gross abuse, and bantering and blows ; 
Yet he's a dunce, and, spite of all his fame 
Without the desk, within he feels his shame : 
For there the weaker boy, who felt his scorn, 
For him corrects the blunders of the morn. 
And he is taught, unpleasant truth ! to find 
The trembling body has the prouder mind.* 

It is alleged by English exper ience that it is very good 
to allow this bullying at school, because the school is a 

preparation for the struggle of life, and by the disagreeable 
side of school life boys are well prepared to fight their way 
through existence. You have read, no doubt, the statement 
of a great English general to the effect that the battles of 
England were really won in the playgrounds of Eton and 
other public schools - meaning, that it was in school that 
the English officers learned the art of skilful and obstinate 
fighting, as well as the art of controll ing men. You have 
also read, I suppose, the very different criticism of Mr. 

* lbid. 
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Spencer. But as a matter of fact, even granting that the 
cruelty of English school life is a good preparation for the 
soldier, no human being can prove it to be a good prepara
tion for those gentle and sensitive natures destined to become 
the thinkers, the poets, the authors of their country. Pres
ently in our course of lectures upon the history of literature 
we shall have occasion to consider the case of Shelley. Shel
ley's great mistakes in life were undoubtedly due in part, 
if not altogether, to the cruelties of the public school, which 
disgusted him for the rest of his life with every kind of 
restraint, whether moral or otherwise. 

You will notice in the two quotations here given that 
Crabbe does something which Pope never does : he overlaps. 
There are four overlappings in the few lines quoted ; and 
this makes Crabbe much more agreeable to read than Pope. 
Also, observe that he constantly varies the position of his 
pause. Less polished workman than Pope, he has far more 
intrinsic strength, and he represents a distinct advance in 
classical verse-an advance toward romantic freedom. 

If you want to read Crabbe-and it is well worth your 
while to read him-I advise you to begin . with "The Tales." 
These are later work, but if you like them, you will like 
the whole book in spite of · its painful character. One of the 
reasons that you will like it is the remarkable observation 
of human nature everywhere shown. There are just twenty
one tales, not all equally good. I shall speak of those which 
seem to me the best. 

Perhaps the prettiest in parts is "Jesse and Colin," but 
I should advise you rather to begin with "The Frank Court
ship." This is the best study of character in the whole 
work, voluminous and varied as that work is. The scene 
is laid in a Puritan family, or at least in a family with 
Puritan tendencies. We have, first, a portrait of the stern 
father, Jonas, who in twenty years never smiles, cares only 
to be obeyed, keeps his wife continually trembling, yet is 
not consciously cruel or unloving, but strictly honourable, 
just so far as he knows how to be, and rigidly religious. A 
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little daughter is born to this terrible man, and he loves her 
in his own undemonstrative way, thinking it necessary to 
be very stern with her while she is still a child. The time 
comes to send her to school, and he sends her to a board
ing school, where she is able to associate with girls of 
higher rank, to learn the ways of society, and learn how to 
dress and-what is more dangerous-how to dream. When 
she leaves the school her dreams of the future are en
couraged, rather than suppressed, by a proud aunt with 
whom she is allowed to live for a time. The father hears 
that she is very beautiful, very graceful, very fond of society ; 
and he is at once scandalized and alarmed. What, his 
daughter becoming worldy ! He at once writes her a letter 
telling her to come home and get married. When she comes 
home the father is amazed by two things, her beauty and 
her strong character. The first pleases him, the second 
makes him uneasy. The girl is not submissive at all ; she 
has inherited her father's iron will, and she does not fear 
to oppose him. Indeed, she bravely tells him that she will 
not marry any religious, hypocritical, ill-natured man mere
ly because her father wishes it. At this point of the story 
we become very much interested, anticipating some tragical 
quarrel between father and daughter. But the poet has a 
beautiful surprise for us. 

The father knows that his daughter must be treated 
gently l ike a spirited horse that will not bear ill treatment. 
But he is afraid that she will not take the husband he has 
chosen for her. The chosen is a very handsome young 
country man of exemplary life and character, but a little 
stern and cold. Will the girl take him ? If she will, all is 
well ; if she refuses, he cannot forgive her. He is very much 
afraid of the result. He takes the young man aside and 
whispers to him, ' 'Try to make her ashamed and afraid the 
first time that you see her ; if you try to flatter her, she 
will never have you." The young man answers, "I feel 
afraid myself, but I shall try to follow your instruction." 
Then the father brings the young man into the room where 
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the girl is sitting, introduces him, and leaves them alone. 
They both look each other steadily in the eyes ; that one 
look decides the whole matter, for nature arranges these 
things quite independently of the wishes of the fathers and 
mothers. The man thinks the girl one of the most beauti
ful women that he ever saw, and he also sees that she is 
good and pure, though very self-willed. She sees in the 
same moment that he is strong, grave, handsome, and 
sincerely good, but proud, and a little affected. The con
versation begins with irony, and ends with some sharp 
words. The man is cautious, but he hints that the young 
girl is too fond of being admired, and likes to dress too 
well. She answers that she has no doubt of his virtuous 
intentions, but that he is something of a hypocrite-wants 
to appear a little better than he really is, and dresses plain
ly only to make people think him religious and simple. He 
answers gently, "But surely you can allow something for 
custom and convention" - which means that she has won 
the first battle. "Certainly," she answers, "I can allow many 
things, but please to observe that I shall exact the same 
kind of allowance in return." Then she dismisses him, very 
humble, and very much in love - but she herself secretly 
liking him. The father and mother are all grief. What is 
to be done ? The father does not know that nature has 
settled the whole matter. "What !" he cries to his · daughter, 
"you have dismissed him !"  "Certainly, " she says in an
swer, "but I think that he will come again." "Then do you 
like him ?" the father asks, in surprise. "I do not dislike 
him,' '  she answers smilingly, and she teases her father with 
enigmatic answers until he is · on the verge of a passion. 
At last he asks, stamping his foot on the ground, "Will you 
marry him or not ?" and she replies with an amused laugh, 
"Of course I will marry him.'' The poet has led us to the 
very edge of trouble, and then suddenly has brought us into 
quiet sunshine. And we know while reading these things, 
that it is all true, that he has seen it ; that is why we find 
our emotion strongly moved by the picture of a Puritan 
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courtship a hundred years ago. There is not one word of 
comment or explanation, nothing but a plain narrative, yet 
from this narrative we become most intimately acquainted 
with four distinct characters, all of whom we find interest
ing, though perhaps only the girl is at all sympathetic, and 
even she not very much so. That is realistic art-to make 
you interested in things as they are, whether ugly or beau
tiful ; and Crabbe was a great realist. If you will read that 
l ittle romance in verse, it will give you, I think, a better 
idea of Crabbe than anything else which he has written. 
But there are twenty-one such stories, and a much larger 
number of realistic studies of country l ife, studies of 
personal observation. Crabbe painted all that he saw and 
painted it so perfectly that it is just as much alive to-day 
as it was in the time when he saw it. 

There is a literary moral to be found in the history of 
Crabbe. How many of us who write want to write only 
about the things that please ? Thousands of people of real 
l iterary abilities will keep waiting years and years, for what 
they call "a good subject," a new idea, an in teresting plot, 
a noble fact. And life goes by,-and they scarcely do any
thing, or do so little that it is scarcely worth the doing. 
How differently did Crabbe act ! He did not like at all the 
conditions among which he was obl iged to live and work. 
His surroundings were ful l of vulgarity and pain. Every
where he found himself confronted by what Carlyle has so 
well called "the brutality of facts." But he recognized that 
all this was life-that it was necessary-that it could not be 
helped-that it might be of great use to record it in litera
ture, artistically, truthfully and dispassionately.. And · he 
became a great artist only by writing about the things that 
he did not like, the things that he detested. Nor did he 
write of them in the tone of one who detests. Nowhere 
through all his work will you find him expressing his own 
opinions, his likes and dislikes, his prejudices or his pleas
ures. He took the proper position of the realist, saying to 
himself, "What has the world to do with my personal liking 
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or hatred ? Of what possible value could they be ? My 
business is simply to make pictures of life, and to do so 
without putting myself into the pictures at all ." If any
body of talent chooses to follow Crabbe's example in this 
country, he can find literary material all about him, just as 
much in what he dislikes as in what he likes. But to work 
in this way certainly requires more than self-denial ; it re

quires immense force of character. 


