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Edmund Gosse, born in London in 1849, was the son of Philip Gosse, eminent zoologist and fanatical fundamentalist Christian. He was educated privately and between 1867 and 1914 worked as assistant librarian in the British Museum, as a translator at the Board of Trade and as a librarian at the House of Lords. He married Ellen Epps in 1875 and had one son and two daughters.

An admirer of Pre-Raphaelite poetry, he wrote verse and published On Viol and Flute in 1873 and Collected Poems in 1911. He acquired a reputation as a critic and man of letters. Among his many interests was Scandinavian literature; he was one of the first to introduce Ibsen to English readers and his critiques of Ibsen, translations of his plays and Life (1908) earned him a Norwegian Knighthood in 1901. He was also deeply drawn to French literature, bringing Gide in particular to the attention of the British public. His most important critical work was Life and Letters of John Donne (1893), which played a substantial role in the revaluation of the Metaphysical Poets; but it is the relationship with his father that is the focus of his best work, Father and Son, which is also a brilliant reflection of Victorian social and intellectual life.

His other work includes the lives of Gray, Congreve and Swinburne (a close friend). He was knighted in 1925 and died in May 1928.

Peter Abbs is Reader in Education at the University of Sussex, where he directs the Creative Writing Programme at MA level. He has written widely on culture and aesthetics, and his recent work includes The Educational Imperative: A Defence of Socratic and Aesthetic Learning (1994) and The Polemics of Education: Selected Essays on Art, Culture and Society (1995). He is also an established poet with five published volumes, most recently Personae and Other Selected Poems (1995), which contains a moving ‘Father and Son’ sequence, and Angelic Imagination (1996).
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GOSSE’S LIFE AND WORKS: A CHRONOLOGY

This chronology is strictly confined to main events, awards and publications. A thorough eight-page list of Edmund Gosse’s published writings can be found as an appendix in Evan Charteris’ The Life and Letters of Sir Edmund Gosse. See also Ann Thwaite’s Edmund Gosse: a Literary Landscape.

 








	
1849

	
Birth of a son, Edmund Gosse, to Philip and Emily Gosse at 13, Trafalgar Terrace, Mortimer Road, Hackney, London.



	
1853

	
Family move to 58 Huntingdon Street, Islington.



	
1857

	
Emily Gosse dies of cancer.



	
1858

	
Philip Gosse and Edmund move to Marychurch in Devonshire.



	
1859

	
Public baptism of Edmund.



	
1860

	
Philip Gosse marries Eliza Brightwen.



	
1867

	
Edmund begins work in the cataloguing department of the British Museum. He begins to associate with the Pre-Raphaelites.



	
1870

	
First book published: Madrigals, Songs and Sonnets.



	
1871

	
First visit to Scandinavia.



	
1873

	
Publication of poems On Viol and Flute.



	
1875

	
Marriage to Nellie Epps. Becomes translator for the Board of Trade (until 1904).



	
1879

	
Studies in the Literature of Northern Europe, Edmund Gosse’s first book of criticism.



	
1882

	
Gray, first critical biography.



	
1883

	
Seventeenth Century Studies.



	
1884

	
Clark Lecturer in English Literature at Trinity College, Cambridge (until 1890). Lecture trip to America (November 1884–January 1885).



	
1888

	
Life of William Congreve. Philip Gosse’s death (23 August).



	
1890

	
The Life of Philip Henry Gosse FRS.



	
1893

	
Questions and Issues, essays on contemporary literature including Mallarmé and French Symbolism.



	
1896

	
Critical Kit-Kats.



	
1899

	
The Life and Letters of John Donne, a biographical study which helped to revive Donne’s reputation.



	
1904

	
Jeremy Taylor. Appointed as Librarian to the House of Lords (until September 1914).



	
1905

	
French Profiles,


	
	
Coventry Patmore,


	
	
Sir Thomas Browne,


	
	
British Portrait Painters.



	
1907

	
Made Fellow of Royal Society of Literature,


	
	
Father and Son,


	
	
Henrik Ibsen.



	
1911

	
Collected Poems.



	
1912

	
Portraits and Sketches.



	
1913

	
Elected Vice-President, Royal Society of Literature. Father and Son honoured by the French Academy. Made an Officer of the Legion d’Honneur.



	
1916

	
President of Modern Language Society.



	
1917

	
The Life of Algernon Charles Swinburne.



	
1919

	
Became literary essayist for The Sunday Times. Some Diversions of a Man of Letters.



	
1921

	
President of the English Association.



	
1922

	
Aspects and Impressions.



	
1925

	
Knighted. Silhouettes. Made Commander of the Legion d’Honneur.



	
1927

	
Leaves and Fruit.



	
1928

	
Died in London on 16 May.







INTRODUCTION

I

Father and Son was first published anonymously in the autumn of 1907. Although some of the initial reactions expressed a sense of alarm at what was discerned as a lack of filial respect the book was, for the most part, well received and before Gosse’s death in 1928 was widely regarded as a minor classic. Indeed, within twelve months of its first publication there had been four further editions of the work and Edmund Gosse, habitually cautious and preoccupied with his own literary standing, was soon ready to shed his anonymity.

It is significant that Father and Son was more warmly received in the United States of America (where it was published in the same year), for in America the concern for propriety was so much less than in England and the Victorian division between the public and private realm was less tightly drawn, more open to negotiation between author and his reading public. It was not considered an offence to ‘speak out’ or improper to reveal the inevitable tensions between generations as they manifest themselves in family relationships in, for example, the prolonged and not always conscious struggle between vulnerable, resistant sons and invulnerable and powerful fathers. In a private letter dated 2 February 1908 the American Shakespearean scholar Howard Furness had written to Gosse:


At two sittings I read every word of it. It is a very great book. The best you have written and the most enduring; with it you will celebrate your century. English literature cannot afford to let such a book die. Independently of its records of a rapidly vanishing faith it is told with an evident truth as unflinching as it is tender.1


Furness’ remarks were, no doubt, more accurate than he had intended, for Father and Son was to be the only book of Gosse’s to survive the sudden eclipse of his prodigious reputation which followed upon his death. But the immediate recognition of the work is clearly recorded in Furness’ response as it is in another letter sent to Gosse on 16 January 1910 by the American novelist William Howells:


I read slowly and faithfully and I have got only to the point of your mother’s death. But what a world I have passed through! There is a universal truth to child life in it all, and the specialized truth is most wonderful and pitiful. I have fairly ached along the story. In all the autobiographical books I have read I remember nothing equalling it.2


In a further letter, written five days later, Howells confirmed the truth of his first reactions, praised the diction of the book as ‘exquisite in its tender precision’ and, with not uncharacteristic American euphoria, claimed:


The pathetic tale could not be better worded if a syndicate of masters rose from their graves to do it; say Milton, Dante and Shakespeare. Truly a most beautiful book.3


Gosse never received quite such adulation from his English critics but the reputation of the book grew steadily in this country and its achievement was widely acknowledged. George Bernard Shaw declared it to be ‘one of the immortal pages in English literature’4 and even the young and pugnacious Ezra Pound, in a destructive review of Gosse as representative of official and otiose British culture, yet conceded: ‘Gosse has written one excellent book: Father and Son.’5 In 1927, a year before the death of Gosse at the age of seventy-nine, Harold Nicolson also drew attention to the book, naming it ‘a masterpiece’ in which ‘the author had been able to combine the maximum of scientific interest with the maximum of literary form’.6 We will have reason to consider this judgement at a later point but whatever its critical value it further buttressed the reputation of the book. For as the years passed and as Gosse’s vast opus of essays, sketches, poems, plays and biographies turned yellow and gathered layers of library dust Father and Son remained in print and found, generation after generation, an appreciative audience of readers. As Furness had said, it was the best Gosse had written and the most enduring.

It is somewhat difficult for us now living in the latter frayed part of the twentieth century, where private lives are ready material for vicarious public consumption, to envisage the kind of courage Gosse required to write the work and why, until the fourth impression of the book, he chose to publish under the protection of anonymity. Harold Nicolson in The Development of English Biography, declaring that Victorianism only died in 1921, referred to ‘the shock’ occasioned by the publication of Father and Son. Even Evan Charteris in his biography (1931) of Edmund Gosse hints at the degree of the alarm by the kind of defence he proffers:


Those who take the view that Father and Son disregards reticence and respect will see… what forbearance Gosse exercised and how much he has toned down in that book… Few have kept the fifth commandment so closely.7


Such a commendation is made only when considerable doubt has been cast upon the matter. (And yet, tellingly, the statement itself is unintentionally ambiguous; if the author has ‘toned down’ his true feelings then, perhaps, indeed he had not inwardly honoured his parents.) For the time in which it was written Father and Son was a courageous work although, as we shall see, its courage was frequently inhibited by countervailing pressures which forced the existential truth to work often under the surface of the text and even against its ostensible and scientifically described aims. Yet in its struggle to confront family relationships descriptively rather than rhetorically; in its attempt (though impeded) to delineate honestly the tensions between father and son; in its partial desire to offer a portrait of an eminent Victorian in terms of human fallibility and, indeed, gullibility; in its unexpected and, perhaps, unintended concluding manifesto announcing the right of the individual ‘to fashion his inner life for himself’ even against the dictates of tradition and parental values, and certainly against the injunctions of puritanical patriarchs, in all of these things Father and Son was a somewhat subversive work for those capable of discerning its full implications.

Edmund Gosse wrote in a perceptive review of Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, one of the next major works in non-fiction to break away from the tradition of eulogy and rhetoric in the description of individual life:


Their (Victorian biographers) fault lay, not in their praise, which was much of it deserved, but in their deliberate attempt in the interests of what was Nice and Proper – gods of the Victorian Age – to conceal what any conventional person might think not quite becoming. There were to be no shadows in the picture, no stains or rugosities on the smooth bust of rosy wax.8


Gosse titled his evaluation of Eminent Victorians ‘The Agony of the Victorian Age’. Agony is a strong word, particularly so for Gosse, and it is one that does not frequently appear in his writings. He meant it. The agony of the Victorians resided in the schizoid split between public and private, between the large formal gesture and the intimate personal actuality. It expressed itself at every level of Victorian life and seemed at its most hypocritical in the area of sexuality. For Lytton Strachey the contradiction manifested itself dramatically in the literary form of biography where Victorian biographers privately knew one thing about the eminent figures they portrayed and publicly wrote another. Although Gosse cautiously welcomed Eminent Victorians and later in 1927 dedicated his last book, Leaves and Fruit, to its author ‘with affectionate admiration’, he too was a Victorian living out of ‘the agony’ of a divided consciousness.

To give one example, Gosse wrote the life of Algernon Charles Swinburne (published in 1917) but, at the same time, compiled a Confidential Paper on Swinburne’s Moral Irregularities which until quite recently was ‘reserved from public use’ in the British Museum. He must have felt that the official life could not fully impinge upon the complex actuality of the man; there was public knowledge and there was private knowledge and even in the delicate interpretive act of critical biography discretion kept them apart.

Gosse’s ambivalence, his conflicting desires to preserve social decorum and yet seek existential truth, provide us with a key to unlock his own autobiography. In Father and Son we sense an unresolved war between compliance and authenticity. This struggle lies not only at the centre of his childhood and adolescence, but also (though less obviously) in the very style and organization of the book. Reading the book one occasionally senses in a phrase, a sequence of sentences, even a whole paragraph, a complexity of contorted emotion of which, one suspects, the author himself was largely unconscious. For Gosse reveals more than he ever proposes in his analytical introduction. To fully comprehend the text and to be able to place it both within and beyond its historical context, the reader has to be prepared to live simultaneously with at least two versions of the work. The first version is the consciously determined one, written with sufficient respect for the Victorian gods of Nice-ness, Propriety – and one must quickly add a third – Objective Science.

The second version has a different dynamic; it spontaneously emerges at points only to be repressed – to function at deep unconscious levels in the verbal organization of the work – until it finally manifests itself in powerful unambiguous terms in the closing Epilogue. The first version is ironic, detached, scientific, neutral, urbane, sociological. It has great biographical and historical value. The second is exposed, passionate, labile, inward and deep. It has the power to move and disturb. It has true poetic and autobiographical energy. The first version is written from the wary Victorian intelligence; it has a shrewd eye to the audience, a concern for tact and decorum, and has come to believe, like Darwin and Spencer, in the pure objectivity of Science. The second version is the unsettling subjective voice of the more honest but dispossessed modern, of authenticity struggling outside communal values and inherited judgements, ready, at least in principle, to fashion its own inner life. But this is to anticipate later analysis…

That Father and Son in its style and narrative records both the Victorian and the modern sensibility goes some way to account for the enduring importance of the volume. And yet little has been written about the book. It has received no sustained critical interpretation. It has been not exactly ignored, for it has been given many passing references in literary and historical writings, but nor has it been closely examined. Its wealth of ambiguity, of contradiction, its seesaw dialectic between conscious intention and actual revelation has not been fully delineated or its significance demonstrated. There have been a few perceptive forays, of which Virginia Woolf’s spiky essay ‘Edmund Gosse’ in Volume IV of her Collected Essays, and David Grylls’ brilliantly probing analysis in Guardians and Angels, are by far the best. Many essays, like V. S. Pritchett’s in The Living Novel, are merely anecdotal, others inertly descriptive. There has been a similar paucity of material on the man. Osbert Sitwell’s account of Edmund Gosse is slight, self-advertising and ‘literary’. James Woolf’s study, Sir Edmund Gosse, while giving some information is devoid of intelligence. The main source for biographical material was Evan Charteris’ The Life and Letters of Sir Edmund Gosse, published in 1931, although there is a well-documented account of Gosse’s lecture trip to America in 1884 and of his literary relationship with that country in Transatlantic Dialogue: Selected American Correspondence of Edmund Gosse. Now we have Ann Thwaite’s closely documented Edmund Gosse: a Literary Landscape (1984) which biographically, if not critically, does much to fill the gap. Yet the comparative lack of literary interest in Gosse’s work calls for some explanation.

Part of the reason must lie in the eclipse of Edmund Gosse’s reputation. In 1920 Gosse was one of the most influential figures in English cosmopolitan literary life, at the heart of a complex web of relationships which included Henry James, Thomas Hardy and André Gide. By 1940 he was all but forgotten. If his poetry or criticism had possessed the power of Coleridge’s or Arnold’s, doubtless his autobiography would, as a consequence, have received close critical attention. However, his poetry rarely transcended the sticky mannerisms of the Pre-Raphaelites and his criticism, while comprehensive in range and lucid in style, tended to be limited by the superficial approach of belle-lettrism. The titles of the books, Some Diversions of a Man of Letters, Critical Kit-Kats and Gossip in a Library, convey the inveterate disposition of the armchair critic. The words ‘charming’, ‘entertaining’, ‘exquisite’, ‘tasteful’, ‘adorned’, litter the pages and tend to obscure any more probing insight which, at times, is seriously at work. We must not forget that Gosse found in literature a refuge from the chilling demands of his puritanical background – Father and Son is, in large measure, the record of that momentous personal discovery – and that, for this very reason, he was somewhat reluctant to be deeply disturbed by it or, in turn, to be disturbing in his judgements of it. In the light of his background, it is not surprising to find in personal correspondence if not in public disclosure that Gosse hated ‘the cocaine and morphine’9 of Dostoyevsky, that he could not tolerate Tolstoy as social prophet and disturber of the status quo, and that E. M. Forster’s Howards End outraged him for ‘introducing into fiction a high-born maiden who has had a baby’.10 He called the book ‘sensational and dirty and affected’.11 Against this, however, must be recorded his early recognition of such major writers as Ibsen, Whitman and Gide.

The weakness of Gosse lay in his aestheticism. Charteris says that Gosse believed: ‘If the reaction to a literary work was pleasure, they had an adequate basis for criticism without any sizing up of moral values.’12 But this hedonistic approach to literature floundered badly as civilization encountered the irrational slaughter of the First World War; it had no way of engaging with the upheaval because aestheticism itself was ultimately more a symptom of the malaise than interpretation or corrective. In the changing conditions, Edmund Gosse’s lightness of touch became not so much sensitivity as a lack of pressure; the super-refinement, in the crisis of civilization, became a mode of superficiality. As the critics, F. R. Leavis, Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot made, in the struggle for standards and meanings, a trenchant stand against the Pre-Raphaelites, Gosse’s voice grew thinner and thinner until it became a disappearing whisper. One work remained: Father and Son; and because it was solitary it missed the scrutiny it merited.

There is, though, a further reason for the critical neglect of Father and Son. It relates to the genre. Autobiography has, until recently, eluded serious study. In England there is still no developed method for evaluating autobiography, no tested tradition of interpretation. We have innumerable works on poetry, on drama and the novel but only a handful of books inquiring into the distinct form of autobiography. As I have described this lack of tradition in the New Pelican Guide to Literature (volume 8) I will not elaborate upon the point here. However, there can be little doubt that Father and Son has suffered as a result of the failure to establish in our culture a critical method and a fitting discourse for autobiographical writing.

I want now to place Father and Son in the historical context of autobiographical writing and then to outline a particular approach to the work.


II

In autobiography the natural, forward, linear motion of consciousness is interrupted as an individual turns back upon his own life to understand his own inner development. Autobiography is a form of creative introspection, an examination and recreation of outer circumstances and relationships in terms of inner motives and psychological growth. It is not surprising, therefore, that the first major autobiography in the Western world was written by St Augustine at the beginning of the Christian period. Christianity engendered a delicate and intense preoccupation with the state of the individual soul. It encouraged the analysis of action in the light of underlying motive. It worked for personal salvation in the great scheme of things. The Greeks would have regarded such an intensely personal preoccupation as philosophically excessive and as psychologically unhealthy, but for the Christian it was the fundamental means for securing the very meaning of existence. And out of this Christian commitment to personal salvation arose the literary form of autobiography.

In The Confessions St Augustine, in his desire to grasp and deepen his conversion to Christian belief, recreates his own journey to faith, beginning with early childhood and moving chronologically forward. He is not concerned so much with history and the detail of outer circumstance as with the inner and hidden structure of feelings and motives, the obscure but powerful agents of moral action. He makes himself the daring psychologist of his own psyche, stripping away coat after coat of varnish to examine the pattern of the underlying grain. Thus the work, dedicated directly to God, is a confession in which he examines and re-creates his own past and does so in order to move forward, with a new lightness of mood, into an affirmative future based on faith. The Confessions is, at once, a transposition of the sacrament of confession into literary form and an early anticipation of the modern psycho-analytical encounter, where the person, struggling for a sense of psychological wholeness, explores his past in a sustained and protected conversation not with God but with the supporting therapist. The habit of writing confessions, though without the informing introspective genius of St Augustine, continued through the centuries but it was not till Rousseau wrote his Confessions in 1765 that there was a further major development in the genre.

In his Confessions Rousseau, unlike St Augustine, defiantly placed himself at the centre of the stage. His concern was not with salvation so much as self-realization. He will confess his crimes not to crave forgiveness but as a means to understand and unequivocally render his own nature. The psychological and the personal elements, always present in the traditional Confessions, come dramatically to the foreground and become ends in themselves. Human understanding, individual realization, self affirmation: these, rather than eternal life and remission of sins, are, in Rousseau, the impelling forces. As a result there is a momentous change in mood and conception; the note of the genre changes, becomes more intimate, more varied, more complex. Rousseau writes:


I shall not try to make it uniform; I shall use whatever style seems best to fit the given episode, and I will change it according to my mood, without a qualm. I shall say what I have to say in the way I feel about it, without effort or embarrassment, not worrying about being consistent… The style, uneven but natural, now rapid and now diffuse, now sensible and now extravagant, now grave and now gay, will itself be part of my story.13


Rousseau is prepared to reveal, without defence or apology, his own peculiarities, his own sexual proclivities, his own misdemeanours. He brings his private life into the public realm as a manifesto, as an existential challenge and as a literary masterpiece. Although he still named his work ‘confessions’, it is, more truly, an autobiography in the modern and proper sense of the word. After Rousseau, autobiography – the actual word being first coined by Southey in 1809 – comes of age; and in the century following, many of the major European writers and thinkers wrote autobiographies for public readership.

And yet, Rousseau did not have a direct influence on the nature of Victorian autobiography. The reasons for this we have already partly touched on. The public demanded heroic images and if they could not be given these, then they expected discretion, decorum and silence. No autobiographer in Victorian England leaps into the public realm and challenges it with the personal and subversive truths of his own inner existence Rousseau’s Confessions, although secretly admired by a few, were commonly viewed as self indulgent, unwholesome and corrupting to the moral order. In a symposium of essays, Approaches to Victorian Autobiography, Phyllis Grosskurth claims:


The typical Victorian autobiographer was acutely aware of his audience. A mutual complicity shaped the genre, and language became a screen to shelter the vulnerable egos of writers and readers alike14


When we examine Father and Son (published only a few years after the Victorian period had technically closed) we will need to bear this judgement in mind; we will, at times, need to lift the language screen to see what inner drama lies behind it, what emotions it is consciously or unconsciously intended to conceal. It is vital to our understanding of the book to comprehend the conditions in which Victorian autobiography (and biography) was expected to function.

In editing a version of Count Carlo Gozzi’s autobiography during the Victorian period, John Addington Symonds decided to expunge ‘those passages and phrases which might have caused offence to some of my readers’.15 Edmund Gosse himself in a review of a new translation of Montaigne’s essays (essays which in their own way formed during the early Renaissance a magnificent assertion of autobiographical understanding) wrote:


Montaigne, living in an age when speech was free, frequently touches upon subjects of delicacy. He is never morbid or offensive, but he is sometimes outspoken. At such moments, without any emphasis, Mr Ives simply allows his author to retain his own native speech until he ceases to be discreet. No method could be more praiseworthy.16


The implication is that the Victorian age is not free; subjects of delicacy have to be veiled. We constantly stumble across a sense of restriction in the matter of personal communication. Of Walter Pater, Gosse writes ‘his faith [in the human race] was never positive, nor would he trust it to read his secret thoughts’.17 Herbert Spencer in his Autobiography asserted simply that it would ‘be out of taste to address the public as though it consisted of personal friends’.18 While Anthony Trollope, in his autobiographical account of his life and work published in 1883, cautioned: ‘That I or any man should tell everything of himself I hold to be impossible. Who could endure to own the doing of a mean thing?’19 As for intimate relationships: ‘My marriage was like the marriage of other people and of no special interest to any one except my wife and me.’20 Any intrusion into private space was considered indiscreet and, ideally, the private should conform to the public expectation, to the virtuous and heroic and productive. In the Victorian period, autobiography, developed to a pitch of inwardness by Rousseau, became the medium for masked truths and guarded reflections. Indeed, autobiography was in danger of becoming more external memoir than the exposed exploration and recreation of the elusive self.

Edmund Gosse’s Father and Son, like its counterparts, Mill’s Autobiography (1873) and Mark Rutherford’s Autobiography (1881), is not written directly in the tradition of Rousseau or the earlier style of St Augustine. It belongs to its own age and country. Like a well-trained Englishman, Gosse has only to assert himself and he apologizes. If he proclaims, then he qualifies the proclamation out of existence. If he uncharacteristically expresses a powerful feeling he seeks immediately the first escape route he can find: all very English and, in particular, the inveterate disposition of the Victorian mind.

In her short study of Edmund Gosse, Virginia Woolf wrote perceptively:


Fear always seems to dog his footsteps. He dips his fingers with astonishing agility and speed into character, but if he finds something hot or gets hold of something large, he drops it and withdraws with the agility of a scalded cat… We know all that can be known by someone who is always a little afraid of being found out.

But if Gosse’s masterpiece and his portraits suffer from his inner regard for caution, much of the fault must be laid upon his age.21


Virginia Woolf defines the lack in the text and then places the text in context; the author does not only influence the public, the same public that he writes for can deeply influence him not only in what he presents but in how he does it. But, in a sense, contrary to Virginia Woolf’s judgement, the reader, particularly from another age, can know more than the author intends, can detect what he may be unwilling to tell, can read the private underground of the text as well as the polite public surface, and can find the autobiography within the autobiography. Before we embark on such analysis I must first establish that the work is autobiography, for the claim has been challenged and, moreover, in the last chapter of Father and Son, Gosse himself denied it.

In The Development of English Biography, a study to which we have already referred, Harold Nicolson claimed:


The book is not… a conventional biography; still less is it an autobiography. It is something entirely original; it is triumphant experiment in a new formula; it is a clinical examination of states of mind over a detached and limited period.22


One can, of course, see what Nicolson means. Both the title of the book and the subtitle, ‘A study of two temperaments’, would seem to substantiate the judgement that the book is not biography or autobiography, but an experimental form combining both. In his own Preface Gosse states that the work is a document diagnosing Puritanism and a study of intellectual and moral development. More, then, a formal documentary, than an intimate autobiography? (Doesn’t Gosse himself call it ‘a slice of life’?) This view is not to be dismissed, for the historical value of the text lies precisely in this realm. We will examine this conception of the book later. I only wish here to show that the book is significantly more than this and that its inherent shape and inspiration is, in fact, that of autobiography.

First, we have the evidence that Charteris provides concerning its genesis. According to Charteris, Gosse decided to write Father and Son at the suggestion of George Moore, a literary friend. Moore, having read Edmund Gosse’s conventional biography of his father, urged him to rewrite the story, but making the conflict between father and son central. Apparently, he pressed this notion of another work many times, but Edmund Gosse did not respond with animation until Moore suggested he should adopt the first person singular, the autobiographical mode par excellence. Such a work should not, Moore insisted, be based upon factual records but upon the recall of his own memory, it was to be the son’s view and it was to span the critical period between birth and his arrival in London at the age of seventeen. Once Gosse had perceived a personal and direct way of handling the material, he worked intensively and had completed Father and Son within a short period of time. The generative impulse was an autobiographical one; the first person singular was the key to the writing of the book.

Secondly, and as importantly, the text itself reads predominantly as autobiography. It is true that the book claims to offer us a study of two temperaments, but that study is not dispassionate and is always given from the son’s perspective. The father we see is the father the son sees. We never experience any of the conflict from inside the father’s position. He remains a more or less static figure who is judged according to the son’s categories. The son, in contrast, grows continuously until he finds and defends his own emancipation. At the front of the book Gosse placed his epigraph: Der Glaube ist wie die Liebe; er lasst sich nicht erzwingen: ‘Faith is like love: it does not let itself be forced.’ That epigraph is not disinterested and impartial. It embodies, as the whole book does, the son’s judgement of the father; it is the inexorable conclusion that the autobiographical narrative imposes.

There is, as Nicolson contends, an important historical and biographical element in Father and Son. There is a kind of objectivity. There are claims for scientific exactitude. It is also true that Gosse himself disowns the autobiographical form. And yet, without a doubt, the central story we are given is that of the son from his birth to the point of his departure from the family at seventeen. And the son is the writer of the book. Such a narrative can only be called autobiography.

Now let us turn to the work itself.


III



At the present hour, when fiction takes forms so ingenious and so specious, it is perhaps necessary to say that the following narrative, in all its parts, and so far as the punctilious attention of the writer has been able to keep it so, is scrupulously true.23



So opens the Preface to Father and Son. The insistence on clinical observation and exactitude runs like a steel girder through the Introduction. The word ‘document’ is italicized and is followed quickly by the words ‘record’ and ‘diagnosis’. The reader is presented with the image of the writer as naturalist conscientiously noting all the details of the particular specimen and setting it against the background of the environment. The author–scientist is determined not to have his perceptions corrupted by sentimental feelings or the possible bias of self-admiration or self-pity. Indeed in the first edition of the book, the Preface draws attention to the author’s anonymity:


As regards the anonymous writer himself, whether the reader does or does not recognize an old acquaintance, met with in quite other fields, is a matter of no importance. Here no effort has been made to conceal or identify.24


The work, it is insisted, is quite other than that of his ‘other fields’, his poetry and literary appreciation. (But the dogmatic assertiveness of the text fails to smother an obvious dilemma. Why, if there is ‘no effort to conceal or identify’ is the book published, in the first instance, anonymously?)

The first paragraphs of Chapter I continue in the same detached manner; it is as if the author is looking down on the two protagonists from a high vantage point, quite forgetting that he himself is one of them:


Of the two human beings here described… There came a time The struggle began soon. But to familiarize my readers with the condition of the two persons… and with the outlines of their temperaments… it is needful to open with some account…25


The method, then, is that of objective description. The writer works within the paradigm of the inductive sciences. One can see why Harold Nicolson concluded that the book was not conventional biography and still less autobiography. There are explanations for Gosse’s intentions. There is, for example, the literary influence of the French critic Sainte-Beuve about whom Gosse said ‘I am the disciple of one man and of one man only – Sainte-Beuve. No one else has been my master.’26 Sainte-Beuve had demanded that the critic should work as ‘a good naturalist in the vast domain of the human spirit’27 in order to classify the different orders and species of the human mind. Sainte-Beuve had also talked of the ‘unbridgeable differences between intellectual types, differences of blood, of temperament’.28

In these two notions of critic as naturalist and of the innate temperaments of individuals forming different species to be understood and classified, we can detect powerful influences on the formal construction and underlying conception of Father and Son. The notion of science must have been particularly attractive to Gosse for, by the end of the nineteenth century, many were claiming with increasing success that science was the sole way in which to arrive at any certainty in matters of truth. A commonsense inductive approach to life was beginning to prevail; arguments were to be resolved by reference to evidence and facts. As a study of the father Father and Son is, in part, the analysis of a man who could not, because of the power of ‘the turbid volume of superstition’,29 recognize the truth of the evidence under his very finger tips. The father ‘took one step in the service of truth, and then he drew back in an agony, and accepted the servitude of error’.30 What is missing in Father and Son, however, is any conscious recognition of different realms of meaning; thus the scientific is seen as true and the inductive approach adopted as the method of the book. Such a method allowed the author, seemingly in good faith, to exclude the full emotional detonation of the narrative. In a diagnosis and a record one keeps subjective elements under control. Thus Gosse found a way of appealing to the three main prejudices of his time: a desire for decorum and tact in private and emotional matters coupled with an inordinate belief in the power of the fact and the promise of progress.

As a documentary record we know, from other sources, that most of the facts are accurate. In the manner of a scrupulous biographer Gosse drew on all the accounts he could gather. He drew on the intimate diaries of his mother; on letters his father had written him; on an account entitled A Memorial of the Last Days on Earth of Emily Gosse which his father had circulated after her death. Furthermore Gosse had already published in 1890 a long formal biography of his father The Life of Philip Henry Gosse, FRS and therefore had a wealth of documented material to hand. We can discern the conscious approach of Father and Son: it is to be the work of a literary naturalist reconstructing, detail by detail, scrupulous fact by scrupulous fact, the social milieu and then to plot within it the forms of individual and innate behaviour. The impartial reconstruction requires that the author hold back any unruly squads of feeling and any imperious judgements of the heart. For this reason – at least at a conscious level – Gosse seems determined to be fair-minded, ready to qualify his own position, prepared to be judicious in the smallest matters. He also stands back from himself. In many of the early childhood memories, we sense the superior adult inspecting the folly of the once-child:


My theological misdeeds culminated, however, in an act so puerile and preposterous that I should not venture to record it if it did not throw some glimmerings of light on the subject which I have proposed to myself in writing these pages.31


‘Puerile’, ‘preposterous’; the words suggest that the adult would hardly sink to consider the misdeeds were it not for the scientific urge to record all relevant facts. One would hardly think in such passages that the author had once been that very child. The quite remarkable experiment in worship is dismissed as ‘this ridiculous act’.

The neutrality and remoteness which Gosse establishes in the Preface as the condition for the inquiry ensures a fidelity to outer detail, to encompassing context, to the actual chronological sequence of events. It gives the book an historical value. It paints in miniature a sharply drawn portrait of an age; it presents for our edification the behaviour of a provincial middle-class Puritan family; it conveys, above all, a sense of the traumatic scientific and religious ferment of the mid nineteenth century. (Darwin’s Origin of Species was published in 1859.) Anyone wishing to understand the psychological and theological dynamics of that upheaval could not go to a more valuable account than that given in Chapter V of Father and Son. Yet if this was all the book offered it would not be the classic it is. There is another energy in the writing which is not accounted for in Gosse’s clinical Preface. Indeed so crucial is this energy to the full understanding of the work that we are led to ask whether, in fact, the Preface is one of those linguistic screens referred to by Phyllis Grosskurth behind which writer and reader alike could shelter their vulnerable egos. Is the Preface a kind of defence against the half-hidden existential meaning of the book, a defence of which Gosse himself was strangely unaware? This question takes us into a deeper reading of the text.

Although Gosse’s style glides rather than penetrates, although it has a subtle propensity to skirt round and out of disconcerting experiences, although it easily digresses and qualifies, yet occasionally the reader confronts an emotion which is presented without defence. Of the death of his mother when the son is only seven, Gosse writes:



We had no cosy talk; often she was too weak to do more than pat my hand: her loud and almost constant cough terrified and harassed me. I felt, as I stood awkwardly and shyly, by her high bed, that I had shrunken into a very small and insignificant figure, that she was floating out of my reach, that all things, but I knew not what nor how, were coming to an end. She herself was not herself; her head that used to be held so erect, now rolled or sank upon the pillow; the sparkle was all extinguished from those bright, dear eyes. I could not understand it; I meditated long, long upon it all in my infantile darkness, in the garret, or in the little slip of a cold room where my bed was now placed; and a great, blind anger against I knew not what awakened in my soul.32


This is a most moving autobiographical evocation of pure feeling; everything about the inner experience is caught: the feeling of smallness, of loneliness, of desolation, of emptiness, of anger. It is rendered subjectivity, without the mask of irony, without the pretensions of scientific documentation. And it is this kind of subjectivity running underground through the text, erupting at unexpected points and explosively in the Epilogue, which calls for a second reading of the work. What we must try to do is to locate the unintended but latent significance of the narrative even where it contradicts the conscious and manifest intentions of the autobiographer.

In a typical passage at the opening of a paragraph in Chapter IX Gosse morally praises his father.


My father was very generous. He used to magnify any little effort that I made with stammering tongue… The whole thing, however, was artificial and was part of his restless inability to let well alone.33


Manifestly the intention is to honour the father, as would be expected by the audience, but the actual outcome is to negate the generosity. If it was ‘artificial’ and part of his inability to let well alone, in what lay the generosity? The high rhetoric of biography is used and quietly emptied of significance. Grylls, who has made the most perceptive study of Father and Son and who has analysed many of these curious contortions in which the manifest meaning is contradicted by the latent, writes:


His appraisals are expressed with civility and wit; he favours for his occasional strictures a tone of mild expostulation. And yet… here and there we sense something more intense; a discrepancy of judgement, a telling lapse of tone, a hint that not everything about his past has been so successfully subdued. We sense, surviving over the years, an animus against the father.34


The force of the autobiographical and subjective experience rises up and works somewhat subversively against the scientific intentions of the work. Feelings do not have the unambiguous and static nature of facts. Or, to put it another way, there are no ‘facts’ in family relationships which are not made up of the deep and dialectical flow of feelings, exposed, irrational, multi-layered and labile.

Let us take another example. In the Epilogue Gosse defensively declares that his father was ‘no fanatical monomaniac’ and then, only a few pages later, insists that the allegation he has dogmatically rejected, is, precisely, the one which best fits. Considering his father’s position, he writes with a directness which marks the Epilogue and isolates it from the main text:


There is something horrible, if we will bring ourselves to face it, in the fanaticism that can do nothing with this pathetic and fugitive existence of ours but treat it as if it were the uncomfortable ante-chamber to a palace which no one has explored and of the plan of which we know absolutely nothing.35


His father is not fanatical on one page but is so, by implication, on another (and indeed further back in the text, his volume Omphalos is dubbed as ‘fanatical’). Such contradictions in the author make strange ‘facts’ indeed, facts which disclose more than the son, no doubt, ever intended.

At the beginning of the Epilogue Edmund Gosse’s intention, once again, seems transparently clear:


This narrative, however, must not be allowed to close with the son in the foregound of the piece. If it has a value, that value consists in what light it may contrive to throw upon the unique and noble figure of my father.36


But does he execute what he promises? Once again, no. Not only in the very same paragraph is the father’s nobility negated by the references to his psychological cruelty (keeping ‘his Biblical bearing rein… incessantly busy’) but, even more shockingly, the Epilogue concentrates on the son’s response and ends triumphantly with his manifesto of emancipation:


No compromise, it is seen, was offered; no proposal of a truce would have been acceptable. It was a case of ‘Everything or Nothing’; and thus desperately challenged, the young man’s conscience threw off once for all the yoke of his ‘dedication’, and as respectfully as he could, without parade or remonstrance, he took a human being’s privilege to fashion his inner life for himself.37


The manifest intention of the work is to end with the Victorian panegyric to the eminent patriarch: unique and noble. At this critical and falsifying moment in the book I suggest that the unconscious thrust of the whole volume broke through the surface and made itself dramatically visible. The deeper purpose of the book was to justify the son’s act of freedom. I also suspect that the emotional ambivalence was so great in Gosse that he failed to notice the shocking contradiction between the first and the last paragraph of the Epilogue. Yet, emotionally, dynamically, autobiographically, it is the necessary and moving culmination of the book. Our second reading of the text places the author’s conscious intentions to one side and claims that the book is not primarily a study of two temperaments with an inductive approach to knowledge, but rather that it is the autobiographical account of how one of those temperaments, following the innate tendencies of its own nature, frees itself from submission to the other.

Such a definition of the main, if buried, purpose of the work, suggests a further but related way of interpreting the text. It can be read, as many other autobiographies, as a quest for individuation. Father and Son shows, perhaps more consistently than anything else, those stages of inner growth which make possible the eventual emancipation from the all-encompassing puritanical environment. ‘Certain leading features in each human soul are inherent to it and cannot be accounted for by suggestion or training,’38 Gosse maintains. Thus the son discovers his distinct sense of identity through a cumulative series of incidents which bring a sense of self coinciding with self and the experience of ‘rapture’.

These incidents happen. They are not engineered; they have no place in the planned environment, though they implicitly hold within them the promise of the future. The book is full of such resonant moments: the very early response to Uncle E. and to the smell of tobacco, the discovery of the two selves in the garden, the reading of the sensational novel in the attic, the witnessing of Punch and Judy, the first awed response to the sea, the listening to his father’s reading of Virgil, the discovery of Tom Cringle’s Log, the reading of the funereal poets in the garden, the exposure to The Tempest, the buying of the poetry books, the violent attraction to the pagan statues. All of these moments confirm, enhance and extend the son’s sense of self. Against this emergent if highly vulnerable sense of self operated the organized pressures of the Puritan environment and the indomitable will power of his father. The struggle is, then, that between authenticity and compliance. Edmund Gosse moves uneasily between the two; now adapting to the dictates of the father; now responding, with lyrical delight, to the surfacing elements of his own nature; now cunningly adopting the mask of ‘unctuous conformity’ to secure his own ends; now losing his own identity completely in the external environment. From this perspective, the book is about the struggle of the self, in a hostile environment, to become itself. The Epilogue is the manifesto for the dim struggle recorded in the book. If our first reading takes the Preface as its starting point; then our second reading puts its interpretive weight upon the closing section.

In a letter written to Sydney Holland and dated 15 January 1908 Gosse, reflecting on the purpose of Father and Son, wrote:


To tell the truth, what I should like to think my book might be – if the idea is not one of too great temerity – is a call to people to face the fact that the old faith is now impossible to sincere and intelligent minds, and that we must courageously face the difficulty of following entirely different ideals in moving towards the higher life But what ideals, or (what is more important) what discipline can we substitute for the splendid metallic rigour of an earlier age?


There must be found some guiding power, influencing artists, financiers, the meditative and imaginative, the self-centred, and the speculative alike.39



It is typical that in the letter Gosse is unable to elaborate fully upon the nature of this ‘guiding power’. Could he have meant the guiding principle of individuation? Did he mean that individuals must now find the meaning of their own lives within their own existence, within the strange dynamics and inner necessity of self-realization? What other ‘guiding power’ exists in the book? (Again, we notice how the claim in the letter conflicts with the Preface of Father and Son.) In the same year Gosse wrote to Robert Ross:


I detest nothing so much as the cliché in mankind And more and more personal liberty becomes a passion, almost a fanaticism with me Less and less can I endure the idea of punishing a man – who is not cruel – because he is unlike other men. Probably if the hideous new religion of Science does not smother all liberty, we are in the darkness before the dawn of a humane and intelligent recognition of-the right to differences.40


Our second reading of Father and Son suggests that the book is very much about ‘the right to differences’ and that it offers a somewhat screened autobiographical account of the individuation process in action.

Fortunately, we do not have to choose between the two readings: the historical and the autobiographical. Both possess a kind of validity; both have their place. However, as readers, we can also move along the line of friction between them and come to understand more about the author and his society than, perhaps, was ever intended.





PREFACE

At the present hour, when fiction takes forms so ingenious and so specious, it is perhaps necessary to say that the following narrative, in all its parts, and so far as the punctilious attention of the writer has been able to keep it so, is scrupulously true. If it were not true, in this strict sense, to publish it would be to trifle with all those who may be induced to read it. It is offered to them as a document, as a record of educational and religious conditions which, having passed away,, will never return. In this respect, as the diagnosis of a dying Puritanism, it is hoped that the narrative will not be altogether without significance.

It offers, too, in a subsidiary sense, a study of the development of moral and intellectual ideas during the progress of infancy. These have been closely and conscientiously noted, and may have some value in consequence of the unusual conditions in which they were produced. The author has observed that those who have written about the facts of their own childhood have usually delayed to note them down until age has dimmed their recollections. Perhaps an even more common fault in such autobiographies is that they are sentimental, and are falsified by self-admiration and self-pity. The writer of these recollections has thought that if the examination of his earliest years was to be undertaken at all, it should be attempted while his memory is still perfectly vivid and while he is still unbiased by the forgetfulness or the sensibility of advancing years.

At one point only has there been any tampering with precise fact. It is believed that, with the exception of the Son, there is but one person mentioned in this book who is still alive. Nevertheless, it has been thought well, in order to avoid any appearance of offence, to alter the majority of the proper names of the private persons spoken of.

It is not usual, perhaps, that the narrative of a spiritual struggle should mingle merriment and humour with a discussion of the most solemn subjects. It has, however, been inevitable that they should be so mingled in this narrative. It is true that most funny books try to be funny throughout, while theology is scandalized if it awakens a single smile. But life is not constituted thus, and this book is nothing if it is not a genuine slice of life. There was an extraordinary mixture of comedy and tragedy in the situation which is here described, and those who are affected by the pathos of it will not need to have it explained to them that the comedy was superficial and the tragedy essential.

September 1907


CHAPTER I

This book is the record of a struggle between two temperaments, two consciences and almost two epochs. It ended, as was inevitable, in disruption. Of the two human beings here described, one was born to fly backward, the other could not help being carried forward. There came a time when neither spoke the same language as the other, or encompassed the same hopes, or was fortified by the same desires. But, at least, it is some consolation to the survivor, that neither, to the very last hour, ceased to respect the other, or to regard him with a sad indulgence.

The affection of these two persons was assailed by forces in comparison with which the changes that health or fortune or place introduce are as nothing. It is a mournful satisfaction, but yet a satisfaction, that they were both of them able to obey the law which says that ties of close family relationship must be honoured and sustained. Had it not been so, this story would never have been told.

The struggle began soon, yet of course it did not begin in early infancy. But to familiarize my readers with the conditions of the two persons (which were unusual) and with the outlines of their temperaments (which were, perhaps innately, antagonistic), it is needful to open with some account of all that I can truly and independently recollect, as well as with some statements Which are, as will be obvious, due to household tradition.

My parents were poor gentlefolks; not young; solitary, sensitive, and although they did not know it, proud. They both belonged to what is called the Middle Class, and there was this further resemblance between them that they each descended from families which had been more than well-to-do in the eighteenth century, and had gradually sunken in fortune. In both houses there had been a decay of energy which had led to decay in wealth. In the case of my Father’s family it had been a slow decline; in that of my Mother’s, it had been rapid. My maternal grandfather was born wealthy, and in the opening years of the nineteenth century, immediately after his marriage, he bought a little estate in North Wales, on the slopes of Snowdon. Here he seems to have lived in a pretentious way, keeping a pack of hounds and entertaining on an extravagant scale. He had a wife who encouraged him in this vivid life, and three children, my Mother and her two brothers. His best trait was his devotion to the education of his children, in which he proclaimed himself a disciple of Rousseau.1 But he can hardly have followed the teaching of ‘Émile’ very closely, since he employed tutors to teach his daughter, at an extremely early age, the very subjects which Rousseau forbade, such as history, literature and foreign languages.

My Mother was his special favourite, and his vanity did its best to make a blue-stocking of her. She read Greek, Latin and even a little Hebrew, and, what was more important, her mind was trained to be self-supporting. But she was diametrically opposed in essential matters to her easy-going, luxurious and self-indulgent parents. Reviewing her life in her thirtieth year, she remarked in some secret notes: ‘I cannot recollect the time when I did not love religion.’ She used a still more remarkable expression: ‘If I must date my conversion from my first wish and trial to be holy, I may go back to infancy; if I am to postpone it till after my last wilful sin, it is scarcely yet begun.’ The irregular pleasures of her parents’ life were deeply distasteful to her, as such were to many young persons in those days of the wide revival of Conscience, and when my grandfather, by his reckless expenditure, which he never checked till ruin was upon him, was obliged to sell his estate, and live in penury, my Mother was the only member of the family who did not regret the change. For my own part, I believe I should have liked my reprobate maternal grandfather, but his conduct was certainly very vexatious. He died, in his eightieth year, when I was nine months old.

It was a curious coincidence that life had brought both my parents along similar paths to an almost identical position in respect to religious belief. She had started from the Anglican standpoint, he from the Wesleyan, and each, almost without counsel from others, and after varied theological experiments, had come to take up precisely the same attitude towards all divisions of the Protestant Church, that, namely, of detached and unbiased contemplation. So far as the sects agreed with my Father and my Mother, the sects were walking in the light; wherever they differed from them, they had slipped more or less definitely into a penumbra of their own making, a darkness into which neither of my parents would follow them. Hence, by a process of selection, my Father and my Mother alike had gradually, without violence, found themselves shut outside all Protestant communions, and at last they met only with a few extreme Calvinists like themselves, on terms of what may almost be called negation – with no priest, no ritual, no festivals, no ornament of any kind, nothing but the Lord’s Supper and the exposition of Holy Scripture drawing these austere spirits into any sort of cohesion. They called themselves ‘the Brethren’, simply; a title enlarged by the world outside into ‘Plymouth Brethren’.2

It was accident and similarity which brought my parents together at these meetings of the Brethren. Each was lonely, each was poor, each was accustomed to a strenuous intellectual self-support. He was nearly thirty-eight, she was past forty-two, when they married. From a suburban lodging, he brought her home to his mother’s little house in the north-east of London without a single day’s honeymoon. My Father was a zoologist, and a writer of books on natural history; my Mother also was a writer, author already of two slender volumes of religious verse – the earlier of which, I know not how, must have enjoyed some slight success, since a second edition was printed – afterwards she devoted her pen to popular works of edification. But how infinitely removed in their aims, their habits, their ambitions from ‘literary’ people of the present day, words are scarcely adequate to describe. Neither knew nor cared about any manifestation of current literature. For each there had been no poet later than Byran, and neither had read a romance since, in childhood, they had dipped into the Waverley Novels3 as they appeared in succesion. For each the various forms of imaginative and scientific literature were merely means of improvement and profit, which kept the student ‘out of the world’, gave him full employment, and enabled him to maintain himself. But pleasure was found nowhere but in the Word of God, and to the endless discussion of the Scriptures each hurried when the day’s work was over.

In this strange household the advent of a child was not welcomed, but was borne with resignation. The event was thus recorded in my Father’s diary:



E. delivered of a son. Received green swallow from Jamaica.



This entry has caused amusement, as showing that he was as much interested in the bird as in the boy. But this does not follow; what the wording exemplifies is my Father’s extreme punctilio. The green swallow arrived later in the day than the son, and the earlier visitor was therefore recorded first; my Father was scrupulous in every species of arrangement.

Long afterwards, my Father told me that my Mother suffered much in giving birth to me, and that, uttering no cry, I appeared to be dead. I was laid, with scant care, on another bed in the room, while all anxiety and attention were concentrated on my Mother. An old woman who happened to be there, and who was unemployed, turned her thoughts to me, and tried to awake in me a spark of vitality. She succeeded, and she was afterwards complimented by the doctor on her cleverness. My Father could not – when he told me the story – recollect the name of my preserver. I have often longed to know who she was. For all the rapture of life, for all its turmoils, its anxious desires, its manifold pleasures, and even for its sorrow and suffering, I bless and praise that anonymous old lady from the bottom of my heart.

It was six weeks before my Mother was able to leave her room. The occasion was made a solemn one, and was attended by a species of Churching. Mr Balfour, a valued minister of the denomination, held a private service in the parlour, and ‘prayed for our child, that he may be the Lord’s’. This was the opening act of that ‘dedication’ which was never henceforward forgotten, and of which the following pages will endeavour to describe the results. Around my tender and unconscious spirit was flung the luminous web, the light and elastic but impermeable veil, which was hoped would keep me ‘unspotted from the world’.

Until this time my Father’s mother had lived in the house and taken the domestic charges of it on her own shoulders. She now consented to leave us to ourselves. There was no question that her exodus was a relief to my Mother, since my paternal grandmother was a strong and masterful woman, buxom, choleric and practical, for whom the interests of the mind did not exist. Her daughter-in-law, gentle as she was, and ethereal in manner and appearance – strangely contrasted (no doubt), in her tinctures of gold hair and white skin, with my grandmother’s bold carnations and black tresses – was yet possessed of a will like tempered steel. They were better friends apart, with my grandmother lodged hard by, in a bright room, her household gods and bits of excellent eighteenth-century furniture around her, her miniatures and sparkling china arranged on shelves.

Left to my Mother’s sole care, I became the centre of her solicitude. But there mingled with those happy animal instincts which sustain the strength and patience of every human mother and were fully present with her – there mingled with these certain spiritual determinations which can be but rare. They are, in their outline, I suppose, vaguely common to many religious mothers, but there are few indeed who fill up the sketch with so firm a detail as she did. Once again I am indebted to her secret notes, in a little locked volume, seen until now, nearly sixty years later, by no eye save her own. Thus she wrote when I was two months old:


We have given him to the Lord; and we trust that He will really manifest him to be His own, if he grow up; and if the Lord take him early, we will not doubt that he is taken to Himself. Only, if it please the Lord to take him, I do trust we may be spared seeing him suffering in lingering illness and much pain. But in this as in all things His will is better than what we can choose. Whether his life be prolonged or not, it has already been a blessing to us, and to the saints, in leading us to much prayer, and bringing us into varied need and some trial.


The last sentence is somewhat obscure to me. How, at that tender age, I contrived to be a blessing ‘to the saints’ may surprise others and puzzles myself. But ‘the saints’ was the habitual term by which were indicated the friends who met on Sunday Mornings for Holy Communion, and at many other times in the week for prayer and discussion of the Scriptures, in the small hired hall at Hackney, which my parents attended. I suppose that the solemn dedication of me to the Lord, which was repeated in public in my Mother’s arms, being by no means a usual or familiar ceremony even among the Brethren, created a certain curiosity and fervour in the immediate services, or was imagined so to do by the fond, partial heart of my Mother. She, however, who had been so much isolated, now made the care of her child an excuse for retiring still further into silence. With those religious persons who met at the Room, as the modest chapel was called, she had little spiritual and no intellectual sympathy. She noted:


I do not think it would increase my happiness to be in the midst of the saints at Hackney. I have made up my mind to give myself up to Baby for the winter, and to accept no invitations. To go when I can to the Sunday morning meetings and to see my own Mother.


The monotony of her existence now became extreme, but she seems to have been happy. Her days were spent in taking care of me, and in directing one young servant. My Father was for ever in his study, writing, drawing, dissecting; sitting, no doubt, as I grew afterwards accustomed to see him, absolutely motionless, with his eye glued to the microscope, for twenty minutes at a time. So the greater part of every week-day was spent, and on Sunday he usually preached one, and sometimes two extempore sermons. His work-day labours were rewarded by the praise of the learned world, to which he was indifferent, but by very little money, which he needed more. For over three years after their marriage, neither of my parents left London for a single day, not being able to afford to travel. They received scarcely any visitors, never ate a meal away from home, never spent an evening in social intercourse abroad. At night they discussed theology, read aloud to one another, or translated scientific brochures from French or German. It sounds a terrible life of pressure and deprivation, and that it was physically unwholesome there can be no shadow of a doubt. But their contentment was complete and unfeigned In the midst of this, materially, the hardest moment of their lives, when I was one year old, and there was a question of our leaving London, my Mother recorded in her secret notes:


We are happy and contented, having all things needful and pleasant, and our present habitation is hallowed by many sweet associations. We have our house to ourselves and enjoy each other’s society If we move we shall no longer be alone. The situation may be more favourable, however, for Baby, as being more in the country. I desire to have no choice in the matter, but as I know not what would be for our good, and God knows, so I desire to leave it with Him, and if it is not His will we should move, He will raise objections and difficulties, and if it is His will He will make Henry [my Father] desirous and anxious to take the step, and then, whatever the result, let us leave all to Him and not regret it.


No one who is acquainted with the human heart will mistake this attitude of resignation for weakness of purpose. It was not poverty of will, it was abnegation, it was a voluntary act. My Mother, underneath an exquisite amenity of manner, concealed a rigour of spirit which took the form of a constant self-denial. For it to dawn upon her consciousness that she wished for something, was definitely to renounce that wish, or, more exactly, to subject it in everything to what she conceived to be the will of God.

This is perhaps the right moment for me to say that at this time, and indeed until the hour of her death, she exercised, without suspecting it, a magnetic power over the will and nature of my Father. Both were strong, but my Mother was unquestionably the stronger of the two; it was her mind which gradually drew his to take up a certain definite position, and this remained permanent although she, the cause of it, was early removed. Hence, while it was with my Father that the long struggle which I have to narrate took place, behind my Father stood the ethereal memory of my Mother’s will, guiding him, pressing him, holding him to the unswerving purpose which she had formed and defined. And when the inevitable disruption came, what was unspeakably painful was to realize that it was not from one, but from both parents that the purpose of the child was separated.

My Mother was a Puritan in grain, and never a word escaped her, not a phrase exists in her diary, to suggest that she had any privations to put up with. She seemed strong and well, and so did I; the one of us who broke down was my Father. With his attack of acute nervous dyspepsia came an unexpected small accession of money, and we were able, in my third year, to take a holiday of nearly ten months in Devonshire. The extreme seclusion, the unbroken strain, were never repeated, and when we returned to London, it was to conditions of greater amenity and to a less rigid practice of ‘the world forgetting by the world forgot’. That this relaxation was more relative than positive, and that nothing ever really tempted either of my parents from their cavern in an intellectual Thebaïd,4 my recollections will amply prove. But each of them was forced by circumstances into a more or less public position, and neither could any longer quite ignore the world around.

It is not my business here to re-write the biographies of my parents Each of them became, in a certain measure, celebrated, and each was the subject of a good deal of contemporary discussion. Each was prominent before the eyes of a public of his or her own, half a century ago. It is because their minds were vigorous and their accomplishments distinguished that the contrast between their spiritual point of view and the aspect of a similar class of persons today is interesting and may, I hope, be instructive. But this is not another memoir of public individuals, each of whom has had more than one biographer.5 My serious duty, as I venture to hold it, is other;6



that’s the world’s side,

Thus men saw them, praised them, thought they knew them!

There, in turn, I stood aside and praised them!

Out of my own self, I dare to phrase it.



But this is a different inspection, this is a study of


the other side, the novel

Silent silver lights and darks undreamed of,



the record of a state of soul once not uncommon in Protestant Europe, of which my parents were perhaps the latest consistent exemplars among people of light and leading.

The peculiarities of a family life, founded upon such principles, are, in relation to a little child, obvious; but I may be permitted to recapitulate them. Here was perfect purity, perfect intrepidity, perfect abnegation; yet there was also narrowness, isolation, an absence of perspective, let it be boldly admitted, an absence of humanity. And there was a curious mixture of humbleness and arrogance; entire resignation to the will of God and not less entire disdain of the judgement and opinion of man. My parents founded every action, every attitude, upon their interpretation of the Scriptures, and upon the guidance of the Divine Will as revealed to them by direct answer to prayer. Their ejaculation in the face of any dilemma was, ‘Let us cast it before the Lord!’

So confident were they of the reality of their intercourse with God, that they asked for no other guide. They recognized no spiritual authority among men, they subjected themselves to no priest or minister, they troubled their consciences about no current manifestation of ‘religious opinion’. They lived in an intellectual cell, bounded at its sides by the walls of their own house, but open above to the very heart of the uttermost heavens.

This, then, was the scene in which the soul of a little child was planted, not as in an ordinary open flower-border or carefully tended social parterre,7 but as on a ledge, split in the granite of some mountain. The ledge was hung between night and the snows on one hand, and the dizzy depths of the world upon the other; was furnished with just soil enough for a gentian to struggle skywards and open its stiff azure stars; and offered no lodgement, no hope of salvation, to any rootlet which should stray beyond its inexorable limits.
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