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Considered merely as l i terary fashions, romant ic i sm and real­
ism are bo th t r icks , and tr icks alone. The only advantage lies w i t h 
romant ic i sm, wh ich is a l i t t le less a r t i f i c i a l and technical than real­
ism. F o r the great m a j o r i t y o f people here and now do natura l ly 
wri te romant ic i sm, as we see it in a love-letter, or a diary, or a 
quarrel , and nobody on earth natural ly writes realism as we see it in 
a descript ion by Flaubert . But bo th are technical dodges and real­
ism only the more eccentric. I t is a t r i ck to make things happen 
harmonious ly always, and it is a t r i ck to make them always happen 
discordant ly . I t is a t r i ck to make a heroine, i n the act o f accepting 
a lover, suddenly aureoled by a chance burst o f sunshine, and then 
to call it romance. But i t is quite as much o f a t r i ck to make her, i n 
the act o f accepting a lover, drop her umbrel la , or t r i p over a has­
sock, and then call i t the bold plain realism o f l i fe . I f any one wishes 
to satisfy himself as to how excessively l i t t le this technical realism 
has to do, I do not say w i t h p r o f o u n d reality, but even w i t h casual 
t r u t h to l i fe , let h i m make a simple experiment offered to h i m by 
the history o f l i terature. Let h i m ask what is o f a l l English books 
the book most f u l l o f this masterly technical realism, most f u l l o f a l l 
these arresting details, a l l these convincing irrelevancies, a l l these 
impedimenta o f prosaic l i fe ; and then as fa r as t r u t h to l i fe is con­
cerned he w i l l f i n d that i t is a story about men as big as houses and 
men as small as dandelions, about horses w i t h human souls and an 
island that f lew l ike a bal loon. 

We can never understand a wr i te r o f the o ld romant ic school, 
even i f he is as great and splendid as Dickens is great and splendid, 
u n t i l we realise this pre l iminary fact to which I have drawn atten­
t i o n . The fact that these merely technical changes are merely techni­
cal, and have no th ing whatever to do w i t h the force and t r u t h 
behind. We are bound to f i n d a considerable amount o f Dickens's 
w o r k , especially the pathetic and heroic passages, a r t i f i c i a l and 
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pompous . But that is only because we are f a r enough o f f his t r i ck 
or device to see that i t is such. Our o w n t r i ck and device we believe 
to be as natura l as the eternal hil ls . I t is no more natural , even 
when compared w i t h the Dickens devices, than a rockery is natural , 
even when compared w i t h a D u t c h f lower bed. The t ime w i l l come 
when the wildest upheaval o f Zola ism, when the most abrupt and 
co l loqu ia l dialogue o f Norwegian drama, w i l l appear a f ine o ld 
piece o f charming af fec ta t ion , a stilted minuet o f l i terature, l ike 
l i t t l e Ne l l i n the churchyard , or the repentance o f the white-haired 
Dombey . A l l their catchwords w i l l have become catchwords; the 
professor's explanations o f heredity w i l l have the mel low, foo l i sh 
sound o f the vi l la in 's curses against destiny. A n d in that t ime men 
w i l l f o r the f i r s t t ime become aware o f the real t r u t h and m a g n i f i ­
cence o f Zo la and Ibsen, jus t as we, i f we are wise, are now becom­
ing aware o f the real t r u th and magnificence o f Dickens. 

This is even more true i f we look f i rs t at that fundamenta l 
op t imis t ic feel ing about l i fe , wh ich as i t has been of ten and t r u l y 
said is the ma in essence o f Dickens. I f Dickens's op t imi sm had 
merely been a matter o f happy endings, reconciliations, and orange 
f lowers , i t w o u l d be a mere superficial art or craf t . But i t w o u l d 
not , as in the case discussed above, be in any way more superficial 
than the pessimism o f the modern episode, or short story, which is 
an a f f a i r o f bad endings, disil lusionments, and arsenic. The t r u t h 
about l i f e is that j o y and sorrow are mingled in an almost r h y t h m i ­
cal a l te rnat ion l ike day and night . The whole o f opt imis t ic tech­
nique consists i n the dodge o f breaking o f f the story at dawn, and 
the whole o f pessimistic technique i n the art o f breaking o f f the 
story at dusk. But wherever and whenever mere artists choose to 
consider the matter ended, the matter is never ended, and t rouble 
and exu l t a t ion go on i n a design larger than any o f ours, neither 
vanishing at a l l . Beyond our greatest happiness there lie dangers, 
and after our greatest dangers there remaineth a rest. 

But the element in Dickens wh ich we are forced to call by the 
foo l i sh and unmanageable w o r d op t imi sm is a very much deeper 
and more real matter than any question o f p lo t and conclusion. I f 
M r . P ickwick had been drowned when he fe l l th rough the ice; i f 
M r . D i c k Swiveller had never recovered f r o m the fever, these catas­
trophes might have been art ist ically inappropriate , but they w o u l d 
not have suff iced to make the stories sad. I f Sam Weiler had com-
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mit ted suicide f r o m religious dif f icul t ies , i f Florence Dombey had 
been murdered (most jus t ly murdered) by Captain Cutt le, the stories 
w o u l d s t i l l be the happiest stories i n the w o r l d . For their happiness 
is a state o f the soul; a state i n wh ich our natures are f u l l o f the 
wine o f an ancient you th , i n which banquets last f o r ever, and roads 
lead everywhere, where a l l things are under the exuberant leadership 
o f f a i t h , hope, and charity, the three gayest o f the virtues. 

There is, o f course, an op t imism which is evil and debasing, 
and to this it must be confessed that Dickens sometimes descends. 
The worst op t imism is that which , i n making things comfortable , 
prevents them f r o m becoming j o y f u l ; i t bears the same relat ion to 
an essential and true op t imism that the pleasure o f s i t t ing in an 
arm-chair bears to the pleasure o f s i t t ing on a ga l loping horse. I t is 
the op t imi sm which denies that burn ing hurts a martyr . M o r e pro­
f o u n d l y considered, i t may be called the op t imism which , in order 
to give a being more l i fe , denies h i m his ind iv idua l Hfe; in order to 
give h i m more pleasure, denies h i m his especial pleasure. I t offers 
the hunter repose, and the student pleasure, and the poet an expla­
na t ion . Dickens, as I have said, sometimes f e l l in to this. N o t h i n g 
could be more atrocious, f o r instance, than his course o f act ion i n 
concluding " D a v i d Copper f ie ld" w i t h an account o f the great 
Micawber at last f i n d i n g wealth and success as a mayor in Aust ra­
l ia . Micawber w o u l d never succeed; never ought to succeed; his 
k i n g d o m was not o f this w o r l d . His mind to h i m a k ingdom was; he 
was one o f those splendid and t r i umphan t poor , who have the 
facul ty o f captur ing, w i thou t a coin o f money or a stroke o f w o r k , 
that ul t imate sense o f possessing wealth and luxury , which is the 
only reward o f the toils and crimes o f the r ich . I t is but a sentiment 
after a l l , this idea o f money, and a poor man who is also a poet, 
l ike Micawber , may f i n d a short cut to i t . T o make such a man, 
after a m i l l i o n mental t r iumphs over material circumstances, 
become the mere pauper and dependant o f material success, is 
something more than an artistic blunder: i t is a mora l lapse; i t is a 
wicked and blasphemous th ing to have done. The end o f " D a v i d 
Copper f i e ld" is not a happy ending; i t is a very miserable ending. 
To make Micawber a mayor is about as satisfying a te rminat ion as 
it w o u l d be to make Sir Lancelot after Ar thur ' s death become a 
po rk butcher or a mi l l iona i re , or to make Enoch A r d e n grow fa t 
and m a r r y an heiress. There is a sa t i s fac t ion tha t is f a r more 
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depressing than any tragedy. A n d the essence o f i t , as I have said, 
lies i n the fact that i t violates the real and p r o f o u n d phi losophica l 
o p t i m i s m o f the universe, w h i c h has given to each th ing its i ncom­
municable air and its strange reason f o r l iv ing . I t offers instead, 
another j o y or peace which is alien and nauseous; i t offers grass to 
the dog and f i r e to the fishes. I t is, indeed, i n the same t r a d i t i o n as 
that cruel and detestable kindness to animals, wh ich has been one 
o f the disgraces o f humani ty : f r o m the modern lady who pulls a f a t 
dog on a chain t h r o u g h a crowded highway, back to the R o m a n 
Caesar w h o fed his horse on wine, and made i t a po l i t i ca l 
magistrate. 

The same error i n an even more irreverent f o r m occurs, o f 
course, i n the same book. The essence o f the Dickens genius was 
exaggeration, and i n that general sense Dora , i n " D a v i d Copper-
f i e l d , " may be called an exaggerated character; but she is an 
extremely real and an extremely agreeable character f o r a l l that . 
She is supposed to be very weak and ineffec tual , but she has about 
a hundred times more personal character than al l Dickens's wax­
w o r k heroines put together, the unendurable Agnes by no means 
excluded. I t almost passes comprehension how a man who could 
conceive such a character should so insult i t , as Dickens does, i n 
m a k i n g D o r a recommend her husband's second marriage w i t h 
Agnes. D o r a , w h o stands f o r the p r o f o u n d and exquisite i r r a t iona l ­
i ty o f simple a f fec t ion , is made the author o f a piece o f priggish and 
dehumanised ra t ional ism which is w o r t h y o f Miss Agnes herself. 
One could easily respect such a husband when he marr ied again, 
but surely not such a w i f e when she desired i t . The t r u t h is, o f 
course, that here again Dickens is f o l l o w i n g his evil genius w h i c h 
bade h i m make those he loved comfor table instead o f happy. I t may 
seem at f i r s t sight a paradox to say that the special f au l t o f o p t i m ­
ism is a lack o f f a i t h i n God : but so i t is. There are some w h o m we 
should not seek to make comfor tab le : their appeasement is i n more 
a w f u l hands. There are confl icts , the reconcil iat ion o f which lies 
beyond the powers not on ly o f human e f f o r t but o f human ra t iona l 
conception. One o f them is the reconci l ia t ion between good and evi l 
themselves i n the scheme o f nature; another is the reconci l ia t ion o f 
D o r a and Agnes. T o say that we k n o w they w i l l be reconciled is 
f a i t h ; to say that we see that they w i l l be reconciled is blasphemy. 
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Dickens was, o f course, as is repeated ad nauseam, a caricatu­
rist, and when we have understood this w o r d we have understood 
the whole matter; but i n t r u t h the w o r d , caricaturist , is c o m m o n l y 
misunderstood; i t is even, in the case o f men l ike Dickens, used as 
i m p l y i n g a reproach. Whereas it has no more reproach in i t than 
the w o r d organist. Caricature is not merely an impor tan t f o r m o f 
art; it is a f o r m o f art which is of ten most usefull f o r purposes o f pro­
f o u n d phi losophy and p o w e r f u l symbol ism. The age o f scepticism 
put caricature in to ephemeral feuilletons; but the ages o f f a i t h bui l t 
caricatures in to their churches o f everlasting stone. One ext raordi ­
nary idea has been constantly repeated, the idea that i t is very easy 
to make a mere caricature o f anything. As a matter o f fact i t is 
ex t raord inar i ly d i f f i c u l t , f o r it implies a knowledge o f what part o f 
a t h ing to caricature. To reproduce the propor t ions o f a face, 
exactly as they are, is a comparat ively safe adventure; to arrange 
those features i n an en t i r e ly new p r o p o r t i o n , and yet r e t a in 
a resemblance, argues a very delicate inst inct f o r what features 
are really the characteristic and essential ones. Caricature is only 
easy when i t so happens that the people depicted, l ike Cyrano de 
Bergerac, are more or less caricatures themselves. I n other words 
caricature is only easy when it does not caricature very much. But 
to see an ord inary intelligent face i n the street, and to know that, 
w i t h the nose three times as long and the head twice as broad, i t 
w i l l s t i l l be a s tar t l ing likeness, argues a p r o f o u n d insight in to t r u th . 
"Car icature ," said Sir W i l l o u g h b y Patterne, i n his fatuous way, "is 
rough t r u t h . " I t is not ; i t is subtle t r u t h . This is what gives Dickens 
his unquestionable place among artists. He realised thorough ly a 
certain phase or atmosphere o f existence, and he knew the precise 
strokes and touches that w o u l d b r ing i t home to the reader. That 
Dickens phase or atmosphere may be roughly defined as the phase 
o f a v i v i d sociabil i ty i n which every man becomes unusually and 
star t l ingly himself. A good caricature w i l l sometimes seem more like 
the o r ig ina l than the or ig ina l ; so i t is i n the greatest moments o f 
social l i fe . He is an unfor tunate man, a man unf i t ted to value l i fe 
and certainly un f i t t ed to value Dickens, who has not sat at some 
table or talked in some company i n which every one was in character, 
each a beaut i fu l caricature o f himself. 
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