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INTRODUCTION

IT has long been a commonplace of literary criticism to
deplore the diversity and the enormous volume of
Mr. Hilaire Belloc’s work, and to suggest that if he had
written less, and within a narrower range of subiject, he
would have written better. That large, ill-educated public
which is the outcome of compulsory education likes its
favourites to write the same book over and over again,
once a year; and in an age of specialists, many critics find
difficulty in believing that a man who has done so many
different things with his pen as Mr. Belloc, and at such a
pace, can have done them all well. Asked once why he
wrote so many books of all kinds, Mr. Belloc is said to have
replied, ‘Because my children are howling for pearls and
caviare.” A less sophisticated explanation can be found after
a study of his work. The possessor of an exceptionally well-
stocked mind in a strong and healthy body, he has written
about everything that engages his intellect or his emotions.
His interests being manifold, and of a vigorous quality, the
result has been more than a hundred books, covering almost
every department of literature. To such a writer the essay
1s a godsend. It enables him to overflow from his books.
For the essay is a short piece of prose in which the author
reveals himself in relation to any subject under the sun.
The driving force of a good essay, that by which it lives
and moves, is the character of its author. There are a
hundred kinds of essay, because it is an intensely personal
form of art, but whatever his method, the essayist discloses
his own character. With Montaigne or Lamb or Stevenson
it is done intentionally. With Macaulay or Matthew Arnold
it is done unintentionally.

Mr. Belloc’s essays, whatever the subject, whatever the
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treatment, whatever the mood, are every one of them
stamped indelibly with the mark of 2 man who, delighting
in debate and by temperament in sympathy with the sceptic,
yet has certain iron convictions on the nature of man;
whence he comes, what he is, why he is here, whither he is
bound. In other words his essays, like the whole body of
his writings, are the work of a militant Catholic. Having
the old religion of Europe, he sees Europe from inside, and
knows what the decay of that religion has meant to the
ordinary man and woman of our time. Hazlitt’s remark
about Montaigne, that he had the courage to say as a writer
what he felt as a man, can be applied to Mr. Belloc, if one
substitutes ‘thought’ for ‘felt’. The fully developed philo-
sophy which is his provides him with a fixed standard of
judgement, which he never deserts. He proclaims his beliefs
loudly and insistently, and he has been able to see, in his
own lifetime, the effect of his combative attitude, particu-
larly in the department of history. His influence is spread-
ing, as one would expect, since we have before our eyes
to-day the result of an almost world-wide experiment in
living as though man were sufficient to himself, and had no
need to acknowledge his Creator.

But though there is this stout thread running through his
essays, and connecting them with one another, there is never
a shadow of monotony. They go from sheer boisterous
high spirits to melancholy meditation, from the formally
didactic to the colloquial. Some are informative, others
contemplative, yet others gaily fantastic. One will carry you
with the rush of a good joke that must be shared, another
will move you or uplift you, as music moves or uplifts. You
meet a2 mind deeply interested in men and things, 2 mind
which has digested a considerable experience of both. You
f'm{d that travel and history are inseparable companions in this
mind, which seeks to understand and interpret the present
by a knowledge of the past. You note, as characteristics
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of the author, a profound respect for tradition and a
distrust of the entire modern hullabaloo about progress;
a hatred of pretentiousness, hypocrisy, and priggishness; a
contempt for muddled thinking; active enjoyment of living,
and an insatiable appetite for discovery in travel, in reading,
and 1n observation of his fellow men; an ardent love of the
Roman foundation, of English landscape, of French energy.

The reader will also, I think, be aware of a recurrent
theme in the essays, intimately connected with those certi-
tudes which Mr. Belloc’s religion has given him. It is the
old theme of the poets, the brevity of human life; beauty
fugitive, joy transient, friendship and even love doomed to
perish. It is heard like a solemn music, now faintly, now
more loudly, all along the way from Toul to Rome. It
pierces through the tempestuous gaiety of the Four Men,
and 1s, as it were, the refrain of their happiest songs. It 1s
the last majestic word of Grizzlebeard in the street of
Harting, before he is lost in the November brume. ‘There
1s nothing at all that remains. . . .” So, in these essays, we
are continually reminded that man on earth is an exile,
carrying a burden. He has no true home here, but, by the
grace of God, he is now and then granted some experience
of beauty which is a poor foreshadowing of what he may
expect hereafter. That sense of exile is the profound emo-
tion which is always awakened in Mr. Belloc when he is
among mountains, when he 1s sailing the sea, when he
discovers a noble building or a magic phrase of poctry. It
finds its perfect expression in

There is no pilotry my soul relies on,
Whereby to catch, beneath my bended hand,

FFaint and beloved along the extreme horizon,
That unforgotten land.

But there goes with this yearning for permanence, which can
find no satisfaction, a very lively enjoyment of the good things
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of this world; the companionship of men; drink and song
and debate.

The two major excellences of Mr. Belloc’s prose style are
lucidity and vitality.

I hesitated for 2 moment in front of the word lucidity.
It has been used, in connexion with Mr. Belloc, as often as
the word versatility. Every critic has praised him for this
quality, because, whatever one may think of his opinions,
this gift of his is undeniable. Yet it is important to speak
once more of lucidity, because it is becoming rare. It is no
longer considered essential. Among young poets it is not
even thought desirable. Yet if the purpose of a piece of
writing is to leave the reader in no doubt of your meaning,
which, in any sane society, it is, then lucidity is of the
utmost importance. But what Cobbet called using the right
words in the right order is not as easy as it sounds. It
requires hard work and discipline. For lucid sentences are
sentences built, sentences constructed, and not merely words
written down. The author speaks intelligibly and without
ambiguity to the reader. And this can only be done by
discipline, which is self-control. The lucid writer abandons
the fun of startling his reader by expanding his vocabulary
to include bastard words or obscure words or equivocal
words, merely to make a show. He trims and cuts and shapes
his sentences, often discarding what pleases him most, for
the sake of the meaning. He has made up his mind what he
i1s trying to say. He has ordered and arranged his thoughts
before ordering and arranging his words. As A. G.
Macdonell wrote of Mr. Belloc: ‘You may passionately
disagree with what he says, you may stubbornly disbelieve
what he says, but at least you know with certainty exactly
what it is that he is saying.” Mr. Belloc thinks before he
writes, and, having established order in his mind, often
gives an effect of pouring out what he has to say, like a
good talker, with complete spontaneity. Yet, so str ngly
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does he control the instrument of his trade that his contemp-
tuous parentheses, his rhetorical flourishes, his unexpected
apostrophes seem to fit into the pattern of the essay, instead
of breaking that pattern. It is unnecessary to give examples
of Mr. Belloc’s lucidity. Open this book at random, and you
will see why the critics have said that this power of making
his meaning clear is one of his most conspicuous talents.
Vitality, or unfailing energy, is as striking a mark of
Mr. Belloc’s style as lucidity. It can be objected that vitality,
In itself, is not necessarily a good quality in a writer. The
American novelists, who have been so much admired and
imitated of recent years, have vitality, but it is the uncivilized
vitality of the film world, an abnormal, almost neurotic
state of insensibility, with no restraint, no self-control, no
sense of proportion. The vitality of which I speak is energy
controlled, as the movements of an athlete are controlled.
Mr. Belloc’s style is the style of a2 man of the open air, and
this quality of energy is as conspicuous in his pages of
weighty exposition as in his skylarking. The young artil-
leryman who rode with the guns, the horseman, the sailor,
the strong walker, all these helped to make this style, and
to give him a command of rhythm. By a command of
rhythm I mean the ability to compose the music for a
passage of prose. This is something more than using the
right words in the right order, which may be as simple as
picking out a tune with one finger. But the man who uses
the rhythms of prose as a master has a full orchestra at his
call. 'The passage in Danton which begins ‘So perished the
French Monarchy’, and that other passage in the same
book, describing the death of Danton, are already secure in
the treasury of English literature. But there are many other
instances of his power of sustaining a noble music, ‘like the
mellow tones of a beautifully played ’cello’, as Mauric:
Baring wrote of him. Several will be found in this selection,
fc ' instance, the essay called ‘On Sacramental Things’.



X SELECTED ESSAYS OF HILAIRE BELLOC

Here is that vitality which, when it is joined with an exact
use of words, gives a deceptive effect of ease, and conceals
the labour of composition. Mr. Belloc’s vocabulary is by
no means large, but the words are carefully chosen and
marshalled. By the time they have been formed into
sentences and sent forward, life has been breathed into them.
In the lighter essays, of course, the vitality is more obvious,
but in all his work there is present the poise and grace of
the athlete.

Mr. Belloc’s style is unmistakable. Nobody could think
that any one of these essays had been written by another
hand. For there are certain recurring idiosyncracies, 1n
addition to the more important ingredients of his style,
which label the work as his. He will use contrast most
effectively; a swift transition from wisdom to foolery, from
uproarious fun to the pensive, the tender, the melancholy.
And since one thing suggests not another, but fifty others,
he will digress to his heart’s content. He will delight in
apostrophe, which he uses with great humour, and in those
‘asides’, witty or bellicose, which show an alert mind. He
will insist on exact definition in a piece of serious writing,
and his classical sense of proportion will forbid extrava-
gance when he is writing with imagination and vision. His
impudent gambols are well known—*‘It was on or about a
Tuesday (I speak without boasting)’,1 and especially his
habit of blessing or ridiculing his readers. Epigram he will
use very sparingly, and alliteration, which can become a
drug, more sparingly still. There are evidences of Mr.
Belloc’s mixed blood here and there. He understands fully
that inarticulate love of England which he calls “This music
in their souls’. English poetry and English landscape move
him intensely, and he responds vigorously to English
humour at its best, that is, the humour of the old music-
halls. Thoroughly English is his love of adventure at sea,
but that far-away landfall, that secret country of ultimate

' From “The North Sea’ in Hills and the Sea.
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repose, 1s surely Hy-Brasail, seen from the western shores
of Ireland. Again English is his love of beer and of singing
In inns, but his love of wine, and his refusal to be bam.
boozled by the label on the bottle, is French. And if anyone
has influenced his style it is Rabelais. When he is in tearing
spirits he will take great jumbles of words and bang them
about ferociously, or tell a story in a certain ludicrous
manner. He is French in the verbal precision of his more
serious moods, French in his military temper, in his loathing
of professional politicians, in the logical processes of his
thought, in his sense of form, in his dislike of excess, and
in his scorn of flaccidity.

Throughout his literary career Mr. Belloc, the best prose
writer of our time, has been swimming against the tide. No
contemporary author is more completely out of sympathy
with what I have heard called, delightfully enough, ‘the best
contemporary thought’. Chesterton said that it is a good
thing to suffer fools gladly, but a better thing to enjoy them
tremendously. Mr. Belloc’s tremendous enjoyment of the
modern fool is unfailing. There is a good example of his
merry pugnacity in the essay on ‘The Higher Criticism’, the
German nonsense which poor Renan took so scriously.

It will be remembered to Mr. Belloc’s honour that he
never, through weariness, abandoned the field. Knowing
that his ideas were unpopular, he went on drumming them
in, for whoever would listen. He ‘Never made a poorer
song that he might have a heavier purse.’

To-day the essay as a literary form has passed out of
favour. Mr. Robert Lynd is the only writer of great distinc-
tion still attempting to keep alive what was once one of the
glories of English literature. But whether new essayists
arise or not, Mr. Belloc will be read as long as men care for
good prose. And in days to be, readers coming new to his
work will, T think, say that here was one who saw to what
chaos the breakdown of the Christian religion was leading
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Europe; who persistently condemned the poisonous sham
philosophy which attempted to take its place; and was the
most authoritative voice of warning in those black times,
when so many lost the power of reason, and fed on despair.

His fame, for which, like all wise men, he cares little, will
1ncrease.

j. B. MORTON
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