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THE AUTHOR’S STUDY.
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2 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

a line of books were it not that familiarity has
deadened our sense of it. Each is a mummi-
fied soul embalmed in cere-cloth and natron
of leather and printer’s ink. Kach cover of
a true book enfolds the concentrated essence
of a man. The personalities of the writers
have faded into the thinnest shadows, as
their bodies into impalpable dust, yet here
are their very spirits at your command.

It is our familiarity also which has les-
sened our perception of the miraculous good
fortune which we enjoy. Let us suppose that
we were suddenly to learn that Shakespeare
had returned to earth, and that he would
favour any of us with an hour of his wit and
his fancy. How eagerly we would seek him
out! And yet we have him—the very best
of him—at our elbows from week to week,
and hardly trouble ourselves to put out our
hands to beckon him down. No matter what
mood a man may be in, when once he has
passed through the magic door he can sum-
mon the world’s greatest to sympathize with
him in it. If he be thoughtful, here are the






4 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

volume there which is not a dear, personal
friend, and what cau a man talk of more
pleasantly than that? The other books are
over yonder, but these are my own favourites
—the ones I care to re-read and to have near
my elbow. There is not a tattered cover
which does not bring its mellow memories
to me.

Some of them represent those little sacri-
fices which make a possession dearer. You
see the line of old, brown volumes at the
bottom ? Every one of those represents a
lunch. They were bought in my student
days, when times were not too affluent. Three-
pence was my modest allowance for my mid-
day sandwich and glass of beer; but, as luck
would have it, my way to the classes led past
the most fascinating bookshop in the world.
Outside the door of it stood a large tub filled
with an ever-changing litter of tattered books,
with a card above which announced that any
volume therein could be purchased for the
identical sum which I carried in my pocket.
As I approached it a combat ever raged


































































22 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

before. Then gradually the good thing
becomes more dear to you; it builds itself
up with your growing mind; it becomes a
part of your better self, and so, at last, you
can look, as I do now, at the old covers
and love them for all that they have meant
in the past. Yes, it was the olive-green line
of Scott’s novels which started me on to
rhapsody. They were the first books I ever
owned—Ilong, long before I could appreciate
or even understand them. DBut at last I
realized what a treasure they were. In my
boyhood I read them by surreptitious candle-
ends in the dead of the night, when the sense
of crime added a new zest to the story. Per-
haps you have observed that my ¢ Ivanhoe
is of a different edition from the others. The
first copy was left in the grass by the side of
a stream, fell into the water, and was eventu-
ally picked up three days later, swollen and
decomposed, upon a mud-bank. I think I
may say, however, that I had worn it out
before I lost it. Indeed, it was perhaps as
well that it was some years before it was












26 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

sandwiching in a ghost story as Dickens has
dared to do. As well might a dramatic author
rush up to the footlights and begin telling anec-
dotes while his play was suspending its action
and his characters waiting wearily behind him.
It is all wrong, though every great name can
be quoted in support of it. Our sense of form
is lamentably lacking, and Sir Walter sinned
with the rest. But get past all that to a
crisis in the real story, and who finds the
terse phrase, the short fire-word, so surely as
he? Do you remember when the reckless
Sergeant of Dragoons stands at last before
the grim Puritan, upon whose head a price
has been set: ‘¢ A thousand marks or a bed
of heather!” says he, as he draws. The
Puritan draws also : ¢ The Sword of the Lord
and of Gideon!” says he. No verbiage
there! But the very spirit of either man and
of either party, in the few stern words, which
haunt your mind. ¢ Bows and Bills!” cry
the Saxon Varangians, as the Moslem horse
charges home. You feel it is just what they
must have cried. Even more terse and
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the Magic Door. You can’t pull one out
without a dozen being entangled with it.
But it was Scott’s soldiers that I was talking
of, and I was saying that there is nothing
theatrical, no posing, no heroics (the thing of
all others which the hero abominates), but
just the short bluff word and the simple
manly ways, with every expression and meta-
phor drawn from within his natural range of
thought. 'What a pity it is that he, with his
keen appreciation of the soldier, gave us so
little of those soldiers who were his own con-
temporaries—the finest, perhaps, that the
world has ever seen. It is true that he wrote
a life of the great Soldier Emperor, but that
was the one piece of hackwork of his career.
How could a Tory patriot, whose whole train-
ing had been to look upon Napoleon as a
malignant Demon, do justice to such a
theme ? But the Europe of those days was
full of material which he of all men could
have drawn with a sympathetic hand. What
would we not give for a portrait of one of
Murat’s light-cavalrymen, or of a Grenadier



















































SIR: WALTER SCOTT.

From the Portrait by Sir Edwin Landseer, R..\., in the National Portrait Gallery.

































s4 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

very dullest of the race, stand convicted of
so many incredible blunders ? It recalls the
remark of Bagehot, that if at any time the
views of the most learned could be stamped
upon the whole human race the result would
be to propagate the most absurd errors. He
was asked what became of swallows in the
winter. Rolling and wheezing, the oracle
answered : ‘“ Swallows,”” said he, ¢ certainly
sleep all the winter. A number of them con-
globulate together by flying round and round,
and then all in a heap throw themselves under
water and lie in the bed of a river.” Boswell
gravely dockets the information. However, if
I remember right, even so sound a naturalist
as White of Selborne had his doubts about
the swallows. More wonderful are Johnson’s
misjudgments of his fellow-authors. There,
if anywhere, one would have expected to find
a sense of proportion. Yet his conclusions
would seem monstrous to a modern taste.
¢ Shakespeare,”’” he said, ‘‘never wrote six
consecutive good lines.”” He would only
admit two good verses in Gray’s exquisite
































































































82 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

of the Hampshire Grenadiers has not been use-
less to the historian of the Roman Empire.”
If we don’t know all about Gibbon it is not
his fault, for he wrote no fewer than six
accounts of his own career, each differing
from the other, and all equally bad. A man
must have more heart and soul than Gibbon
to write a good autobiography. It is the
most difficult of all human compositions, call-
ing for a mixture of tact, discretion, and
frankness which make an almost impossible
blend. Gibbon, in spite of his foreign educa-~
tion, was a very typical Englishman in many
ways, with the reticence, self-respect, and
self-consciousness of the race. No British
autobiography has ever been frank, and con-
sequently no British autobiography has ever
been good. Trollope’s, perhaps, is as good as
any that I know, but of all forms of literature
it is the one least adapted to the national
genius, You could not imagine a British
Roussean, still less a British Benvenuto Cel-
lini. In one way it is to the credit of the
race that it should be so. If we do as much




















































































































































































134 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

the green settee are familiar with the upper
shelf, with the tattered Macaulay, the dapper
Gibbon, the drab Doswell, the olive-green
Scott, the pied Borrow, and all the goodly
company who rub shoulders yonder. By the
way, how one wishes that one’s dear friends
would only be friends also with each other.
Why should Borrow snarl so churlishly at
Scott? One would have thought that noble
spirit and romantic fancy would have charmed
the huge vagrant, and yet there is no word
too bitter for the younger man to use towards
the elder. The fact is that Borrow had one
dangerous virus in him—a poison which dis-
torts the whole vision—for he was a bigoted
sectarian in religion, seeing no virtue outside
his own interpretation of the great riddle.
Downright heathendom, the blood-stained
Berserk or the chaunting Druid, appealed to
his mind through his imagination, but the
man of his own creed and time who differed
from him in minutie of ritual, or in the
interpretation of mystic passages, was at once
evil to the bone, and he had no charity of any
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THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR 167

will find the chivalrous admiration which our
officers expressed at the fine performance of
the French horsemen.

It must be admitted that, looking back
upon history, we have not always been good
allies, nor yet generous co-partners in the
battlefield. The first is the fault of our
politics, where one party rejoices to break
what the other has bound. The makers of
the Treaty are staunch enough, as the Tories
were under Pitt and Castlereagh, or the
‘Whigs at the time of Queen Anne, but sooner
or later the others must come in. At the end
of the Marlborough wars we suddenly vamped
up a peace and left our allies in the lurch,
on account of a change in domestic politics.
‘We did the same with Frederick the Great,
and would have done it in the Napoleonic
days if Fox could have controlled the country.
And as to our partners of the battlefield, how
little we have ever said that is hearty as to
the splendid staunchness of the Prussians at
Waterloo. You have to read the Frenchman,
Houssaye, to get a central view and to































































































































































218 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

barons and knights whose names and deeds he
recounts. He has left it on record, for example,
that when he visited the Court of England he
took with him a handsomely-bound copy of
his work; and, doubtless, if one could follow
the good Canon one would find his journeys
littered with similar copies which were prob-
ably expensive gifts to the recipient, for what
return would a knightly soul make for a book
which enshrined his own valour ?

But without looking too curiously into his
motives, it must be admitted that the work
could not have been done more thoroughly.
There is something of Herodotus in the
Canon’s cheery, chatty, garrulous, take-it-or-
leave-it manner. But he has the advantage
of the old Greek in accuracy. Considering
that he belonged to the same age which
gravely accepted the travellers’ tales of Sir
John Maundeville, it is, I think, remarkable
how careful and accurate the chronicler is.
Take, for example, his description of Scotland
and the Scotch. Some would give the credit
to Jean-le-bel, but that is another matter.
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we may take it that it was no fancy portrait,
but a correct picture of these soldiers which
is to be found in it. The accounts are always
consistent. If you collate the remarks and
speeches of the knights (as I have had occa-
sion to do) you will find a remarkable uni-
formity running through them. We may
believe then that this really does represent
the kind of men who fought at Crecy and at
Poictiers, in the age when both the French
and the Scottish kings were prisoners in
London, and England reached a pitch of
military glory which has perhaps never been
equalled in her history.

In one respect these knights differ from
anything which we have had presented to us
in our historical romances. To turn to the
supreme romancer, you will find that Scott’s
medieval knights were usually muscular ath-
letes in the prime of life: Bois-Guilbert,
Front-de-Beeuf, Richard, Ivanhoe, Count
Robert—they all were such. But occasion-
ally the most famous of Froissart’s knights
were old, crippled and blinded. Chandos, the


























































































248 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

of Science. I wanted to say that if I were
advising a young man who was beginning
life, I should counsel him to devote one
evening a week to scientific reading. Had
he the perseverance to adhere to his resolu-
tion, and if he began it at twenty, he would
certainly find himself with an unusually well-
furnished mind at thirty, which would stand
him in right good stead in whatever line of
life he might walk. When I advise him to
read science, I do not mean that he should
choke himself with the dust of the pedants,
and lose himself in the subdivisions of the
Lepidoptera, or the classifications of the di-
cotyledonous plants. These dreary details
are the prickly bushes in that enchanted
garden, and you are foolish indeed if you
begin your walks by butting your head into
one. Keep very clear of them until you have
explored the open beds and wandered down
every easy path. For this reason avoid the
text-books, which repel, and cultivate thab
popular science which attracts. You cannot
hope to be a specialist upon all these varied








































































270 THROUGH THE MAGIC DOOR

let Stevenson’s books of adventure die, nor
do I think that such a short tale as ‘The
Pavilion on the Links’ nor so magnificent
a parable as “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde”
will ever cease to be esteemed. How well
I remember the eagerness, the delight with
which I read those early tales in *“ Cornhill ”’
away back in the late seventies and early
eighties. They were unsigned, after the old
unfair fashion, but no man with any sense
of prose could fail to know that they were
all by the same author. Only years after-
wards did I learn who that author was.

I have Stevenson’s collected poems over
yonder in the small cabinet. Would that he
had given us more! Most of them are the
merest playful sallies of a freakish mind. But
one should, indeed, be a classic, for it is in
my judgment by all odds the best narrative
ballad of the last century—that is if I am
right in supposing that ¢ The Ancient
Mariner”’ appeared at the very end of the
eighteenth. I would put Coleridge’s tour de
force of grim fancy first, but I know none
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