
 

 

Why We Write: 
A Workbook  



Name _________________________________________  

Course/Section______________________________  

 

Following these instructions are essays related to writing. Read them, when 

assigned to, with a pen in your hand, underlining and writing comments and 

questions in the large right margin. You will be expected to: 

• Annotate the essays. Anything you don’t know already, look up and 

then write a sentence or two explaining it. You can start with who the 

authors are. 

• Question what the writers are saying. If there are things you disagree 

with, note them. If there are things you don’t understand and can’t find 

the answers to, write out your concerns. 

• Comment. Tell what you think about each point the authors make. 

• Research. In the library (or on the library website), find articles relating 

to some of the things the writers are saying. Read those articles (at 

least three) carefully and write a page relating them to the particular 

essay here. 

• Recap. Write a paragraph or two summing up the main points of the 

essays. 
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Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass, an American Slave 

CHAPTER VII 

By 

Frederick Douglass 

 

I lived in Master Hugh's family about 

seven years. During this time, I succeeded in 

learning to read and write. In accomplishing 

this, I was compelled to resort to various 

stratagems. I had no regular teacher. My 

mistress, who had kindly commenced to 

instruct me, had, in compliance with the advice 

and direction of her husband, not only ceased 

to instruct, but had set her face against my 

being instructed by any one else. It is due, 

however, to my mistress to say of her, that she 

did not adopt this course of treatment 

immediately. She at first lacked the depravity 
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indispensable to shutting me up in mental 

darkness. It was at least necessary for her to 

have some training in the exercise of 

irresponsible power, to make her equal to the 

task of treating me as though I were a brute. 

My mistress was, as I have said, a kind 

and tender-hearted woman; and in the 

simplicity of her soul she commenced, when I 

first went to live with her, to treat me as she 

supposed one human being ought to treat 

another. In entering upon the duties of a 

slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that I 

sustained to her the relation of a mere chattel, 

and that for her to treat me as a human being 

was not only wrong, but dangerously so. 

Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to 

me. When I went there, she was a pious, warm, 

and tender-hearted woman. There was no 

sorrow or suffering for which she had not a 

tear. She had bread for the hungry, clothes for 
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the naked, and comfort for every mourner that 

came within her reach. Slavery soon proved its 

ability to divest her of these heavenly qualities. 

Under its influence, the tender heart became 

stone, and the lamblike disposition gave way to 

one of tiger-like fierceness. The first step in her 

downward course was in her ceasing to instruct 

me. She now commenced to practise her 

husband's precepts. She finally became even 

more violent in her opposition than her 

husband himself. She was not satisfied with 

simply doing as well as he had commanded; 

she seemed anxious to do better. Nothing 

seemed to make her more angry than to see 

me with a newspaper. She seemed to think that 

here lay the danger. I have had her rush at me 

with a face made all up of fury, and snatch 

from me a newspaper, in a manner that fully 

revealed her apprehension. She was an apt 

woman; and a little experience soon 
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demonstrated, to her satisfaction, that 

education and slavery were incompatible with 

each other. 

From this time I was most narrowly 

watched. If I was in a separate room any 

considerable length of time, I was sure to be 

suspected of having a book, and was at once 

called to give an account of myself. All this, 

however, was too late. The first step had been 

taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, 

had given me the inch, and no precaution could 

prevent me from taking the ell. 

The plan which I adopted, and the one 

by which I was most successful, was that of 

making friends of all the little white boys whom 

I met in the street. As many of these as I could, 

I converted into teachers. With their kindly aid, 

obtained at different times and in different 

places, I finally succeeded in learning to read. 

When I was sent of errands, I always took my 
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book with me, and by going one part of my 

errand quickly, I found time to get a lesson 

before my return. I used also to carry bread 

with me, enough of which was always in the 

house, and to which I was always welcome; for 

I was much better off in this regard than many 

of the poor white children in our 

neighborhood. This bread I used to bestow 

upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, 

would give me that more valuable bread of 

knowledge. I am strongly tempted to give the 

names of two or three of those little boys, as a 

testimonial of the gratitude and affection I bear 

them; but prudence forbids;—not that it would 

injure me, but it might embarrass them; for it is 

almost an unpardonable offence to teach 

slaves to read in this Christian country. It is 

enough to say of the dear little fellows, that 

they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin 

and Bailey's ship-yard. I used to talk this matter 
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of slavery over with them. I would sometimes 

say to them, I wished I could be as free as they 

would be when they got to be men. "You will be 

free as soon as you are twenty-one, but I am a 

slave for life! Have not I as good a right to be 

free as you have?" These words used to trouble 

them; they would express for me the liveliest 

sympathy, and console me with the hope that 

something would occur by which I might be 

free. 

I was now about twelve years old, and 

the thought of being a slave for life began to 

bear heavily upon my heart. Just about this 

time, I got hold of a book entitled "The 

Columbian Orator." Every opportunity I got, I 

used to read this book. Among much of other 

interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue 

between a master and his slave. The slave was 

represented as having run away from his 

master three times. The dialogue represented 
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the conversation which took place between 

them, when the slave was retaken the third 

time. In this dialogue, the whole argument in 

behalf of slavery was brought forward by the 

master, all of which was disposed of by the 

slave. The slave was made to say some very 

smart as well as impressive things in reply to 

his master—things which had the desired 

though unexpected effect; for the conversation 

resulted in the voluntary emancipation of the 

slave on the part of the master. 

In the same book, I met with one of 

Sheridan's mighty speeches on and in behalf of 

Catholic emancipation. These were choice 

documents to me. I read them over and over 

again with unabated interest. They gave 

tongue to interesting thoughts of my own soul, 

which had frequently flashed through my mind, 

and died away for want of utterance. The moral 

which I gained from the dialogue was the 
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power of truth over the conscience of even a 

slaveholder. What I got from Sheridan was a 

bold denunciation of slavery, and a powerful 

vindication of human rights. The reading of 

these documents enabled me to utter my 

thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought 

forward to sustain slavery; but while they 

relieved me of one difficulty, they brought on 

another even more painful than the one of 

which I was relieved. The more I read, the more 

I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I 

could regard them in no other light than a 

band of successful robbers, who had left their 

homes, and gone to Africa, and stolen us from 

our homes, and in a strange land reduced us to 

slavery. I loathed them as being the meanest as 

well as the most wicked of men. As I read and 

contemplated the subject, behold! that very 

discontentment which Master Hugh had 

predicted would follow my learning to read had 
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already come, to torment and sting my soul to 

unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, I 

would at times feel that learning to read had 

been a curse rather than a blessing. It had 

given me a view of my wretched condition, 

without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the 

horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get 

out. In moments of agony, I envied my fellow-

slaves for their stupidity. I have often wished 

myself a beast. I preferred the condition of the 

meanest reptile to my own. Any thing, no 

matter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this 

everlasting thinking of my condition that 

tormented me. There was no getting rid of it. It 

was pressed upon me by every object within 

sight or hearing, animate or inanimate. The 

silver trump of freedom had roused my soul to 

eternal wakefulness. Freedom now appeared, 

to disappear no more forever. It was heard in 

every sound, and seen in every thing. It was 
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ever present to torment me with a sense of my 

wretched condition. I saw nothing without 

seeing it, I heard nothing without hearing it, 

and felt nothing without feeling it. It looked 

from every star, it smiled in every calm, 

breathed in every wind, and moved in every 

storm. 

I often found myself regretting my own 

existence, and wishing myself dead; and but for 

the hope of being free, I have no doubt but 

that I should have killed myself, or done 

something for which I should have been killed. 

While in this state of mind, I was eager to hear 

any one speak of slavery. I was a ready listener. 

Every little while, I could hear something about 

the abolitionists. It was some time before I 

found what the word meant. It was always 

used in such connections as to make it an 

interesting word to me. If a slave ran away and 

succeeded in getting clear, or if a slave killed 
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his master, set fire to a barn, or did any thing 

very wrong in the mind of a slaveholder, it was 

spoken of as the fruit of abolition. Hearing the 

word in this connection very often, I set about 

learning what it meant. The dictionary afforded 

me little or no help. I found it was "the act of 

abolishing;" but then I did not know what was 

to be abolished. Here I was perplexed. I did not 

dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I 

was satisfied that it was something they 

wanted me to know very little about. After a 

patient waiting, I got one of our city papers, 

containing an account of the number of 

petitions from the north, praying for the 

abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, 

and of the slave trade between the States. 

From this time I understood the words abolition 

and abolitionist, and always drew near when 

that word was spoken, expecting to hear 

something of importance to myself and fellow-
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slaves. The light broke in upon me by degrees. I 

went one day down on the wharf of Mr. Waters; 

and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of 

stone, I went, unasked, and helped them. When 

we had finished, one of them came to me and 

asked me if I were a slave. I told him I was. He 

asked, "Are ye a slave for life?" I told him that I 

was. The good Irishman seemed to be deeply 

affected by the statement. He said to the other 

that it was a pity so fine a little fellow as myself 

should be a slave for life. He said it was a 

shame to hold me. They both advised me to 

run away to the north; that I should find friends 

there, and that I should be free. I pretended 

not to be interested in what they said, and 

treated them as if I did not understand them; 

for I feared they might be treacherous. White 

men have been known to encourage slaves to 

escape, and then, to get the reward, catch 

them and return them to their masters. I was 
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afraid that these seemingly good men might 

use me so; but I nevertheless remembered 

their advice, and from that time I resolved to 

run away. I looked forward to a time at which it 

would be safe for me to escape. I was too 

young to think of doing so immediately; 

besides, I wished to learn how to write, as I 

might have occasion to write my own pass. I 

consoled myself with the hope that I should 

one day find a good chance. Meanwhile, I 

would learn to write. 

The idea as to how I might learn to write 

was suggested to me by being in Durgin and 

Bailey's ship-yard, and frequently seeing the 

ship carpenters, after hewing, and getting a 

piece of timber ready for use, write on the 

timber the name of that part of the ship for 

which it was intended. When a piece of timber 

was intended for the larboard side, it would be 

marked thus—"L." When a piece was for the 
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starboard side, it would be marked thus—"S." A 

piece for the larboard side forward, would be 

marked thus—"L. F." When a piece was for 

starboard side forward, it would be marked 

thus—"S. F." For larboard aft, it would be 

marked thus—"L. A." For starboard aft, it would 

be marked thus—"S. A." I soon learned the 

names of these letters, and for what they were 

intended when placed upon a piece of timber 

in the ship-yard. I immediately commenced 

copying them, and in a short time was able to 

make the four letters named. After that, when I 

met with any boy who I knew could write, I 

would tell him I could write as well as he. The 

next word would be, "I don't believe you. Let 

me see you try it." I would then make the 

letters which I had been so fortunate as to 

learn, and ask him to beat that. In this way I got 

a good many lessons in writing, which it is 

quite possible I should never have gotten in 
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any other way. During this time, my copy-book 

was the board fence, brick wall, and pavement; 

my pen and ink was a lump of chalk. With 

these, I learned mainly how to write. I then 

commenced and continued copying the Italics 

in Webster's Spelling Book, until I could make 

them all without looking on the book. By this 

time, my little Master Thomas had gone to 

school, and learned how to write, and had 

written over a number of copy-books. These 

had been brought home, and shown to some 

of our near neighbors, and then laid aside. My 

mistress used to go to class meeting at the Wilk 

Street meetinghouse every Monday afternoon, 

and leave me to take care of the house. When 

left thus, I used to spend the time in writing in 

the spaces left in Master Thomas's copy-book, 

copying what he had written. I continued to do 

this until I could write a hand very similar to 

that of Master Thomas. Thus, after a long, 
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tedious effort for years, I finally succeeded in 

learning how to write. 

1845  
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Why I Write 

By 

George Orwell 

 

From a very early age, perhaps the age 

of five or six, I knew that when I grew up I 

should be a writer. Between the ages of about 

seventeen and twenty-four I tried to abandon 

this idea, but I did so with the consciousness 

that I was outraging my true nature and that 

sooner or later I should have to settle down 

and write books. 

I was the middle child of three, but there 

was a gap of five years on either side, and I 

barely saw my father before I was eight. For 

this and other reasons I was somewhat lonely, 

and I soon developed disagreeable 

mannerisms which made me unpopular 

throughout my schooldays. I had the lonely 
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child's habit of making up stories and holding 

conversations with imaginary persons, and I 

think from the very start my literary ambitions 

were mixed up with the feeling of being 

isolated and undervalued. I knew that I had a 

facility with words and a power of facing 

unpleasant facts, and I felt that this created a 

sort of private world in which I could get my 

own back for my failure in everyday life. 

Nevertheless the volume of serious—i.e. 

seriously intended—writing which I produced 

all through my childhood and boyhood would 

not amount to half a dozen pages. I wrote my 

first poem at the age of four or five, my mother 

taking it down to dictation. I cannot remember 

anything about it except that it was about a 

tiger and the tiger had ‘chair-like teeth’—a 

good enough phrase, but I fancy the poem was 

a plagiarism of Blake's ‘Tiger, Tiger’. At eleven, 

when the war or 1914-18 broke out, I wrote a 



22 

patriotic poem which was printed in the local 

newspaper, as was another, two years later, on 

the death of Kitchener. From time to time, 

when I was a bit older, I wrote bad and usually 

unfinished ‘nature poems’ in the Georgian 

style. I also attempted a short story which was 

a ghastly failure. That was the total of the 

would-be serious work that I actually set down 

on paper during all those years. 

However, throughout this time I did in a 

sense engage in literary activities. To begin 

with there was the made-to-order stuff which I 

produced quickly, easily and without much 

pleasure to myself. Apart from school work, I 

wrote vers d'occasion, semi-comic poems which 

I could turn out at what now seems to me 

astonishing speed—at fourteen I wrote a whole 

rhyming play, in imitation of Aristophanes, in 

about a week—and helped to edit a school 

magazines, both printed and in manuscript. 
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These magazines were the most pitiful 

burlesque stuff that you could imagine, and I 

took far less trouble with them than I now 

would with the cheapest journalism. But side 

by side with all this, for fifteen years or more, I 

was carrying out a literary exercise of a quite 

different kind: this was the making up of a 

continuous ‘story’ about myself, a sort of diary 

existing only in the mind. I believe this is a 

common habit of children and adolescents. As 

a very small child I used to imagine that I was, 

say, Robin Hood, and picture myself as the 

hero of thrilling adventures, but quite soon my 

‘story’ ceased to be narcissistic in a crude way 

and became more and more a mere 

description of what I was doing and the things I 

saw. For minutes at a time this kind of thing 

would be running through my head: ‘He 

pushed the door open and entered the room. A 

yellow beam of sunlight, filtering through the 
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muslin curtains, slanted on to the table, where 

a match-box, half-open, lay beside the inkpot. 

With his right hand in his pocket he moved 

across to the window. Down in the street a 

tortoiseshell cat was chasing a dead leaf’, etc. 

etc. This habit continued until I was about 

twenty-five, right through my non-literary 

years. Although I had to search, and did search, 

for the right words, I seemed to be making this 

descriptive effort almost against my will, under 

a kind of compulsion from outside. The ‘story’ 

must, I suppose, have reflected the styles of 

the various writers I admired at different ages, 

but so far as I remember it always had the 

same meticulous descriptive quality. 

When I was about sixteen I suddenly 

discovered the joy of mere words, i.e. the 

sounds and associations of words. The lines 

from Paradise Lost — 

So hee with difficulty and labour hard 
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Moved on: with difficulty and labour hee. 

which do not now seem to me so very 

wonderful, sent shivers down my backbone; 

and the spelling ‘hee’ for ‘he’ was an added 

pleasure. As for the need to describe things, I 

knew all about it already. So it is clear what 

kind of books I wanted to write, in so far as I 

could be said to want to write books at that 

time. I wanted to write enormous naturalistic 

novels with unhappy endings, full of detailed 

descriptions and arresting similes, and also full 

of purple passages in which words were used 

partly for the sake of their own sound. And in 

fact my first completed novel, Burmese Days, 

which I wrote when I was thirty but projected 

much earlier, is rather that kind of book. 

I give all this background information 

because I do not think one can assess a writer's 

motives without knowing something of his 

early development. His subject matter will be 
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determined by the age he lives in—at least this 

is true in tumultuous, revolutionary ages like 

our own—but before he ever begins to write he 

will have acquired an emotional attitude from 

which he will never completely escape. It is his 

job, no doubt, to discipline his temperament 

and avoid getting stuck at some immature 

stage, in some perverse mood; but if he 

escapes from his early influences altogether, 

he will have killed his impulse to write. Putting 

aside the need to earn a living, I think there are 

four great motives for writing, at any rate for 

writing prose. They exist in different degrees in 

every writer, and in any one writer the 

proportions will vary from time to time, 

according to the atmosphere in which he is 

living. They are: 

(i) Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to 

be talked about, to be remembered after 

death, to get your own back on the grown-ups 
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who snubbed you in childhood, etc., etc. It is 

humbug to pretend this is not a motive, and a 

strong one. Writers share this characteristic 

with scientists, artists, politicians, lawyers, 

soldiers, successful businessmen—in short, 

with the whole top crust of humanity. The great 

mass of human beings are not acutely selfish. 

After the age of about thirty they almost 

abandon the sense of being individuals at all—

and live chiefly for others, or are simply 

smothered under drudgery. But there is also 

the minority of gifted, willful people who are 

determined to live their own lives to the end, 

and writers belong in this class. Serious writers, 

I should say, are on the whole more vain and 

self-centered than journalists, though less 

interested in money. 

(ii) Aesthetic enthusiasm. Perception of 

beauty in the external world, or, on the other 

hand, in words and their right arrangement. 
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Pleasure in the impact of one sound on 

another, in the firmness of good prose or the 

rhythm of a good story. Desire to share an 

experience which one feels is valuable and 

ought not to be missed. The aesthetic motive is 

very feeble in a lot of writers, but even a 

pamphleteer or writer of textbooks will have 

pet words and phrases which appeal to him for 

non-utilitarian reasons; or he may feel strongly 

about typography, width of margins, etc. Above 

the level of a railway guide, no book is quite 

free from aesthetic considerations. 

(iii) Historical impulse. Desire to see things 

as they are, to find out true facts and store 

them up for the use of posterity. 

(iv) Political purpose.—Using the word 

‘political’ in the widest possible sense. Desire to 

push the world in a certain direction, to alter 

other peoples’ idea of the kind of society that 

they should strive after. Once again, no book is 
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genuinely free from political bias. The opinion 

that art should have nothing to do with politics 

is itself a political attitude. 

It can be seen how these various 

impulses must war against one another, and 

how they must fluctuate from person to person 

and from time to time. By nature—taking your 

‘nature’ to be the state you have attained when 

you are first adult—I am a person in whom the 

first three motives would outweigh the fourth. 

In a peaceful age I might have written ornate 

or merely descriptive books, and might have 

remained almost unaware of my political 

loyalties. As it is I have been forced into 

becoming a sort of pamphleteer. First I spent 

five years in an unsuitable profession (the 

Indian Imperial Police, in Burma), and then I 

underwent poverty and the sense of failure. 

This increased my natural hatred of authority 

and made me for the first time fully aware of 



30 

the existence of the working classes, and the 

job in Burma had given me some 

understanding of the nature of imperialism: 

but these experiences were not enough to give 

me an accurate political orientation. Then came 

Hitler, the Spanish Civil War, etc. By the end of 

1935 I had still failed to reach a firm decision. I 

remember a little poem that I wrote at that 

date, expressing my dilemma: 

A happy vicar I might have been 

Two hundred years ago 

To preach upon eternal doom 

And watch my walnuts grow; 

 

But born, alas, in an evil time, 

I missed that pleasant haven, 

For the hair has grown on my upper lip 

And the clergy are all clean-shaven. 

 

And later still the times were good, 

We were so easy to please, 

We rocked our troubled thoughts to 

     sleep 

On the bosoms of the trees. 

 

All ignorant we dared to own 
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The joys we now dissemble; 

The greenfinch on the apple bough 

Could make my enemies tremble. 

 

But girl's bellies and apricots, 

Roach in a shaded stream, 

Horses, ducks in flight at dawn, 

All these are a dream. 

 

It is forbidden to dream again; 

We maim our joys or hide them: 

Horses are made of chromium steel 

And little fat men shall ride them. 

 

I am the worm who never turned, 

The eunuch without a harem; 

Between the priest and the commissar 

I walk like Eugene Aram; 

 

And the commissar is telling my fortune 

While the radio plays, 

But the priest has promised an Austin 

      Seven, 

For Duggie always pays. 

 

I dreamt I dwelt in marble halls, 

And woke to find it true; 

I wasn't born for an age like this; 

Was Smith? Was Jones? Were you? 

The Spanish war and other events in 

1936-37 turned the scale and thereafter I knew 
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where I stood. Every line of serious work that I 

have written since 1936 has been written, 

directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and 

for democratic socialism, as I understand it. It 

seems to me nonsense, in a period like our 

own, to think that one can avoid writing of such 

subjects. Everyone writes of them in one guise 

or another. It is simply a question of which side 

one takes and what approach one follows. And 

the more one is conscious of one's political 

bias, the more chance one has of acting 

politically without sacrificing one's aesthetic 

and intellectual integrity. 

What I have most wanted to do 

throughout the past ten years is to make 

political writing into an art. My starting point is 

always a feeling of partisanship, a sense of 

injustice. When I sit down to write a book, I do 

not say to myself, ‘I am going to produce a 

work of art’. I write it because there is some lie 
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that I want to expose, some fact to which I 

want to draw attention, and my initial concern 

is to get a hearing. But I could not do the work 

of writing a book, or even a long magazine 

article, if it were not also an aesthetic 

experience. Anyone who cares to examine my 

work will see that even when it is downright 

propaganda it contains much that a full-time 

politician would consider irrelevant. I am not 

able, and do not want, completely to abandon 

the world view that I acquired in childhood. So 

long as I remain alive and well I shall continue 

to feel strongly about prose style, to love the 

surface of the earth, and to take a pleasure in 

solid objects and scraps of useless information. 

It is no use trying to suppress that side of 

myself. The job is to reconcile my ingrained 

likes and dislikes with the essentially public, 

non-individual activities that this age forces on 

all of us. 
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It is not easy. It raises problems of 

construction and of language, and it raises in a 

new way the problem of truthfulness. Let me 

give just one example of the cruder kind of 

difficulty that arises. My book about the 

Spanish civil war, Homage to Catalonia, is of 

course a frankly political book, but in the main 

it is written with a certain detachment and 

regard for form. I did try very hard in it to tell 

the whole truth without violating my literary 

instincts. But among other things it contains a 

long chapter, full of newspaper quotations and 

the like, defending the Trotskyists who were 

accused of plotting with Franco. Clearly such a 

chapter, which after a year or two would lose 

its interest for any ordinary reader, must ruin 

the book. A critic whom I respect read me a 

lecture about it. ‘Why did you put in all that 

stuff?’ he said. ‘You've turned what might have 

been a good book into journalism.’ What he 



35 

said was true, but I could not have done 

otherwise. I happened to know, what very few 

people in England had been allowed to know, 

that innocent men were being falsely accused. 

If I had not been angry about that I should 

never have written the book. 

In one form or another this problem 

comes up again. The problem of language is 

subtler and would take too long to discuss. I 

will only say that of late years I have tried to 

write less picturesquely and more exactly. In 

any case I find that by the time you have 

perfected any style of writing, you have always 

outgrown it. Animal Farm was the first book in 

which I tried, with full consciousness of what I 

was doing, to fuse political purpose and artistic 

purpose into one whole. I have not written a 

novel for seven years, but I hope to write 

another fairly soon. It is bound to be a failure, 
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every book is a failure, but I do know with some 

clarity what kind of book I want to write. 

Looking back through the last page or 

two, I see that I have made it appear as though 

my motives in writing were wholly public-

spirited. I don't want to leave that as the final 

impression. All writers are vain, selfish, and 

lazy, and at the very bottom of their motives 

there lies a mystery. Writing a book is a 

horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout 

of some painful illness. One would never 

undertake such a thing if one were not driven 

on by some demon whom one can neither 

resist nor understand. For all one knows that 

demon is simply the same instinct that makes a 

baby squall for attention. And yet it is also true 

that one can write nothing readable unless one 

constantly struggles to efface one's own 

personality. Good prose is like a windowpane. I 

cannot say with certainty which of my motives 
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are the strongest, but I know which of them 

deserve to be followed. And looking back 

through my work, I see that it is invariably 

where I lacked a political purpose that I wrote 

lifeless books and was betrayed into purple 

passages, sentences without meaning, 

decorative adjectives and humbug generally. 

1946 

  



38 

Why I Write 

By  

Joan Didion 

Of course I stole the title for this talk, 

from George Orwell. One reason I stole it was 

that I like the sound of the words: Why I Write 

There you have three short unambiguous 

words that share a sound, and the sound they 

share is this: 

I 

I 

I 

In many ways writing is the act of saying 

I, of imposing oneself upon other people, of 

saying listen to me, see it my way, change your 

mind. It’s an aggressive, even a hostile act. You 

can disguise its aggressiveness all you want 

with veils of subordinate clauses and qualifiers 

and tentative subjunctives, with ellipses and 
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evasions—with the whole manner of intimating 

rather than claiming, of alluding rather than 

stating—but there's no getting around the fact 

that setting words on paper is the tactic of a 

secret bully, an invasion, an imposition of the 

writer's sensibility on the reader's most private 

space. 

I stole the title not only because the 

words sounded right but because they seemed 

to sum up, in a no-nonsense way, all I have to 

tell you. Like many writers I have only this one 

“subject,” this one “area”: the act of writing. I 

can bring you no reports from any other front. 

I may have other interests: I am “interested,” 

for example, in marine biology, but I don't 

flatter myself that you would come out to hear 

me talk about it. I am not a scholar. I am not in 

the least an intellectual, which is not to say that 

when I hear the word “intellectual” I reach for 

my gun, but only to say that I do not think in 
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abstracts. During the years when I was an 

undergraduate at Berkeley I tried, with a kind 

of hopeless late-adolescent energy, to buy 

some temporary visa into the world of ideas, to 

forge for myself a mind that could deal with the 

abstract. 

In short I tried to think. I failed. My 

attention veered inexorably back to the 

specific, to the tangible, to what was generally 

considered, by everyone I knew then and for 

that matter have known since, the peripheral. I 

would try to contemplate the Hegelian dialectic 

and would find myself concentrating instead on 

a flowering pear tree outside my window and 

the particular way the petals fell on my floor. I 

would try to read linguistic theory and would 

find myself wondering instead if the lights were 

on in the bevatron up the hill. When I say that I 

was wondering if the lights were on in the 

bevatron you might immediately suspect, if you 
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deal in ideas at all, that I was registering the 

bevatron as a political symbol, thinking in 

shorthand about the military-industrial 

complex and its role in the university 

community, but you would be wrong. I was 

only wondering if the lights were on in the 

bevatron, and how they looked. A physical fact. 

I had trouble graduating from Berkeley, 

not because of this inability to deal with ideas—

I was majoring in English, and I could locate the 

house-and-garden imagery in The Portrait of a 

Lady as well as the next person, “imagery” 

being by definition the kind of specific that got 

my attention ‐but simply because I had 

neglected to take a course in Milton. For 

reasons which now sound baroque I needed a 

degree by the end of that summer, and the 

English department finally agreed, if I would 

come down from Sacramento every Friday and 

talk about the cosmology of Paradise Lost, to 
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certify me proficient in Milton. I did this. Some 

Fridays I took the Greyhound bus, other Fridays 

I caught the Southern Pacific's City of San 

Francisco on the last leg of its transcontinental 

trip. I can no longer tell you whether Milton put 

the sun or the earth at the center of his 

universe in Paradise Lost, the central question 

of at least one century and a topic about which 

I wrote 10,000 words that summer. but I can 

still recall the exact rancidity of the butter in the 

City of San Francisco's dining car, and the way 

the tinted windows on the Greyhound bus cast 

the oil refineries around Carquinez Straits into 

a grayed and obscurely sinister light. In short 

my attention was always on the periphery, on 

what I could see and taste and touch, on the 

butter, and the Greyhound bus. During those 

years I was traveling on what I knew to be a 

very shaky passport, forged papers: I knew that 

I was no legitimate resident in any world of 
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ideas. I knew I couldn't think. All I knew then 

was what I couldn't do. All I knew then was 

what I wasn't, and it took me some years to 

discover what I was. 

Which was a writer. 

By which I mean not a “good” writer or a 

“bad” writer but simply a writer, a person 

whose most absorbed and passionate hours 

are spent arranging words on pieces of paper. 

Had my credentials been in order I would never 

have become a writer. Had I been blessed with 

even limited access to my own mind there 

would have been no reason to write. 1 write 

entirely to find out what I'm thinking, what I'm 

looking at, what I see and what it means. What 

t want and what I fear. Why did the oil 

refineries around Carquinez Straits seem 

sinister to me in the summer of 1956? Why 

have the night lights in the bevatron burned in 
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my mind for twenty years? What is going on in 

these pictures in my mind? 

When I talk about pictures in my mind I 

am talking, quite specifically, about images that 

shimmer around the edges. There used to be 

an illustration in every elementary psychology 

book showing a cat drawn by a patient in 

varying stages of schizophrenia. This cat had a 

shimmer around it. You could see the 

molecular structure breaking down at the very 

edges of the cat: the cat became the 

background and the background the cat, 

everything interacting, exchanging ions. People 

on hallucinogens describe the same perception 

of objects. I'm not a schizophrenic, nor do I 

take hallucinogens, but certain images do 

shimmer for me. Look hard enough, and you 

can't miss the shimmer. It's there. You can't 

think too much about these pictures that 

shimmer. You just lie low and let them develop. 
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You stay quiet. You don't talk to many people 

and you keep your nervous system from 

shorting out and you try to locate the cat in the 

shimmer, the grammar in the picture. 

Just as I meant “shimmer” literally I mean 

“grammar” literally. Grammar is a piano I play 

by ear, since I seem to have been out of school 

the year the rules were mentioned. All I know 

about grammar is its infinite power. To shift the 

structure of a sentence alters the meaning of 

that sentence, as definitely and inflexibly as the 

position of a camera alters the meaning of the 

object photographed. Many people know about 

camera angles now, but not so many know 

about sentences. The arrangement of the 

words matters, and the arrangement you want 

can be found in the picture in your mind. The 

picture dictates the arrangement. The picture 

dictates whether this will be a sentence with or 

without clauses, a sentence that ends hard or a 
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dyingfall sentence, long or short, active or 

passive. The picture tells you how to arrange 

the words and the arrangement of the words 

tells you, or tells me, what's going on in the 

picture. Nota bene: 

It tells you. 

You don't tell it. 

Let me show you what I mean by 

pictures in the mind. I began Play It as It Lays 

just as I have begun each of my novels, with no 

notion of “character” or “plot” or even 

“incident.” I had only two pictures in my mind, 

more about which later, and a technical 

intention, which was to write a novel so 

elliptical and fast that it would be over before 

you noticed it, a novel so fast that it would 

scarcely exist on the page at all. About the 

pictures: the first was of white space. Empty 

space. This was clearly the picture that dictated 

the narrative intention of the book a book in 
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which anything that happened would happen 

off the page, a “white” book to which the 

reader would have to bring his or her own bad 

dreams and yet this picture told me no “story,” 

suggested no situation. The second picture did. 

This second picture was of something actually 

witnessed. A young woman with long hair and 

a short white halter dress walks through the 

casino at the Riviera in Las Vegas at one in the 

morning. She crosses the casino alone and 

picks up a house telephone. I watch her 

because I have heard her paged, and recognize 

her name: she is a minor actress I see around 

Los Angeles from time to time, in places like 

Sax and once in a gynecologist's office in the 

Beverly Hills Clinic, but have never met. I know 

nothing about her. Who is paging her? Why is 

she here to be paged? How exactly did she 

come to this? It was precisely this moment in 

Las Vegas that made Play It as It Lays begin to 
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tell itself to me, but the moment appears in the 

novel only obliquely, in a chapter which begins: 

Maria made a list of things she would 

never do. She would never: walk through the 

Sands or Caesar's alone after midnight. She 

would never: ball at a party, do S‐M unless she 

wanted to, borrow furs from Abe Lipsey, deal. 

She would never: carry a Yorkshire in Beverly 

Hills! 

That is the beginning of the chapter and 

that is also the end of the chapter, which may 

suggest what I meant by “white space.” 

I recall having a number of pictures in 

my mind when I began the novel I just finished, 

A Book of Common Prayer. As a matter of fact 

one of these pictures was of that bevatron I 

mentioned, although I would be hard put to tell 

you a story in which nuclear energy figured. 

Another was a newspaper photograph of a 

hijacked 707 burning on the desert in the 

Middle East. Another was the night view from a 

room in which I once spent a week with 
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paratyphoid, a hotel room on the Colombian 

coast. My husband and I seemed to be on the 

Colombian coast representing the United 

States of America at a film festival (I recall 

invoking the name “Jack Valenti” a lot, as if its 

reiteration could make me well), and it was a 

bad place to have fever, not only because my 

indisposition offended our hosts but because 

every night in this hotel the generator failed. 

The lights went out. The elevator stopped. My 

husband would go to the event of the evening 

and make excuses for me and I would stay 

alone in this hotel room, in the dark. I 

remember standing at the window trying to call 

Bogota (the telephone seemed to work on the 

same principle as the generator) and watching 

the night wind come up and wondering what I 

was doing eleven degrees off the equator with 

a fever of 103. The view from that window 

definitely figures in A Book of Common Prayer, 
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as does the burning 707, and yet none of these 

pictures told me the story 

The picture that did, the picture that 

shimmered and made these other images 

coalesce, was the Panama airport at 6 A.M. I 

was in this airport only once, on a plane to 

Bogota that stopped for an hour to refuel, but 

the way it looked that morning remained 

superimposed on everything I saw until the day 

I finished A Book of Common Prayer. I lived in 

that airport for several years. I can still feel the 

hot air when I step off the plane, can see the 

heat already rising off the tarmac at 6 A.M. I 

can feel my skirt damp and wrinkled on my 

legs. I can feel the asphalt stick to my sandals. I 

remember the big tall of a Pan American plane 

floating motionless down at the end of the 

tarmac. I remember the sound of a slot 

machine in the waiting room. I could tell you 

that I remember a particular woman in the 
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airport, an American woman, a 

norteamericana, a thin norteamericana about 

40 who wore a big square emerald in lieu of a 

wedding ring, but there was no such woman 

there. 

I put this woman in the airport later. I 

made this woman up, just as I later made up a 

country to put the airport in, and a family to 

run the country. This woman in the airport is 

neither catching a plane nor meeting one. She 

is ordering tea in the airport coffee shop. In 

fact she is not simply “ordering” tea but 

insisting that the water be boiled, in front of 

her, for twenty minutes. Why is this woman in 

this airport? Why is she going nowhere, where 

has she been? Where did she get that big 

emerald? What derangement, or 

disassociation, makes her believe that her will 

to see the water boiled can possibly prevail? 

She had been going to one airport or 
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another for four months, one could see it, 

looking at the visas on her passport. All those 

airports where Charlotte Douglas's passport 

had been stamped would have looked alike. 

Sometimes the ‘sign on the tower would say 

‘Bienvenidos’ and sometimes the sign on the 

tower would say ‘Bienvenue,’ some (places 

were wet and hot and others dry and hot, but 

at each of these airports the pastel concrete 

walls would rust and stain and the swamp off 

the runway would be littered with the 

fuselages of cannibalized Fairchild F‐227's and 

the water would need boiling. 

I knew why Charlotte went to the airport 

even if Victor did not. 

I knew about airports. 

These lines appear about halfway 

through A Book of Common Prayer, but I wrote 

them during the second week I worked on the 

book, long before I had any idea where 

Charlotte Douglas had been or why she went to 

airports. Until I wrote these lines I had no 

character called “Victor” in mind: the necessity 

for mentioning a name, and the name “Victor,” 

occurred to me as I wrote the sentence. I knew 

why Charlotte went to the airport sounded 
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incomplete. I knew why Charlotte went to the 

airport even if Victor did not carried a little 

more narrative drive. Most important of all, 

until I wrote these lines I did not know who “I” 

was, who was telling the story. I had intended 

until that moment that the “I” be no more than 

the voice of the author, a 19thcentury 

omniscient narrator. But there it was: 

I knew why Charlotte went to the airport 

even if Victor did not. 

I knew about airports. 

This “I” was the voice of no author in my 

house. This “I” was someone who not only 

knew why Charlotte went to the airport but 

also knew someone called “Victor.” Who was 

Victor? Who was this narrator? Why was this 

narrator telling me this story? Let me tell you 

one thing about why writers write: had I known 

the answer to any of these questions I would 

never have needed to write a novel.  

1976  
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Why I Write: Making No Become 

Yes 

By  

Elie Wiesel 

 

Why do I write? 

Perhaps in order not to go mad. Or, on 

the contrary, to touch the bottom of madness. 

Like Samuel Beckett, the survivor 

expresses himself “en désepoir de cause”—out 

of desperation. Speaking of the solitude of the 

survivor, the great Yiddish and Hebrew poet 

and thinker Aaron Zeitlin addresses those—his 

father, his brother, his friends—who have died 

and left him: “You have abandoned me,” he 

says to them. “You are together, without me. I 

am here. Alone. And I make words.” 

So do I, just like him. I also say words, 

write words, reluctantly. 
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There are easier occupations, far more 

pleasant ones. But for the survivor, writing is 

not a profession, but an occupation, a duty. 

Camus calls it “an honor.” As he puts it: “I 

entered literature through worship.” Other 

writers have said they did so through anger, 

through love. Speaking for myself, I would 

say—through silence. 

It was by seeking, by probing silence that 

I began to discover the perils and power of the 

word. I never intended to be a philosopher, or 

a theologian. The only role I sought was that of 

witness. I believed that, having survived by 

chance, I was duty-bound to give meaning to 

my survival, to justify each moment of my life. I 

knew the story had to be told. Not to transmit 

an experience is to betray it. This is what Jewish 

tradition teaches us. But how to do this? “When 

Israel is in exile, so is the word,” says the Zohar. 

The word has deserted the meaning it was 
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intended to convey—impossible to make them 

coincide. The displacement, the shift, is 

irrevocable. 

This was never more true than right after 

the upheaval. We all knew that we could never, 

never say what had to be said, that we could 

never express in words, coherent, intelligible 

words, our experience of madness on an 

absolute scale. The walk through flaming night, 

the silence before and after the selection, the 

monotonous praying of the condemned, the 

Kaddish of the dying, the fear and hunger of 

the sick, the shame and suffering, the haunted 

eyes, the demented stares. I thought that I 

would never be able to speak of them. All 

words seemed inadequate, worn, foolish, 

lifeless, whereas I wanted them to be searing. 

Where was I to discover a fresh 

vocabulary, a primeval language? The language 

of night was not human, it was primitive, 
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almost animal—hoarse shouting, screams, 

muffled moaning, savage howling, the sound 

of beating. A brute strikes out wildly, a body 

falls. An officer raises his arm and a whole 

community walks toward a common grave. A 

soldier shrugs his shoulders, and a thousand 

families are torn apart, to be reunited only by 

death. This was the concentration camp 

language. It negated all other language and 

took its place. Rather than a link, it became a 

wall. Could it be surmounted? Could the reader 

be brought to the other side? I knew the 

answer was negative, and yet I knew that “no” 

had to become “yes.” It was the last wish of the 

dead. 

The fear of forgetting remains the main 

obsession of all those who have passed 

through the universe of the damned. The 

enemy counted on people’s incredulity and 

forgetfulness. How could one foil this plot? And 
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if memory grew hollow, empty of substance, 

what would happen to all we had accumulated 

along the way? Remember, said the father to 

his son, and the son to his friend. Gather the 

names, the faces, the tears.  We had all taken 

an oath: “If, by some miracle, I emerge alive, I 

will devote my life to testifying on behalf of 

those whose shadow will fall on mine forever 

and ever.” 

That is why I write certain things rather 

than others—to remain faithful. 

Of course, there are times of doubt for 

the survivor, times when one gives in to 

weakness, or longs for comfort.  I hear a voice 

within me telling me to stop mourning the 

past.  I too want to sing of love and of its magic. 

I too want to celebrate the sun, and the dawn 

that heralds the sun. I would like to shout, and 

shout loudly: “Listen, listen well! I too am 

capable of victory, do you hear? I too am open 
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to laughter and joy! I want to stride, head high, 

my face unguarded, without having to point to 

the ashes over there on the horizon, without 

having to tampers with facts to hide their tragic 

ugliness. For a man born blind, God himself is 

blind, but look, I see, I am not blind.” One feels 

like shouting this, but the shout changes to a 

murmur.  One must make a choice; one must 

remain faithful. A big word, I know. 

Nevertheless, I use it, it suits me. 

Having written the things I have written, 

I feel I can afford no longer to play with words. 

If I say that the writer in me wants to remain 

loyal, it is because it is true. This sentiment 

moves all survivors; they owe nothing to 

anyone; but everything to the dead. 

I owe them my roots and my memory. I 

am duty-bound to serve as their emissary, 

transmitting the history of their disappearance, 

even if it disturbs, even if it brings pain. Not to 
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do so would be to betray them, and thus 

myself. And since I am incapable of 

communicating their cry by shouting, I simply 

look at them. I see them and I write. 

While writing, I question them as I 

question myself. I believe I have said it before, 

elsewhere. I write to understand as much as to 

be understood. Will I succeed one day? 

Wherever one starts, one reaches 

darkness. God? He remains the God of 

darkness. Man? The source of darkness. The 

killers’ derision, their victims’ tears, the 

onlookers’’ indifference, their complicity and 

complacency—the divine role in all that I do not 

understand. A million children massacred—I 

shall never understand. 

Jewish children—they haunt my writings. 

I see them again and again. I shall always see 

them. Hounded, humiliated, bent like the old 

men who surround them as though to protect 
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them, unable to do so. They are thirsty, the 

children, and there is no one to give them 

water. They are hungry, but there is no one to 

give them a crust of bread. They are afraid, and 

there is no one to reassure them. 

They walk in the middle of the roads, the 

vagabonds. They are on the way to the station, 

and they will never return. In sealed cards, 

without air or food, they travel toward another 

world. They guess where they are going, they 

know it, and they keep silent. Tense, 

thoughtful, they listen to the wind, the call of 

death in the distance. 

All these children, these old people, I see 

them. I never stop seeing them. I belong to 

them. 

But they, to whom do they belong? 

People tend to think that a murderer 

weakens when facing a child. The child 

reawakens the killer’s lost humanity. The killer 
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can no longer kill the child before him, the child 

inside him. 

But with us it happened differently. Our 

Jewish children had no effect upon the killers. 

Nor upon the world. Nor upon God. 

I think of them, I think of their childhood. 

Their childhood is a small Jewish town, and this 

town is no more. They frighten me; they reflect 

an image of myself, one that I pursue and run 

from at the same time—the image of a Jewish 

adolescent who knew no fear, except the fear 

of God, whose faith was whole, comforting, and 

not marked by anxiety. 

No, I do not understand. And if I write, it 

is to warn the readers that he will not 

understand either. “You will not understand, 

you will not understand,” were the words heard 

everywhere during the reign of night. I can only 

echo them. You, who never lived under a sky of 

blood, will never know what it was like. Even if 
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you read all the books ever written, even if you 

listen to all the testimonies ever given, you will 

remain on this side of the wall, you will view the 

agony and death of a people from afar, 

through the screen of a memory that is not 

your own. 

An admission of impotence and guilt? I 

do not know. All I know is that Treblinka and 

Auschwitz cannot be told. And yet I have tried. 

God knows I have tried. 

Have I attempted to much or not 

enough? Among some twenty-five volumes, 

only three or four penetrate the 

phantasmagoric realm of the dead. In my other 

books, through my other books, I have tried to 

follow other roads. For it is dangerous to linger 

among the dead, they hold on to you and you 

run the risk of speaking only to them. And so I 

have forced myself to turn away from them and 

study other periods, explore other destinies 
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and teach other tales—the Bible and the 

Talmud, Hasidism and its fervor, the shtetl and 

its songs, Jerusalem and its echoes, the Russian 

Jews and their anguish, their awakening, their 

courage. At times, it has seemed to me that I 

was speaking of other things with the sole 

purpose of keeping the essential—the personal 

experience—unspoken. At times I have 

wondered: And what if I was wrong? Perhaps I 

should not have heeded my own advice and 

stayed in my world with the dead. 

But then, I have not forgotten the dead. 

They have their rightful place even in the works 

about the Hasidic capitals Ruzhany and Korets, 

and Jerusalem. Even in my biblical and 

Midrashic tales, I pursue their presence, mute 

and motionless. The presence of the dead then 

beckons in such tangible ways that it affects 

even the most removed characters. Thus they 

appear on Mount Moriah, where Abraham is 
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about to sacrifice his son, a burnt offering to 

their common God. They appear on Mount 

Nebo, where Moses enters solitude and death. 

They appear in Hasidic and Talmudic legends in 

which victims forever need defending against 

forces that would crush them. Technically, so to 

speak, they are of course elsewhere, in time 

and space, but on a deeper, truer plane, the 

dead are part of every story, of every scene. 

“But what is the connection?” you will 

ask. Believe me, there is one. After Auschwitz 

everything brings us back to Auschwitz. When I 

speak of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, when I 

invoke Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai and Rabbi 

Akiba, it is the better to understand them in the 

light of Auschwitz. As for the Maggid of 

Mezeritch and his disciples, it is in order to 

encounter the followers of their followers that I 

reconstruct their spellbound, spellbinding 

universe. I like to imagine them alive, 
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exuberant, celebrating life and hope. Their 

happiness is as necessary to me as it was once 

to themselves. 

And yet—how did they manage to keep 

their faith intact? How did they manage to sing 

as they went to meet the Angel of Death? I 

know Hasidim who never vacillated—I respect 

their strength. I know others who chose 

rebellion, protest, rage—I respect their 

courage. For there comes a time when only 

those who do not believe in God will not cry out 

to him in wrath and anguish. 

Do not judge either group. Even the 

heroes perished as martyrs, even the martyrs 

died as heroes. Who would dare oppose knives 

to prayers? The faith of some matters as much 

as the strength of others. It is not ours to 

judge, it is only ours to tell the tale. 

But where is one to begin? Whom is one 

to include?  One meets a Hasid in all my novels. 
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And a child. And an old man. And a beggar. And 

a madman. They are all part of my inner 

landscape. The reason why? Pursued and 

persecuted by the killers, I offer them shelter. 

The enemy wanted to create a society purged 

of their presence, and I have brought some of 

them back. The world denied them, repudiated 

them, so I let them live at least within the 

feverish dreams of my characters. 

It is for them that I write, and yet the 

survivor may experience remorse. He has tried 

to bear witness; it was all in vain. 

After the liberation, we had illusions. We 

were convinced that a new world would be 

built upon the ruins of Europe. A new 

civilization would see the light. No more wars, 

no more hate, no more intolerance, no 

fanaticism. And all this because the witnesses 

would speak. And speak they did, to no avail. 

The will continue, for they cannot do 
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otherwise. When man, in his grief, falls silent, 

Goethe says, then God gives him the strength 

to sing his sorrows. From that moment on, he 

may no longer choose not to sing, whether his 

song is heard or not. What matters is to 

struggle against silence with words, or through 

another form of silence. What matters is to 

gather a smile here and there, a tear here and 

there, a word here and there, and thus justify 

the faith placed in you, a long time ago, by so 

many victims. 

Why do I write? To wrench those victims 

from oblivion. To help the dead vanquish 

death. 

Translated from the French by 

Rosette C. Lamont. 

1985 
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Why I Write 

By 

Aaron Barlow 

 

In 8th grade, I wrote a short mock-heroic 

epic in sonnet form that was published 

anonymously on the front page of the 

newspaper of my school. It concerned buying a 

soda in a returnable bottle from the packed 

and chaotic stand in the schoolyard. Though I 

remember little about it, the concluding lines 

have stayed with me: 

But hark! I must return to that dreadful din: 

It’s time to take the bottle back in. 

It was a dreadful doggerel, but I enjoyed 

writing it, and knew it reflected “The Hasty 

Pudding,” a much-derided mock epic by a 

many-greats uncle Joel Barlow published in 

1796, 169 years earlier. Though my name was 

not attached to my little effort, I basked in a 
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private glow while watching even the high-

school students read it and chuckle. 

That weekend, my parents shared my 

poem with a dinner guest. His only comment 

was to complain that the “but hark” was 

archaic—which I knew but kept silent. I was a 

child at the table and not allowed to argue 

there. I had used the phrase because it was 

archaic but could not argue with an adult. 

Four years later, I tried to create work in 

print once again, in an eight-page 

mimeographed underground newspaper I 

mainly wrote (anonymously) and published 

myself. It caused quite a stir at my high school, 

but two issues were enough: I gave it up as 

mean-spirited and uninspired—and, ultimately, 

pointless. A few years later, I printed up a few 

of my poems in two-fold brochure style, but I 

knew I was no poet—and I was discovering that 
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I had a lot to learn and experience before I 

could become any other sort of writer at all. 

Over the years, I worked briefly in 

professional journalism and edited and wrote 

for an amateur environmental tabloid, but I 

rarely thought of myself as a writer—though I 

did want to be one. I had the passion, but I 

lacked the talent or, at least, the message, and 

I knew it. Though I developed certain skills for 

writing, I did not have the touch needed for the 

types of things I longed to say—nor, quite 

frankly, did I have the knowledge. 

What I was, at that time, was a reader; I 

wasn’t ready to write. And I wasn’t yet much 

good at reading, either—though I did a lot of it. 

I set myself up to improve as a reader by going 

to graduate school to read, wanting to better 

understand the books I had been coming 

across, many of which demanded a 

sophisticated background if one wished to fully 
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understand them. The key book to my decision 

was William Faulkner’s The Hamlet. I 

desperately wanted to be able to read it more 

fully and deeply. 

Forty years after that first publication in 

a school paper, I did become a real writer when 

my first book, a discussion of home-viewing of 

movies, appeared. I’d begun to find my voice 

and to discover just why I write—and so I do, 

now, most every day. I find I write to discover. 

No: I write to discover and to share. For what I 

have found, indeed, is that I now have 

something I need to say. 

And it was reading that taught me this. 

Those forty years between wanting to be 

a writer and being one were spent on a voyage 

that I am only beginning to make sense of, 

doing so by writing about it not only for my 

own understanding but because I want to be 
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part of the ongoing human discourse of all 

those books I had consumed in the meantime. 

Whatever the reason (and it’s actually a 

bit more complicated), I find I’m now 

compelled, like Coleridge’s ancient mariner, to 

speak, to seek an audience: 

'There was a ship,' quoth he.  

'Hold off! unhand me, grey-beard loon!'  

Eftsoons his hand dropt he.  

 

He holds him with his glittering eye—  

The Wedding-Guest stood still,  

And listens like a three years' child:  

The Mariner hath his will.  

Yes, I sometimes think I’ve become a 

grey-beard loon; I, too, have a strange tale to 

relate, though nothing so wild as the mariner’s.  

I write because I believe in the power of 

my tale to do for my readers, in a small way, 

what the ancient mariner does for the wedding 

guest he has mesmerized with his “There was a 

ship,” who leaves his side once the tale is told: 

He went like one that hath been stunned,  
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And is of sense forlorn:  

A sadder and a wiser man,  

He rose the morrow morn. 

The ancient mariner’s tale is, of course, 

far more dramatic and shattering than my own. 

Nor is mine a shout against death or a paean to 

individualism, as is much of literature, as is Roy 

Batty’s speech at the end of the movie Blade 

Runner: 

I've seen things you people wouldn't 

believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of 

Orion. I watched c-beams glitter in the dark 

near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments 

will be lost in time, like tears in rain. 

Still, I have seen, and experienced, things 

that do beggar belief. As part of, and 

contributor to, the greater human experience, 

I’d rather not see them lost as I, too, shuffle off 

this mortal coil.  

Mostly, though, I write for me, to shake 

off the incoherence of experience so ably 

expressed by Shakespeare’s Bottom in A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream: 
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I have had a most rare vision. I have had a 

dream—past the wit of man to say what 

dream it was. Man is but an ass if he go about 

to expound this dream. Methought I was—

there is no man can tell what. Methought I 

was, and methought I had—but man is but a 

patched fool if he will offer to say what 

methought I had. The eye of man hath not 

heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man’s 

hand is not able to taste, his tongue to 

conceive, nor his heart to report what my 

dream was. 

That, quite frankly, encapsulates my own 

dream and the need to try, at least, to 

understand it. This, and recognition of my 

existence within the community of human 

beings, is why I write. 

2019 
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Politics and the English Language 

By 

George Orwell 

Most people who bother with the matter 

at all would admit that the English language is 

in a bad way, but it is generally assumed that 

we cannot by conscious action do anything 

about it. Our civilization is decadent and our 

language—so the argument runs—must 

inevitably share in the general collapse. It 

follows that any struggle against the abuse of 

language is a sentimental archaism, like 

preferring candles to electric light or hansom 

cabs to aeroplanes. Underneath this lies the 

half-conscious belief that language is a natural 

growth and not an instrument which we shape 

for our own purposes. 

Now, it is clear that the decline of a 

language must ultimately have political and 
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economic causes: it is not due simply to the 

bad influence of this or that individual writer. 

But an effect can become a cause, reinforcing 

the original cause and producing the same 

effect in an intensified form, and so on 

indefinitely. A man may take to drink because 

he feels himself to be a failure, and then fail all 

the more completely because he drinks. It is 

rather the same thing that is happening to the 

English language. It becomes ugly and 

inaccurate because our thoughts are foolish, 

but the slovenliness of our language makes it 

easier for us to have foolish thoughts. The 

point is that the process is reversible. Modern 

English, especially written English, is full of bad 

habits which spread by imitation and which can 

be avoided if one is willing to take the 

necessary trouble. If one gets rid of these 

habits one can think more clearly, and to think 

clearly is a necessary first step toward political 
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regeneration: so that the fight against bad 

English is not frivolous and is not the exclusive 

concern of professional writers. I will come 

back to this presently, and I hope that by that 

time the meaning of what I have said here will 

have become clearer. Meanwhile, here are five 

specimens of the English language as it is now 

habitually written. 

These five passages have not been 

picked out because they are especially bad—I 

could have quoted far worse if I had chosen—

but because they illustrate various of the 

mental vices from which we now suffer. They 

are a little below the average, but are fairly 

representative examples. I number them so 

that I can refer back to them when necessary: 

1. I am not, indeed, sure whether it is not 

true to say that the Milton who once seemed 

not unlike a seventeenth-century Shelley had 

not become, out of an experience ever more 

bitter in each year, more alien [sic] to the 

founder of that Jesuit sect which nothing could 
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induce him to tolerate. 

Professor Harold Laski (Essay in Freedom of 

Expression) 

2. Above all, we cannot play ducks and 

drakes with a native battery of idioms which 

prescribes egregious collocations of vocables 

as the Basic put up with for tolerate, or put at a 

loss for bewilder. 

Professor Lancelot Hogben (Interglossia) 

3. On the one side we have the free 

personality: by definition it is not neurotic, for 

it has neither conflict nor dream. Its desires, 

such as they are, are transparent, for they are 

just what institutional approval keeps in the 

forefront of consciousness; another 

institutional pattern would alter their number 

and intensity; there is little in them that is 

natural, irreducible, or culturally dangerous. 

But on the other side, the social bond itself is 

nothing but the mutual reflection of these self-

secure integrities. Recall the definition of love. 

Is not this the very picture of a small 

academic? Where is there a place in this hall of 

mirrors for either personality or fraternity? 

Essay on psychology in Politics (New York) 

4. All the ‘best people’ from the 

gentlemen's clubs, and all the frantic fascist 

captains, united in common hatred of 

Socialism and bestial horror at the rising tide 

of the mass revolutionary movement, have 

turned to acts of provocation, to foul 

incendiarism, to medieval legends of poisoned 
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wells, to legalize their own destruction of 

proletarian organizations, and rouse the 

agitated petty-bourgeoise to chauvinistic 

fervor on behalf of the fight against the 

revolutionary way out of the crisis. 

Communist pamphlet 

5. If a new spirit is to be infused into this 

old country, there is one thorny and 

contentious reform which must be tackled, 

and that is the humanization and 

galvanization of the B.B.C. Timidity here will 

bespeak canker and atrophy of the soul. The 

heart of Britain may be sound and of strong 

beat, for instance, but the British lion's roar at 

present is like that of Bottom in Shakespeare's 

A Midsummer Night's Dream—as gentle as any 

sucking dove. A virile new Britain cannot 

continue indefinitely to be traduced in the 

eyes or rather ears, of the world by the effete 

languors of Langham Place, brazenly 

masquerading as ‘standard English’. When the 

Voice of Britain is heard at nine o'clock, better 

far and infinitely less ludicrous to hear aitches 

honestly dropped than the present priggish, 

inflated, inhibited, school-ma'amish arch 

braying of blameless bashful mewing 

maidens! 

Letter in Tribune 

Each of these passages has faults of its 

own, but, quite apart from avoidable ugliness, 
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two qualities are common to all of them. The 

first is staleness of imagery; the other is lack of 

precision. The writer either has a meaning and 

cannot express it, or he inadvertently says 

something else, or he is almost indifferent as to 

whether his words mean anything or not. This 

mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence 

is the most marked characteristic of modern 

English prose, and especially of any kind of 

political writing. As soon as certain topics are 

raised, the concrete melts into the abstract and 

no one seems able to think of turns of speech 

that are not hackneyed: prose consists less and 

less of words chosen for the sake of their 

meaning, and more and more of phrases 

tacked together like the sections of a 

prefabricated hen-house. I list below, with 

notes and examples, various of the tricks by 

means of which the work of prose-construction 

is habitually dodged. 
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DYING METAPHORS. A newly invented 

metaphor assists thought by evoking a visual 

image, while on the other hand a metaphor 

which is technically ‘dead’ (e. g. iron resolution) 

has in effect reverted to being an ordinary 

word and can generally be used without loss of 

vividness. But in between these two classes 

there is a huge dump of worn-out metaphors 

which have lost all evocative power and are 

merely used because they save people the 

trouble of inventing phrases for themselves. 

Examples are: Ring the changes on, take up the 

cudgel for, toe the line, ride roughshod over, 

stand shoulder to shoulder with, play into the 

hands of, no axe to grind, grist to the mill, fishing 

in troubled waters, on the order of the day, 

Achilles’ heel, swan song, hotbed. Many of these 

are used without knowledge of their meaning 

(what is a ‘rift’, for instance?), and incompatible 

metaphors are frequently mixed, a sure sign 
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that the writer is not interested in what he is 

saying. Some metaphors now current have 

been twisted out of their original meaning 

without those who use them even being aware 

of the fact. For example, toe the line is 

sometimes written as tow the line. Another 

example is the hammer and the anvil, now 

always used with the implication that the anvil 

gets the worst of it. In real life it is always the 

anvil that breaks the hammer, never the other 

way about: a writer who stopped to think what 

he was saying would avoid perverting the 

original phrase. 

OPERATORS OR VERBAL FALSE LIMBS. 

These save the trouble of picking out 

appropriate verbs and nouns, and at the same 

time pad each sentence with extra syllables 

which give it an appearance of symmetry. 

Characteristic phrases are render inoperative, 

militate against, make contact with, be subjected 
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to, give rise to, give grounds for, have the effect of, 

play a leading part (role) in, make itself felt, take 

effect, exhibit a tendency to, serve the purpose of, 

etc., etc. The keynote is the elimination of 

simple verbs. Instead of being a single word, 

such as break, stop, spoil, mend, kill, a verb 

becomes a phrase, made up of a noun or 

adjective tacked on to some general-purpose 

verb such as prove, serve, form, play, render. In 

addition, the passive voice is wherever possible 

used in preference to the active, and noun 

constructions are used instead of gerunds (by 

examination of instead of by examining). The 

range of verbs is further cut down by means of 

the -ize and de-formations, and the banal 

statements are given an appearance of 

profundity by means of the not un- formation. 

Simple conjunctions and prepositions are 

replaced by such phrases as with respect to, 

having regard to, the fact that, by dint of, in view 
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of, in the interests of, on the hypothesis that; and 

the ends of sentences are saved by anticlimax 

by such resounding commonplaces as greatly 

to be desired, cannot be left out of account, a 

development to be expected in the near future, 

deserving of serious consideration, brought to a 

satisfactory conclusion, and so on and so forth. 

PRETENTIOUS DICTION. Words like 

phenomenon, element, individual (as noun), 

objective, categorical, effective, virtual, basic, 

primary, promote, constitute, exhibit, exploit, 

utilize, eliminate, liquidate, are used to dress up 

a simple statement and give an air of scientific 

impartiality to biased judgements. Adjectives 

like epoch-making, epic, historic, unforgettable, 

triumphant, age-old, inevitable, inexorable, 

veritable, are used to dignify the sordid process 

of international politics, while writing that aims 

at glorifying war usually takes on an archaic 

colour, its characteristic words being: realm, 
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throne, chariot, mailed fist, trident, sword, shield, 

buckler, banner, jackboot, clarion. Foreign words 

and expressions such as cul de sac, ancien 

regime, deus ex machina, mutatis mutandis, 

status quo, gleichschaltung, weltanschauung, are 

used to give an air of culture and elegance. 

Except for the useful abbreviations i. e., e. g. 

and etc., there is no real need for any of the 

hundreds of foreign phrases now current in the 

English language. Bad writers, and especially 

scientific, political, and sociological writers, are 

nearly always haunted by the notion that Latin 

or Greek words are grander than Saxon ones, 

and unnecessary words like expedite, 

ameliorate, predict, extraneous, deracinated, 

clandestine, subaqueous, and hundreds of 

others constantly gain ground from their 

Anglo-Saxon numbers1. The jargon peculiar to 

                                                
1 An interesting illustration of this is the way in 

which the English flower names which were in use till 
very recently are being ousted by Greek 
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Marxist writing (hyena, hangman, cannibal, petty 

bourgeois, these gentry, lackey, flunkey, mad dog, 

White Guard, etc.) consists largely of words 

translated from Russian, German, or French; 

but the normal way of coining a new word is to 

use Latin or Greek root with the appropriate 

affix and, where necessary, the size formation. 

It is often easier to make up words of this kind 

(deregionalize, impermissible, extramarital, non-

fragmentary and so forth) than to think up the 

English words that will cover one's meaning. 

The result, in general, is an increase in 

slovenliness and vagueness. 

MEANINGLESS WORDS. In certain kinds 

of writing, particularly in art criticism and 

literary criticism, it is normal to come across 

long passages which are almost completely 

                                                
ones, snapdragon becoming antirrhinum, forget-me-
notbecoming myosotis, etc. It is hard to see any practical 
reason for this change of fashion: it is probably due to an 
instinctive turning-awayfrom the more homely word and 
a vague feeling that the Greek word is scientific. 
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lacking in meaning2. Words like romantic, 

plastic, values, human, dead, sentimental, natural, 

vitality, as used in art criticism, are strictly 

meaningless, in the sense that they not only do 

not point to any discoverable object, but are 

hardly ever expected to do so by the reader. 

When one critic writes, ‘The outstanding 

feature of Mr. X's work is its living quality’, while 

another writes, ‘The immediately striking thing 

about Mr. X's work is its peculiar deadness’, the 

reader accepts this as a simple difference 

opinion. If words like black and white were 

involved, instead of the jargon words dead and 

living, he would see at once that language was 

being used in an improper way. Many political 

                                                
2 Example: ‘Comfort's catholicity of perception 

and image, strangely Whitmanesque in range, almost the 
exact opposite in aesthetic compulsion, continues to 
evoke that trembling atmospheric accumulative hinting 
at a cruel, an inexorably serene timelessness... Wrey 
Gardiner scores by aiming at simple bull's-eyes with 
precision. Only they are not so simple, and through this 
contented sadness runs more than the surface bitter-
sweet of resignation’. (Poetry Quarterly.) 
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words are similarly abused. The word Fascism 

has now no meaning except in so far as it 

signifies ‘something not desirable’. The words 

democracy, socialism, freedom, patriotic, realistic, 

justice have each of them several different 

meanings which cannot be reconciled with one 

another. In the case of a word like democracy, 

not only is there no agreed definition, but the 

attempt to make one is resisted from all sides. 

It is almost universally felt that when we call a 

country democratic we are praising it: 

consequently the defenders of every kind of 

regime claim that it is a democracy, and fear 

that they might have to stop using that word if 

it were tied down to any one meaning. Words 

of this kind are often used in a consciously 

dishonest way. That is, the person who uses 

them has his own private definition, but allows 

his hearer to think he means something quite 

different. Statements like Marshal Petain was a 
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true patriot, The Soviet press is the freest in the 

world, The Catholic Church is opposed to 

persecution, are almost always made with intent 

to deceive. Other words used in variable 

meanings, in most cases more or less 

dishonestly, are: class, totalitarian, science, 

progressive, reactionary, bourgeois, equality. 

Now that I have made this catalogue of 

swindles and perversions, let me give another 

example of the kind of writing that they lead to. 

This time it must of its nature be an imaginary 

one. I am going to translate a passage of good 

English into modern English of the worst sort. 

Here is a well-known verse from Ecclesiastes: 

I returned and saw under the sun, that 

the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to 

the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor 

yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet 

favour to men of skill; but time and chance 

happeneth to them all. 

Here it is in modern English: 

Objective considerations of contemporary 

phenomena compel the conclusion that 
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success or failure in competitive activities 

exhibits no tendency to be commensurate 

with innate capacity, but that a considerable 

element of the unpredictable must invariably 

be taken into account. 

This is a parody, but not a very gross 

one. Exhibit (3) above, for instance, contains 

several patches of the same kind of English. It 

will be seen that I have not made a full 

translation. The beginning and ending of the 

sentence follow the original meaning fairly 

closely, but in the middle the concrete 

illustrations—race, battle, bread—dissolve into 

the vague phrases ‘success or failure in 

competitive activities’. This had to be so, 

because no modern writer of the kind I am 

discussing—no one capable of using phrases 

like ‘objective considerations of contemporary 

phenomena’—would ever tabulate his thoughts 

in that precise and detailed way. The whole 

tendency of modern prose is away from 

concreteness. Now analyze these two 
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sentences a little more closely. The first 

contains forty-nine words but only sixty 

syllables, and all its words are those of 

everyday life. The second contains thirty-eight 

words of ninety syllables: eighteen of those 

words are from Latin roots, and one from 

Greek. The first sentence contains six vivid 

images, and only one phrase (‘time and 

chance’) that could be called vague. The second 

contains not a single fresh, arresting phrase, 

and in spite of its ninety syllables it gives only a 

shortened version of the meaning contained in 

the first. Yet without a doubt it is the second 

kind of sentence that is gaining ground in 

modern English. I do not want to exaggerate. 

This kind of writing is not yet universal, and 

outcrops of simplicity will occur here and there 

in the worst-written page. Still, if you or I were 

told to write a few lines on the uncertainty of 

human fortunes, we should probably come 
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much nearer to my imaginary sentence than to 

the one from Ecclesiastes. 

As I have tried to show, modern writing 

at its worst does not consist in picking out 

words for the sake of their meaning and 

inventing images in order to make the meaning 

clearer. It consists in gumming together long 

strips of words which have already been set in 

order by someone else, and making the results 

presentable by sheer humbug. The attraction 

of this way of writing is that it is easy. It is 

easier—even quicker, once you have the 

habit—to say In my opinion it is not an 

unjustifiable assumption that than to say I think. 

If you use ready-made phrases, you not only 

don't have to hunt about for the words; you 

also don't have to bother with the rhythms of 

your sentences since these phrases are 

generally so arranged as to be more or less 

euphonious. When you are composing in a 
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hurry—when you are dictating to a 

stenographer, for instance, or making a public 

speech—it is natural to fall into a pretentious, 

Latinized style. Tags like a consideration which 

we should do well to bear in mind or a conclusion 

to which all of us would readily assent will save 

many a sentence from coming down with a 

bump. By using stale metaphors, similes, and 

idioms, you save much mental effort, at the 

cost of leaving your meaning vague, not only 

for your reader but for yourself. This is the 

significance of mixed metaphors. The sole aim 

of a metaphor is to call up a visual image. 

When these images clash—as in The Fascist 

octopus has sung its swan song, the jackboot is 

thrown into the melting pot—it can be taken as 

certain that the writer is not seeing a mental 

image of the objects he is naming; in other 

words he is not really thinking. Look again at 

the examples I gave at the beginning of this 
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essay. Professor Laski (1) uses five negatives in 

fifty three words. One of these is superfluous, 

making nonsense of the whole passage, and in 

addition there is the slip—alien for akin—

making further nonsense, and several 

avoidable pieces of clumsiness which increase 

the general vagueness. Professor Hogben (2) 

plays ducks and drakes with a battery which is 

able to write prescriptions, and, while 

disapproving of the everyday phrase put up 

with, is unwilling to look egregiousup in the 

dictionary and see what it means; (3), if one 

takes an uncharitable attitude towards it, is 

simply meaningless: probably one could work 

out its intended meaning by reading the whole 

of the article in which it occurs. In (4), the writer 

knows more or less what he wants to say, but 

an accumulation of stale phrases chokes him 

like tea leaves blocking a sink. In (5), words and 

meaning have almost parted company. People 
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who write in this manner usually have a 

general emotional meaning—they dislike one 

thing and want to express solidarity with 

another—but they are not interested in the 

detail of what they are saying. A scrupulous 

writer, in every sentence that he writes, will ask 

himself at least four questions, thus: What am I 

trying to say? What words will express it? What 

image or idiom will make it clearer? Is this 

image fresh enough to have an effect? And he 

will probably ask himself two more: Could I put 

it more shortly? Have I said anything that is 

avoidably ugly? But you are not obliged to go 

to all this trouble. You can shirk it by simply 

throwing your mind open and letting the 

ready-made phrases come crowding in. The will 

construct your sentences for you—even think 

your thoughts for you, to a certain extent—and 

at need they will perform the important service 

of partially concealing your meaning even from 
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yourself. It is at this point that the special 

connection between politics and the 

debasement of language becomes clear. 

In our time it is broadly true that political 

writing is bad writing. Where it is not true, it 

will generally be found that the writer is some 

kind of rebel, expressing his private opinions 

and not a ‘party line’. Orthodoxy, of whatever 

colour, seems to demand a lifeless, imitative 

style. The political dialects to be found in 

pamphlets, leading articles, manifestos, White 

papers and the speeches of undersecretaries 

do, of course, vary from party to party, but they 

are all alike in that one almost never finds in 

them a fresh, vivid, homemade turn of speech. 

When one watches some tired hack on the 

platform mechanically repeating the familiar 

phrases—bestial, atrocities, iron heel, 

bloodstained tyranny, free peoples of the world, 

stand shoulder to shoulder—one often has a 
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curious feeling that one is not watching a live 

human being but some kind of dummy: a 

feeling which suddenly becomes stronger at 

moments when the light catches the speaker's 

spectacles and turns them into blank discs 

which seem to have no eyes behind them. And 

this is not altogether fanciful. A speaker who 

uses that kind of phraseology has gone some 

distance toward turning himself into a 

machine. The appropriate noises are coming 

out of his larynx, but his brain is not involved, 

as it would be if he were choosing his words for 

himself. If the speech he is making is one that 

he is accustomed to make over and over again, 

he may be almost unconscious of what he is 

saying, as one is when one utters the 

responses in church. And this reduced state of 

consciousness, if not indispensable, is at any 

rate favourable to political conformity. 
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In our time, political speech and writing 

are largely the defence of the indefensible. 

Things like the continuance of British rule in 

India, the Russian purges and deportations, the 

dropping of the atom bombs on Japan, can 

indeed be defended, but only by arguments 

which are too brutal for most people to face, 

and which do not square with the professed 

aims of the political parties. Thus political 

language has to consist largely of euphemism, 

question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness. 

Defenceless villages are bombarded from the 

air, the inhabitants driven out into the 

countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the 

huts set on fire with incendiary bullets: this is 

called pacification. Millions of peasants are 

robbed of their farms and sent trudging along 

the roads with no more than they can carry: 

this is called transfer of population or 

rectification of frontiers. People are imprisoned 
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for years without trial, or shot in the back of the 

neck or sent to die of scurvy in Arctic lumber 

camps: this is called elimination of unreliable 

elements. Such phraseology is needed if one 

wants to name things without calling up mental 

pictures of them. Consider for instance some 

comfortable English professor defending 

Russian totalitarianism. He cannot say outright, 

‘I believe in killing off your opponents when 

you can get good results by doing so’. 

Probably, therefore, he will say something like 

this: 

‘While freely conceding that the Soviet 

regime exhibits certain features which the 

humanitarian may be inclined to deplore, we 

must, I think, agree that a certain curtailment 

of the right to political opposition is an 

unavoidable concomitant of transitional 

periods, and that the rigors which the Russian 

people have been called upon to undergo have 
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been amply justified in the sphere of concrete 

achievement.’ 

The inflated style itself is a kind of 

euphemism. A mass of Latin words falls upon 

the facts like soft snow, blurring the outline 

and covering up all the details. The great 

enemy of clear language is insincerity. When 

there is a gap between one's real and one's 

declared aims, one turns as it were instinctively 

to long words and exhausted idioms, like a 

cuttlefish spurting out ink. In our age there is 

no such thing as ‘keeping out of politics’. All 

issues are political issues, and politics itself is a 

mass of lies, evasions, folly, hatred, and 

schizophrenia. When the general atmosphere 

is bad, language must suffer. I should expect to 

find—this is a guess which I have not sufficient 

knowledge to verify—that the German, Russian 

and Italian languages have all deteriorated in 
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the last ten or fifteen years, as a result of 

dictatorship. 

But if thought corrupts language, 

language can also corrupt thought. A bad 

usage can spread by tradition and imitation 

even among people who should and do know 

better. The debased language that I have been 

discussing is in some ways very convenient. 

Phrases like a not unjustifiable assumption, 

leaves much to be desired, would serve no good 

purpose, a consideration which we should do well 

to bear in mind, are a continuous temptation, a 

packet of aspirins always at one's elbow. Look 

back through this essay, and for certain you will 

find that I have again and again committed the 

very faults I am protesting against. By this 

morning's post I have received a pamphlet 

dealing with conditions in Germany. The author 

tells me that he ‘felt impelled’ to write it. I open 

it at random, and here is almost the first 
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sentence I see: ‘[The Allies] have an opportunity 

not only of achieving a radical transformation 

of Germany's social and political structure in 

such a way as to avoid a nationalistic reaction 

in Germany itself, but at the same time of 

laying the foundations of a co-operative and 

unified Europe.’ You see, he ‘feels impelled’ to 

write—feels, presumably, that he has 

something new to say—and yet his words, like 

cavalry horses answering the bugle, group 

themselves automatically into the familiar 

dreary pattern. This invasion of one's mind by 

ready-made phrases (lay the foundations, 

achieve a radical transformation) can only be 

prevented if one is constantly on guard against 

them, and every such phrase anaesthetizes a 

portion of one's brain. 

I said earlier that the decadence of our 

language is probably curable. Those who deny 

this would argue, if they produced an 
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argument at all, that language merely reflects 

existing social conditions, and that we cannot 

influence its development by any direct 

tinkering with words and constructions. So far 

as the general tone or spirit of a language 

goes, this may be true, but it is not true in 

detail. Silly words and expressions have often 

disappeared, not through any evolutionary 

process but owing to the conscious action of a 

minority. Two recent examples were explore 

every avenue and leave no stone unturned, which 

were killed by the jeers of a few journalists. 

There is a long list of flyblown metaphors which 

could similarly be got rid of if enough people 

would interest themselves in the job; and it 

should also be possible to laugh the not un- 

formation out of existence3, to reduce the 

amount of Latin and Greek in the average 

                                                
3 One can cure oneself of the not un- formation by 

memorizing this sentence: A not unblack dog was chasing 
a not unsmall rabbit across a not ungreen field. 
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sentence, to drive out foreign phrases and 

strayed scientific words, and, in general, to 

make pretentiousness unfashionable. But all 

these are minor points. The defence of the 

English language implies more than this, and 

perhaps it is best to start by saying what it does 

not imply. 

To begin with it has nothing to do with 

archaism, with the salvaging of obsolete words 

and turns of speech, or with the setting up of a 

‘standard English’ which must never be 

departed from. On the contrary, it is especially 

concerned with the scrapping of every word or 

idiom which has outworn its usefulness. It has 

nothing to do with correct grammar and 

syntax, which are of no importance so long as 

one makes one's meaning clear, or with the 

avoidance of Americanisms, or with having 

what is called a ‘good prose style’. On the other 

hand, it is not concerned with fake simplicity 
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and the attempt to make written English 

colloquial. Nor does it even imply in every case 

preferring the Saxon word to the Latin one, 

though it does imply using the fewest and 

shortest words that will cover one's meaning. 

What is above all needed is to let the meaning 

choose the word, and not the other way 

around. In prose, the worst thing one can do 

with words is surrender to them. When you 

think of a concrete object, you think wordlessly, 

and then, if you want to describe the thing you 

have been visualising you probably hunt about 

until you find the exact words that seem to fit 

it. When you think of something abstract you 

are more inclined to use words from the start, 

and unless you make a conscious effort to 

prevent it, the existing dialect will come 

rushing in and do the job for you, at the 

expense of blurring or even changing your 

meaning. Probably it is better to put off using 
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words as long as possible and get one's 

meaning as clear as one can through pictures 

and sensations. Afterward one can choose—

not simply accept—the phrases that will best 

cover the meaning, and then switch round and 

decide what impressions one's words are likely 

to make on another person. This last effort of 

the mind cuts out all stale or mixed images, all 

prefabricated phrases, needless repetitions, 

and humbug and vagueness generally. But one 

can often be in doubt about the effect of a 

word or a phrase, and one needs rules that one 

can rely on when instinct fails. I think the 

following rules will cover most cases: 

i. Never use a metaphor, simile, or 

other figure of speech which you are 

used to seeing in print. 

ii. Never use a long word where a short 

one will do. 
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iii. If it is possible to cut a word out, 

always cut it out. 

iv. Never use the passive where you can 

use the active. 

v. Never use a foreign phrase, a 

scientific word, or a jargon word if 

you can think of an everyday English 

equivalent. 

vi. Break any of these rules sooner than 

say anything outright barbarous. 

These rules sound elementary, 

and so they are, but they demand a 

deep change of attitude in anyone 

who has grown used to writing in the 

style now fashionable. One could 

keep all of them and still write bad 

English, but one could not write the 

kind of stuff that I quoted in those 

five specimens at the beginning of 

this article. 
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I have not here been considering the 

literary use of language, but merely language 

as an instrument for expressing and not for 

concealing or preventing thought. Stuart Chase 

and others have come near to claiming that all 

abstract words are meaningless, and have used 

this as a pretext for advocating a kind of 

political quietism. Since you don't know what 

Fascism is, how can you struggle against 

Fascism? One need not swallow such 

absurdities as this, but one ought to recognise 

that the present political chaos is connected 

with the decay of language, and that one can 

probably bring about some improvement by 

starting at the verbal end. If you simplify your 

English, you are freed from the worst follies of 

orthodoxy. You cannot speak any of the 

necessary dialects, and when you make a 

stupid remark its stupidity will be obvious, even 

to yourself. Political language—and with 
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variations this is true of all political parties, 

from Conservatives to Anarchists—is designed 

to make lies sound truthful and murder 

respectable, and to give an appearance of 

solidity to pure wind. One cannot change this 

all in a moment, but one can at least change 

one's own habits, and from time to time one 

can even, if one jeers loudly enough, send 

some worn-out and useless phrase—some 

jackboot, Achilles’ heel, hotbed, melting pot, acid 

test, veritable inferno, or other lump of verbal 

refuse—into the dustbin where it belongs. 

1946 
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An Essay on Criticism 

By 

Alexander Pope 

'Tis hard to say, if greater want of skill 

Appear in writing or in judging ill; 

But, of the two, less dang'rous is th' offence 

To tire our patience, than mislead our sense. 

Some few in that, but numbers err in this, 

Ten censure wrong for one who writes amiss; 

A fool might once himself alone expose, 

Now one in verse makes many more in prose. 

 

       'Tis with our judgments as our watches, 

none 

Go just alike, yet each believes his own. 

In poets as true genius is but rare, 

True taste as seldom is the critic's share; 

Both must alike from Heav'n derive their light, 

These born to judge, as well as those to write. 
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Let such teach others who themselves excel, 

And censure freely who have written well. 

Authors are partial to their wit, 'tis true, 

But are not critics to their judgment too? 

 

       Yet if we look more closely we shall find 

Most have the seeds of judgment in their mind; 

Nature affords at least a glimm'ring light; 

The lines, tho' touch'd but faintly, are drawn 

right. 

But as the slightest sketch, if justly trac'd, 

Is by ill colouring but the more disgrac'd, 

So by false learning is good sense defac'd; 

Some are bewilder'd in the maze of schools, 

And some made coxcombs Nature meant but 

fools. 

In search of wit these lose their common sense, 

And then turn critics in their own defence: 

Each burns alike, who can, or cannot write, 

Or with a rival's, or an eunuch's spite. 
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All fools have still an itching to deride, 

And fain would be upon the laughing side. 

If Mævius scribble in Apollo's spite, 

There are, who judge still worse than he can 

write. 

 

       Some have at first for wits, then poets 

pass'd, 

Turn'd critics next, and prov'd plain fools at 

last; 

Some neither can for wits nor critics pass, 

As heavy mules are neither horse nor ass. 

Those half-learn'd witlings, num'rous in our isle 

As half-form'd insects on the banks of Nile; 

Unfinish'd things, one knows not what to call, 

Their generation's so equivocal: 

To tell 'em, would a hundred tongues require, 

Or one vain wit's, that might a hundred tire. 

 

       But you who seek to give and merit fame, 
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And justly bear a critic's noble name, 

Be sure your self and your own reach to know, 

How far your genius, taste, and learning go; 

Launch not beyond your depth, but be discreet, 

And mark that point where sense and dulness 

meet. 

 

       Nature to all things fix'd the limits fit, 

And wisely curb'd proud man's pretending wit: 

As on the land while here the ocean gains, 

In other parts it leaves wide sandy plains; 

Thus in the soul while memory prevails, 

The solid pow'r of understanding fails; 

Where beams of warm imagination play, 

The memory's soft figures melt away. 

One science only will one genius fit; 

So vast is art, so narrow human wit: 

Not only bounded to peculiar arts, 

But oft in those, confin'd to single parts. 

Like kings we lose the conquests gain'd before, 
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By vain ambition still to make them more; 

Each might his sev'ral province well command, 

Would all but stoop to what they understand. 

 

       First follow NATURE, and your judgment 

frame 

By her just standard, which is still the same: 

Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, 

One clear, unchang'd, and universal light, 

Life, force, and beauty, must to all impart, 

At once the source, and end, and test of art. 

Art from that fund each just supply provides, 

Works without show, and without pomp 

presides: 

In some fair body thus th' informing soul 

With spirits feeds, with vigour fills the whole, 

Each motion guides, and ev'ry nerve sustains; 

Itself unseen, but in th' effects, remains. 

Some, to whom Heav'n in wit has been profuse, 

Want as much more, to turn it to its use; 
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For wit and judgment often are at strife, 

Though meant each other's aid, like man and 

wife. 

'Tis more to guide, than spur the Muse's steed; 

Restrain his fury, than provoke his speed; 

The winged courser, like a gen'rous horse, 

Shows most true mettle when you check his 

course. 

 

       Those RULES of old discover'd, not devis'd, 

Are Nature still, but Nature methodis'd; 

Nature, like liberty, is but restrain'd 

By the same laws which first herself ordain'd. 

 

       Hear how learn'd Greece her useful rules 

indites, 

When to repress, and when indulge our flights: 

High on Parnassus' top her sons she show'd, 

And pointed out those arduous paths they trod; 

Held from afar, aloft, th' immortal prize, 
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And urg'd the rest by equal steps to rise. 

Just precepts thus from great examples giv'n, 

She drew from them what they deriv'd from 

Heav'n. 

The gen'rous critic fann'd the poet's fire, 

And taught the world with reason to admire. 

Then criticism the Muse's handmaid prov'd, 

To dress her charms, and make her more 

belov'd; 

But following wits from that intention stray'd; 

Who could not win the mistress, woo'd the 

maid; 

Against the poets their own arms they turn'd, 

Sure to hate most the men from whom they 

learn'd. 

So modern 'pothecaries, taught the art 

By doctor's bills to play the doctor's part, 

Bold in the practice of mistaken rules, 

Prescribe, apply, and call their masters fools. 

Some on the leaves of ancient authors prey, 



121 

Nor time nor moths e'er spoil'd so much as 

they: 

Some drily plain, without invention's aid, 

Write dull receipts how poems may be made: 

These leave the sense, their learning to display, 

And those explain the meaning quite away. 

 

       You then whose judgment the right course 

would steer, 

Know well each ANCIENT'S proper character; 

His fable, subject, scope in ev'ry page; 

Religion, country, genius of his age: 

Without all these at once before your eyes, 

Cavil you may, but never criticise. 

Be Homer's works your study and delight, 

Read them by day, and meditate by night; 

Thence form your judgment, thence your 

maxims bring, 

And trace the Muses upward to their spring; 

Still with itself compar'd, his text peruse; 
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And let your comment be the Mantuan Muse. 

 

       When first young Maro in his boundless 

mind 

A work t' outlast immortal Rome design'd, 

Perhaps he seem'd above the critic's law, 

And but from Nature's fountains scorn'd to 

draw: 

But when t' examine ev'ry part he came, 

Nature and Homer were, he found, the same. 

Convinc'd, amaz'd, he checks the bold design, 

And rules as strict his labour'd work confine, 

As if the Stagirite o'erlook'd each line. 

Learn hence for ancient rules a just esteem; 

To copy nature is to copy them. 

 

       Some beauties yet, no precepts can 

declare, 

For there's a happiness as well as care. 

Music resembles poetry, in each 
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Are nameless graces which no methods teach, 

And which a master-hand alone can reach. 

If, where the rules not far enough extend, 

(Since rules were made but to promote their 

end) 

Some lucky LICENCE answers to the full 

Th' intent propos'd, that licence is a rule. 

Thus Pegasus, a nearer way to take, 

May boldly deviate from the common track. 

Great wits sometimes may gloriously offend, 

And rise to faults true critics dare not mend; 

From vulgar bounds with brave disorder part, 

And snatch a grace beyond the reach of art, 

Which, without passing through the judgment, 

gains 

The heart, and all its end at once attains. 

In prospects, thus, some objects please our 

eyes, 

Which out of nature's common order rise, 

The shapeless rock, or hanging precipice. 
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But tho' the ancients thus their rules invade, 

(As kings dispense with laws themselves have 

made) 

Moderns, beware! or if you must offend 

Against the precept, ne'er transgress its end; 

Let it be seldom, and compell'd by need, 

And have, at least, their precedent to plead. 

The critic else proceeds without remorse, 

Seizes your fame, and puts his laws in force. 

 

       I know there are, to whose presumptuous 

thoughts 

Those freer beauties, ev'n in them, seem faults. 

Some figures monstrous and misshap'd 

appear, 

Consider'd singly, or beheld too near, 

Which, but proportion'd to their light, or place, 

Due distance reconciles to form and grace. 

A prudent chief not always must display 

His pow'rs in equal ranks, and fair array, 
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But with th' occasion and the place comply, 

Conceal his force, nay seem sometimes to fly. 

Those oft are stratagems which errors seem, 

Nor is it Homer nods, but we that dream. 

 

       Still green with bays each ancient altar 

stands, 

Above the reach of sacrilegious hands, 

Secure from flames, from envy's fiercer rage, 

Destructive war, and all-involving age. 

See, from each clime the learn'd their incense 

bring! 

Hear, in all tongues consenting pæans ring! 

In praise so just let ev'ry voice be join'd, 

And fill the gen'ral chorus of mankind! 

Hail, bards triumphant! born in happier days; 

Immortal heirs of universal praise! 

Whose honours with increase of ages grow, 

As streams roll down, enlarging as they flow! 
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Nations unborn your mighty names shall 

sound, 

And worlds applaud that must not yet be 

found! 

Oh may some spark of your celestial fire 

The last, the meanest of your sons inspire, 

(That on weak wings, from far, pursues your 

flights; 

Glows while he reads, but trembles as he 

writes) 

To teach vain wits a science little known, 

T' admire superior sense, and doubt their own! 

 

Part 2 

 

Of all the causes which conspire to blind 

Man's erring judgment, and misguide the 

mind, 

What the weak head with strongest bias rules, 

Is pride, the never-failing vice of fools. 
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Whatever Nature has in worth denied, 

She gives in large recruits of needful pride; 

For as in bodies, thus in souls, we find 

What wants in blood and spirits, swell'd with 

wind; 

Pride, where wit fails, steps in to our defence, 

And fills up all the mighty void of sense! 

If once right reason drives that cloud away, 

Truth breaks upon us with resistless day; 

Trust not yourself; but your defects to know, 

Make use of ev'ry friend—and ev'ry foe. 

 

       A little learning is a dang'rous thing; 

Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring: 

There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain, 

And drinking largely sobers us again. 

Fir'd at first sight with what the Muse imparts, 

In fearless youth we tempt the heights of arts, 

While from the bounded level of our mind, 
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Short views we take, nor see the lengths 

behind, 

But more advanc'd, behold with strange 

surprise 

New, distant scenes of endless science rise! 

So pleas'd at first, the tow'ring Alps we try, 

Mount o'er the vales, and seem to tread the 

sky; 

Th' eternal snows appear already past, 

And the first clouds and mountains seem the 

last; 

But those attain'd, we tremble to survey 

The growing labours of the lengthen'd way, 

Th' increasing prospect tires our wand'ring 

eyes, 

Hills peep o'er hills, and Alps on Alps arise! 

 

       A perfect judge will read each work of wit 

With the same spirit that its author writ, 

Survey the whole, nor seek slight faults to find, 



129 

Where nature moves, and rapture warms the 

mind; 

Nor lose, for that malignant dull delight, 

The gen'rous pleasure to be charm'd with wit. 

But in such lays as neither ebb, nor flow, 

Correctly cold, and regularly low, 

That shunning faults, one quiet tenour keep; 

We cannot blame indeed—but we may sleep. 

In wit, as nature, what affects our hearts 

Is not th' exactness of peculiar parts; 

'Tis not a lip, or eye, we beauty call, 

But the joint force and full result of all. 

Thus when we view some well-proportion'd 

dome, 

(The world's just wonder, and ev'n thine, O 

Rome!' 

No single parts unequally surprise; 

All comes united to th' admiring eyes; 

No monstrous height, or breadth, or length 

appear; 
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The whole at once is bold, and regular. 

 

       Whoever thinks a faultless piece to see, 

Thinks what ne'er was, nor is, nor e'er shall be. 

In ev'ry work regard the writer's end, 

Since none can compass more than they 

intend; 

And if the means be just, the conduct true, 

Applause, in spite of trivial faults, is due. 

As men of breeding, sometimes men of wit, 

T' avoid great errors, must the less commit: 

Neglect the rules each verbal critic lays, 

For not to know such trifles, is a praise. 

Most critics, fond of some subservient art, 

Still make the whole depend upon a part: 

They talk of principles, but notions prize, 

And all to one lov'd folly sacrifice. 

 

       Once on a time, La Mancha's knight, they 

say, 
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A certain bard encount'ring on the way, 

Discours'd in terms as just, with looks as sage, 

As e'er could Dennis of the Grecian stage; 

Concluding all were desp'rate sots and fools, 

Who durst depart from Aristotle's rules. 

Our author, happy in a judge so nice, 

Produc'd his play, and begg'd the knight's 

advice, 

Made him observe the subject and the plot, 

The manners, passions, unities, what not? 

All which, exact to rule, were brought about, 

Were but a combat in the lists left out. 

"What! leave the combat out?" exclaims the 

knight; 

"Yes, or we must renounce the Stagirite." 

"Not so by Heav'n" (he answers in a rage) 

"Knights, squires, and steeds, must enter on 

the stage." 

So vast a throng the stage can ne'er contain. 

"Then build a new, or act it in a plain." 
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       Thus critics, of less judgment than caprice, 

Curious not knowing, not exact but nice, 

Form short ideas; and offend in arts 

(As most in manners) by a love to parts. 

 

       Some to conceit alone their taste confine, 

And glitt'ring thoughts struck out at ev'ry line; 

Pleas'd with a work where nothing's just or fit; 

One glaring chaos and wild heap of wit. 

Poets, like painters, thus, unskill'd to trace 

The naked nature and the living grace, 

With gold and jewels cover ev'ry part, 

And hide with ornaments their want of art. 

True wit is nature to advantage dress'd, 

What oft was thought, but ne'er so well 

express'd, 

Something, whose truth convinc'd at sight we 

find, 

That gives us back the image of our mind. 
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As shades more sweetly recommend the light, 

So modest plainness sets off sprightly wit. 

For works may have more wit than does 'em 

good, 

As bodies perish through excess of blood. 

 

       Others for language all their care express, 

And value books, as women men, for dress: 

Their praise is still—"the style is excellent": 

The sense, they humbly take upon content. 

Words are like leaves; and where they most 

abound, 

Much fruit of sense beneath is rarely found. 

False eloquence, like the prismatic glass, 

Its gaudy colours spreads on ev'ry place; 

The face of Nature we no more survey, 

All glares alike, without distinction gay: 

But true expression, like th' unchanging sun, 

Clears, and improves whate'er it shines upon, 

It gilds all objects, but it alters none. 
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Expression is the dress of thought, and still 

Appears more decent, as more suitable; 

A vile conceit in pompous words express'd, 

Is like a clown in regal purple dress'd: 

For diff'rent styles with diff'rent subjects sort, 

As several garbs with country, town, and court. 

Some by old words to fame have made 

pretence, 

Ancients in phrase, mere moderns in their 

sense; 

Such labour'd nothings, in so strange a style, 

Amaze th' unlearn'd, and make the learned 

smile. 

Unlucky, as Fungoso in the play, 

These sparks with awkward vanity display 

What the fine gentleman wore yesterday! 

And but so mimic ancient wits at best, 

As apes our grandsires, in their doublets 

dress'd. 

In words, as fashions, the same rule will hold; 
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Alike fantastic, if too new, or old; 

Be not the first by whom the new are tried, 

Not yet the last to lay the old aside. 

 

       But most by numbers judge a poet's song; 

And smooth or rough, with them is right or 

wrong: 

In the bright Muse though thousand charms 

conspire, 

Her voice is all these tuneful fools admire, 

Who haunt Parnassus but to please their ear, 

Not mend their minds; as some to church 

repair, 

Not for the doctrine, but the music there. 

These equal syllables alone require, 

Tho' oft the ear the open vowels tire, 

While expletives their feeble aid do join, 

And ten low words oft creep in one dull line, 

While they ring round the same unvaried 

chimes, 
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With sure returns of still expected rhymes. 

Where'er you find "the cooling western 

breeze", 

In the next line, it "whispers through the trees": 

If "crystal streams with pleasing murmurs 

creep", 

The reader's threaten'd (not in vain) with 

"sleep". 

Then, at the last and only couplet fraught 

With some unmeaning thing they call a 

thought, 

A needless Alexandrine ends the song, 

That, like a wounded snake, drags its slow 

length along. 

Leave such to tune their own dull rhymes, and 

know 

What's roundly smooth, or languishingly slow; 

And praise the easy vigour of a line, 

Where Denham's strength, and Waller's 

sweetness join. 
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True ease in writing comes from art, not 

chance, 

As those move easiest who have learn'd to 

dance. 

'Tis not enough no harshness gives offence, 

The sound must seem an echo to the sense. 

Soft is the strain when Zephyr gently blows, 

And the smooth stream in smoother numbers 

flows; 

But when loud surges lash the sounding shore, 

The hoarse, rough verse should like the torrent 

roar. 

When Ajax strives some rock's vast weight to 

throw, 

The line too labours, and the words move slow; 

Not so, when swift Camilla scours the plain, 

Flies o'er th' unbending corn, and skims along 

the main. 

Hear how Timotheus' varied lays surprise, 

And bid alternate passions fall and rise! 
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While, at each change, the son of Libyan Jove 

Now burns with glory, and then melts with 

love; 

Now his fierce eyes with sparkling fury glow, 

Now sighs steal out, and tears begin to flow: 

Persians and Greeks like turns of nature found, 

And the world's victor stood subdu'd by sound! 

The pow'r of music all our hearts allow, 

And what Timotheus was, is Dryden now. 

 

       Avoid extremes; and shun the fault of such, 

Who still are pleas'd too little or too much. 

At ev'ry trifle scorn to take offence, 

That always shows great pride, or little sense; 

Those heads, as stomachs, are not sure the 

best, 

Which nauseate all, and nothing can digest. 

Yet let not each gay turn thy rapture move, 

For fools admire, but men of sense approve; 
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As things seem large which we through mists 

descry, 

Dulness is ever apt to magnify. 

 

       Some foreign writers, some our own 

despise; 

The ancients only, or the moderns prize. 

Thus wit, like faith, by each man is applied 

To one small sect, and all are damn'd beside. 

Meanly they seek the blessing to confine, 

And force that sun but on a part to shine; 

Which not alone the southern wit sublimes, 

But ripens spirits in cold northern climes; 

Which from the first has shone on ages past, 

Enlights the present, and shall warm the last; 

(Though each may feel increases and decays, 

And see now clearer and now darker days.) 

Regard not then if wit be old or new, 

But blame the false, and value still the true. 

Some ne'er advance a judgment of their own, 
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But catch the spreading notion of the town; 

They reason and conclude by precedent, 

And own stale nonsense which they ne'er 

invent. 

Some judge of authors' names, not works, and 

then 

Nor praise nor blame the writings, but the 

men. 

Of all this servile herd, the worst is he 

That in proud dulness joins with quality, 

A constant critic at the great man's board, 

To fetch and carry nonsense for my Lord. 

What woeful stuff this madrigal would be, 

In some starv'd hackney sonneteer, or me? 

But let a Lord once own the happy lines, 

How the wit brightens! how the style refines! 

Before his sacred name flies every fault, 

And each exalted stanza teems with thought! 

 

       The vulgar thus through imitation err; 
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As oft the learn'd by being singular; 

So much they scorn the crowd, that if the 

throng 

By chance go right, they purposely go wrong: 

So Schismatics the plain believers quit, 

And are but damn'd for having too much wit. 

 

       Some praise at morning what they blame at 

night; 

But always think the last opinion right. 

A Muse by these is like a mistress us'd, 

This hour she's idoliz'd, the next abus'd; 

While their weak heads, like towns unfortified, 

Twixt sense and nonsense daily change their 

side. 

Ask them the cause; they're wiser still, they say; 

And still tomorrow's wiser than today. 

We think our fathers fools, so wise we grow; 

Our wiser sons, no doubt, will think us so. 
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Once school divines this zealous isle 

o'erspread; 

Who knew most Sentences, was deepest read; 

Faith, Gospel, all, seem'd made to be disputed, 

And none had sense enough to be confuted: 

Scotists and Thomists, now, in peace remain, 

Amidst their kindred cobwebs in Duck Lane. 

If Faith itself has different dresses worn, 

What wonder modes in wit should take their 

turn? 

Oft, leaving what is natural and fit, 

The current folly proves the ready wit; 

And authors think their reputation safe 

Which lives as long as fools are pleased to 

laugh. 

 

       Some valuing those of their own side or 

mind, 

Still make themselves the measure of mankind; 

Fondly we think we honour merit then, 
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When we but praise ourselves in other men. 

Parties in wit attend on those of state, 

And public faction doubles private hate. 

Pride, Malice, Folly, against Dryden rose, 

In various shapes of Parsons, Critics, Beaus; 

But sense surviv'd, when merry jests were past; 

For rising merit will buoy up at last. 

Might he return, and bless once more our eyes, 

New Blackmores and new Milbourns must 

arise; 

Nay should great Homer lift his awful head, 

Zoilus again would start up from the dead. 

Envy will merit, as its shade, pursue, 

But like a shadow, proves the substance true; 

For envied wit, like Sol eclips'd, makes known 

Th' opposing body's grossness, not its own. 

When first that sun too powerful beams 

displays, 

It draws up vapours which obscure its rays; 

But ev'n those clouds at last adorn its way, 
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Reflect new glories, and augment the day. 

 

       Be thou the first true merit to befriend; 

His praise is lost, who stays till all commend. 

Short is the date, alas, of modern rhymes, 

And 'tis but just to let 'em live betimes. 

No longer now that golden age appears, 

When patriarch wits surviv'd a thousand years: 

Now length of Fame (our second life) is lost, 

And bare threescore is all ev'n that can boast; 

Our sons their fathers' failing language see, 

And such as Chaucer is, shall Dryden be. 

So when the faithful pencil has design'd 

Some bright idea of the master's mind, 

Where a new world leaps out at his command, 

And ready Nature waits upon his hand; 

When the ripe colours soften and unite, 

And sweetly melt into just shade and light; 

When mellowing years their full perfection 

give, 



145 

And each bold figure just begins to live, 

The treacherous colours the fair art betray, 

And all the bright creation fades away! 

 

       Unhappy wit, like most mistaken things, 

Atones not for that envy which it brings. 

In youth alone its empty praise we boast, 

But soon the short-liv'd vanity is lost: 

Like some fair flow'r the early spring supplies, 

That gaily blooms, but ev'n in blooming dies. 

What is this wit, which must our cares employ? 

The owner's wife, that other men enjoy; 

Then most our trouble still when most admir'd, 

And still the more we give, the more requir'd; 

Whose fame with pains we guard, but lose with 

ease, 

Sure some to vex, but never all to please; 

'Tis what the vicious fear, the virtuous shun; 

By fools 'tis hated, and by knaves undone! 
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       If wit so much from ign'rance undergo, 

Ah let not learning too commence its foe! 

Of old, those met rewards who could excel, 

And such were prais'd who but endeavour'd 

well: 

Though triumphs were to gen'rals only due, 

Crowns were reserv'd to grace the soldiers too. 

Now, they who reach Parnassus' lofty crown, 

Employ their pains to spurn some others down; 

 

       And while self-love each jealous writer 

rules, 

Contending wits become the sport of fools: 

But still the worst with most regret commend, 

For each ill author is as bad a friend. 

To what base ends, and by what abject ways, 

Are mortals urg'd through sacred lust of praise! 

Ah ne'er so dire a thirst of glory boast, 

Nor in the critic let the man be lost! 

Good nature and good sense must ever join; 
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To err is human; to forgive, divine. 

 

       But if in noble minds some dregs remain, 

Not yet purg'd off, of spleen and sour disdain, 

Discharge that rage on more provoking crimes, 

Nor fear a dearth in these flagitious times. 

No pardon vile obscenity should find, 

Though wit and art conspire to move your 

mind; 

But dulness with obscenity must prove 

As shameful sure as impotence in love. 

In the fat age of pleasure, wealth, and ease, 

Sprung the rank weed, and thriv'd with large 

increase: 

When love was all an easy monarch's care; 

Seldom at council, never in a war: 

Jilts ruled the state, and statesmen farces writ; 

Nay wits had pensions, and young Lords had 

wit: 

The fair sat panting at a courtier's play, 
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And not a mask went unimprov'd away: 

The modest fan was lifted up no more, 

And virgins smil'd at what they blush'd before. 

The following licence of a foreign reign 

Did all the dregs of bold Socinus drain; 

Then unbelieving priests reform'd the nation, 

And taught more pleasant methods of 

salvation; 

Where Heav'n's free subjects might their rights 

dispute, 

Lest God himself should seem too absolute: 

Pulpits their sacred satire learned to spare, 

And Vice admired to find a flatt'rer there! 

Encourag'd thus, wit's Titans brav'd the skies, 

And the press groan'd with licenc'd 

blasphemies. 

These monsters, critics! with your darts 

engage, 

Here point your thunder, and exhaust your 

rage! 
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Yet shun their fault, who, scandalously nice, 

Will needs mistake an author into vice; 

All seems infected that th' infected spy, 

As all looks yellow to the jaundic'd eye. 

 

Part 3 

 

Learn then what morals critics ought to show, 

For 'tis but half a judge's task, to know. 

'Tis not enough, taste, judgment, learning, join; 

In all you speak, let truth and candour shine: 

That not alone what to your sense is due, 

All may allow; but seek your friendship too. 

 

       Be silent always when you doubt your 

sense; 

And speak, though sure, with seeming 

diffidence: 

Some positive, persisting fops we know, 

Who, if once wrong, will needs be always so; 
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But you, with pleasure own your errors past, 

And make each day a critic on the last. 

 

       'Tis not enough, your counsel still be true; 

Blunt truths more mischief than nice 

falsehoods do; 

Men must be taught as if you taught them not; 

And things unknown proposed as things 

forgot. 

Without good breeding, truth is disapprov'd; 

That only makes superior sense belov'd. 

 

       Be niggards of advice on no pretence; 

For the worst avarice is that of sense. 

With mean complacence ne'er betray your 

trust, 

Nor be so civil as to prove unjust. 

Fear not the anger of the wise to raise; 

Those best can bear reproof, who merit praise. 
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       'Twere well might critics still this freedom 

take, 

But Appius reddens at each word you speak, 

And stares, Tremendous ! with a threatening 

eye, 

Like some fierce tyrant in old tapestry! 

Fear most to tax an honourable fool, 

Whose right it is, uncensur'd, to be dull; 

Such, without wit, are poets when they please, 

As without learning they can take degrees. 

Leave dangerous truths to unsuccessful satires, 

And flattery to fulsome dedicators, 

Whom, when they praise, the world believes no 

more, 

Than when they promise to give scribbling o'er. 

'Tis best sometimes your censure to restrain, 

And charitably let the dull be vain: 

Your silence there is better than your spite, 

For who can rail so long as they can write? 
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Still humming on, their drowsy course they 

keep, 

And lash'd so long, like tops, are lash'd asleep. 

False steps but help them to renew the race, 

As after stumbling, jades will mend their pace. 

What crowds of these, impenitently bold, 

In sounds and jingling syllables grown old, 

Still run on poets, in a raging vein, 

Even to the dregs and squeezings of the brain, 

Strain out the last, dull droppings of their 

sense, 

And rhyme with all the rage of impotence! 

 

       Such shameless bards we have; and yet 'tis 

true, 

There are as mad, abandon'd critics too. 

The bookful blockhead, ignorantly read, 

With loads of learned lumber in his head, 

With his own tongue still edifies his ears, 

And always list'ning to himself appears. 
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All books he reads, and all he reads assails, 

From Dryden's Fables down to Durfey's Tales. 

With him, most authors steal their works, or 

buy; 

Garth did not write his own Dispensary . 

Name a new play, and he's the poet's friend, 

Nay show'd his faults—but when would poets 

mend? 

No place so sacred from such fops is barr'd, 

Nor is Paul's church more safe than Paul's 

churchyard: 

Nay, fly to altars; there they'll talk you dead: 

For fools rush in where angels fear to tread. 

Distrustful sense with modest caution speaks; 

It still looks home, and short excursions makes; 

But rattling nonsense in full volleys breaks; 

And never shock'd, and never turn'd aside, 

Bursts out, resistless, with a thund'ring tide. 
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       But where's the man, who counsel can 

bestow, 

Still pleas'd to teach, and yet not proud to 

know? 

Unbias'd, or by favour or by spite; 

Not dully prepossess'd, nor blindly right; 

Though learn'd, well-bred; and though well-

bred, sincere; 

Modestly bold, and humanly severe? 

Who to a friend his faults can freely show, 

And gladly praise the merit of a foe? 

Blest with a taste exact, yet unconfin'd; 

A knowledge both of books and human kind; 

Gen'rous converse; a soul exempt from pride; 

And love to praise, with reason on his side? 

 

       Such once were critics; such the happy few, 

Athens and Rome in better ages knew. 

The mighty Stagirite first left the shore, 
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Spread all his sails, and durst the deeps 

explore: 

He steer'd securely, and discover'd far, 

Led by the light of the Mæonian Star. 

Poets, a race long unconfin'd and free, 

Still fond and proud of savage liberty, 

Receiv'd his laws; and stood convinc'd 'twas fit, 

Who conquer'd nature, should preside o'er wit. 

 

       Horace still charms with graceful 

negligence, 

And without methods talks us into sense, 

Will, like a friend, familiarly convey 

The truest notions in the easiest way. 

He, who supreme in judgment, as in wit, 

Might boldly censure, as he boldly writ, 

Yet judg'd with coolness, though he sung with 

fire; 

His precepts teach but what his works inspire. 

Our critics take a contrary extreme, 
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They judge with fury, but they write with fle'me: 

Nor suffers Horace more in wrong translations 

By wits, than critics in as wrong quotations. 

 

       See Dionysius Homer's thoughts refine, 

And call new beauties forth from ev'ry line! 

       Fancy and art in gay Petronius please, 

The scholar's learning, with the courtier's ease. 

 

       In grave Quintilian's copious work we find 

The justest rules, and clearest method join'd; 

Thus useful arms in magazines we place, 

All rang'd in order, and dispos'd with grace, 

But less to please the eye, than arm the hand, 

Still fit for use, and ready at command. 

 

       Thee, bold Longinus! all the Nine inspire, 

And bless their critic with a poet's fire. 

An ardent judge, who zealous in his trust, 

With warmth gives sentence, yet is always just; 
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Whose own example strengthens all his laws; 

And is himself that great sublime he draws. 

 

       Thus long succeeding critics justly reign'd, 

Licence repress'd, and useful laws ordain'd; 

Learning and Rome alike in empire grew, 

And arts still follow'd where her eagles flew; 

From the same foes, at last, both felt their 

doom, 

And the same age saw learning fall, and Rome. 

With tyranny, then superstition join'd, 

As that the body, this enslav'd the mind; 

Much was believ'd, but little understood, 

And to be dull was constru'd to be good; 

A second deluge learning thus o'er-run, 

And the monks finish'd what the Goths begun. 

 

       At length Erasmus, that great, injur'd name, 

(The glory of the priesthood, and the shame!) 

Stemm'd the wild torrent of a barb'rous age, 
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And drove those holy Vandals off the stage. 

 

       But see! each Muse, in Leo's golden days, 

Starts from her trance, and trims her wither'd 

bays! 

Rome's ancient genius, o'er its ruins spread, 

Shakes off the dust, and rears his rev'rend 

head! 

Then sculpture and her sister-arts revive; 

Stones leap'd to form, and rocks began to live; 

With sweeter notes each rising temple rung; 

A Raphael painted, and a Vida sung. 

Immortal Vida! on whose honour'd brow 

The poet's bays and critic's ivy grow: 

Cremona now shall ever boast thy name, 

As next in place to Mantua, next in fame! 

 

       But soon by impious arms from Latium 

chas'd, 
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Their ancient bounds the banished Muses 

pass'd; 

Thence arts o'er all the northern world 

advance; 

But critic-learning flourish'd most in France. 

The rules a nation born to serve, obeys, 

And Boileau still in right of Horace sways. 

But we, brave Britons, foreign laws despis'd, 

And kept unconquer'd, and uncivilis'd, 

Fierce for the liberties of wit, and bold, 

We still defied the Romans, as of old. 

Yet some there were, among the sounder few 

Of those who less presum'd, and better knew, 

Who durst assert the juster ancient cause, 

And here restor'd wit's fundamental laws. 

Such was the Muse, whose rules and practice 

tell 

"Nature's chief master-piece is writing well." 

Such was Roscommon—not more learn'd than 

good, 
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With manners gen'rous as his noble blood; 

To him the wit of Greece and Rome was known, 

And ev'ry author's merit, but his own. 

Such late was Walsh—the Muse's judge and 

friend, 

Who justly knew to blame or to commend; 

To failings mild, but zealous for desert; 

The clearest head, and the sincerest heart. 

This humble praise, lamented shade! receive, 

This praise at least a grateful Muse may give: 

The Muse, whose early voice you taught to 

sing, 

Prescrib'd her heights, and prun'd her tender 

wing, 

(Her guide now lost) no more attempts to rise, 

But in low numbers short excursions tries: 

Content, if hence th' unlearn'd their wants may 

view, 

The learn'd reflect on what before they knew: 

Careless of censure, nor too fond of fame, 
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Still pleas'd to praise, yet not afraid to blame, 

Averse alike to flatter, or offend, 

Not free from faults, nor yet too vain to mend. 
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