THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF
THE NOVELIST

T is not here a question of the “unarrived,”
the ‘““unpublished” ; these are the care-free
irresponsibles whose hours are halcyon and
whose endeavours have all the lure, all the
recklessness of adventure. They are not recog-
nized; they have made no standards for
themselves, and if they play the saltimbanque
and the charlatan nobody cares and nobody
(except themselves) is affected.

But the writers in question are the successful
ones who have made a public and to whom
some ten, twenty or a hundred thousand
people are pleased to listen. You may believe
if you choose that the novelist, of all workers,
is independent—that he can write what he
pleases, and that certainly, certainly he should
never “write down to his readers’”—that he
should never consult them at all. -

On the contrary, I believe it can be proved

that the successful novelist should be more v

than all others limited in the nature and charac-

ter of his work more than all others he should
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be careful of what he says; more than all others
he should defer to his audience; more than all
others—more even than the minister and the
editor—he should feel “his public” and watch
his every word, testing carefully his every
utterance, weighing with the most relentless
precision his every statement; in a word, pos-
sess a sense of his responsibilities.

For the novel is the t ex; -
ern life. Each form of art has had its turn at
reflecting and expressing its contemporaneous
thought. Time was when the world looked to
the architects of the castles and great cathedrals
to truly reflect and embody its ideals. And
the architects—serious, earnest men—produced
such “ expressions of contemporaneous thought”’
as the Castle of Coucy and the Church of
Notre Dame. Then with other times came
other customs, and the painters had their day.
The men of the Renaissance trusted Angelo
and Da Vinci and Velasquez to speak for them,
and trusted not in vain. Next came the age of
drama. Shakespeare and Marlowe found the
value of x for the life and the times in which
they lived. Later on contemporary life had
been so modified that neither painting, archi-
tecture nor drama was the best vehicle of
expression, the day of the longer poems arrived,
and Pope and Dryden spoke for their fellows.




The Responsibilities of the Novelist 5

Thus the sequence Each age speaks with
its own peculiar organ, and has left the Word—
for us moderns to read and understand. The
Castle of Coucy and the Church of Notre Dame
are the spoken words of the Middle Ages. The
Renaissance speaks—and intelligib y—to us
through the sibyls of the Sistine chapel and the
Mona Lisa. ‘“Macbeth” and ‘Tamerlane”
résumé the whole spirit of the Elizabethan age,
while the “Rape of the Lock” is a wireless
message to us straight from the period of the
Restoration. :

To-day is the day of the novel. In no otber
day and by no other vehicle is contempora-
neous life so adequately expressed; and the
critics of the twenty-second century, reviewing
our times, striving to reconstruct our civiliza-
tion, will look not to the painters, not to the
architects nor dramatists, but to the novelists
to find our idiosyncrasy.

I think this is true T think if the matter
could in any way be_statisticized, the figures
would bear out the assumption. There is no
doubt the novel will in time “ Qout" of popu-
lar favour as irrevocably as the long poem has
gone, and for the reason that it is no lopger
the right mode of expression.

~Ttis interesting to speculate upon what will

take 1ts place. Certainly the coming civiliza-
/
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tion will revert to no former means of expressing
its thought or its ideals. Possibly music will
be the interpreter of the life of the twenty-first
and twenty-second centuries. Possibly one
may see a hint of this in the characterization
of Wagner’s operas as the ‘ Music of the Future.”

This, ho i tical side
the mark. Remains the fact that to-day is the
da‘z of the novel. By this one does not mean
that the novel is merely popular. If the novel
was not something more than a simple diver-
sion, a means of whiling away a dull evening,
a long railway journey, it would not, believe
me, remain in favour another day.

If the novel, then, is popular, it is popular
with a reason, a vital, inherent reason; that is

.~ to say, it is essential, _Essential—to resume

once more the proposition—because it expresses
modern life better than architecture, better
than painting, better than poetry, better than
music. It is as necessary to the civilization
of the twentieth century as the violin is neces-
sary to Kubelik, as the piano is necessary to
Paderewski, as the plane is necessary to the
carpenter, the sledge to the blacksmith, the
chisel to the mason. It is an instrument, a
tool, a weapon, a vehicle. It is that thing
which, in the hand of man, makes him civilized

¥ and no lonker savage, because it gives him a
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power of durable, permanent expressmn So
much for the novel—the instrument., .

Because it is so all-powerful to-day, the
people turn to him who wields this instrument
with every degree of confidence. They expect
—and rightly—that results shall be commen-
surate with means. The unknown archer who
grasps the bow of Ulysses may be expected by
the multitude to send his shaft far and true.
If he is not true nor strong he has no business
with the bow. The people give heed to him

!only because he bears a great weapon. He

himself knows before he shoots whether or no
he is worthy.

pronounce the final judgment.. The People,
desplsed of the artist, hooted, caricatured and

vilified, are after all, and in the main, the real
seekers after Truth. Who is it, after all, whose

interest is liveliest in any given work of art?

It is not now a question of esthetic interest—
that is, the artist’s, the amateur’s, the cogro-
scente’s. It is a question of vital interest. Say
what you will, Maggie Tulliver—for instance
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—is far more a living being for Mrs. Jones across
the street than she is for your sensitive, fastidi-
ous, keenly critical artist, litterateur, or critic.
The People—Mrs. Jones and her neighbours—
take the life history of these fictitious charac-
ters, these novels, to heart with a seriousness
that the esthetic cult have no conception of.
The cult consider them almost solely from their
artistic sides. The People take them into their
innermost lives. Nor do the People discrimi-
nate. Omnivorous readers as they are to-day,
they make little distinction between Maggie
Tulliver and the heroine of the last “popular
novel.” They do not stop to separate true
from false; they do not care.

How necessary it becomes, then, for those
who, by the simple art of writing, can invade
the heart’s heart of thousands, whose novels
are received with such measureless earnestness
—how necessary it becomes for those who
wield such power to use it rightfully. Is it not
expedient to act fairly? Is it not.in H%ven’s

name essential that the People hear, not a lie,
buf_the Truth?

TF the niovel were not one of the most impor-
tant factors of modern life; if it were not the
completest expression of our civilization; if its
influence were not greater than all the pulpits,
than all the newspapers between the oceans, it
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would not be so important that its message
should be true.

But the novelist to-day is the one who reaches
the greatest audience. Right or wrong, the
People turn to him the moment he speaks, and
what he says they believe.

For the Million, Life isa contracted affair, is
bounded by the walls of the narrow channel of
affairs in which their feet are set. They have
no horizon. They look to-day as they never
have looked before, as they never will look
again, to the writer of fiction to give them an
idea of life beyond their limits, and they believe
him as they never have believed before and
never will again.

This being so, is it not difficult to understand
how certain of these successful writers of fiction
—these favoured ones into whose hands the
gods have placed the great bow of Ulysses—can
look so frivolously upon their craft? It is not
necessary to specify. One speaks of those
whose public is measured by ‘““one hundred
and fifty thousand copies sold.” We know
them, and because the gods have blessed us
with wits beyond our deserving we know their
work is false. But what of the ‘““hundred and
fifty thousand” who are not discerning and
who receive this falseness as Truth, who
believe this topsy-turvy picture of Life*
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beyond their horizons is real and vital and
sane?

There is no gauge to measure the extent of
this malignant influence. Public opinion is
made no one can say how, by infinitesimal
accretions, by a multitude of minutest elements.
Lying novels, surely, surely in this day and age
of indiscriminate reading, contribute to this
more than all other influences of present-day
activity.

The Pulpit, the Press and the Novel—these
indisputably are the great moulders of public
opinion and public morals to-day. But the
Pulpit speaks but once a week; the Press is read
with lightning haste and the morning news is
waste-paper by noon. But the novel goes into
the home to stay. It is read word for word; is
talked about, discussed; its influence penetrates
every chink and corner of the family.

Yet novelists are not found wanting who
write for money. I do not think this is an
unfounded accusation. I do not think it asking
too much of credulity. This would not matter
if they wrote the Truth But these gentlemen
who are ‘“in literature for their own pocket
every time” have discovered that for the
moment the People have confounded the Wrong
with the Right, and prefer that which is a lie
to that which is true. ‘‘Very well, then,” say
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these gentlemen. “If they want a lie they
shall have it;"” and they give the People a lie
in return for royalties.

The surprising thing about this is that you
and I and all the rest of us do not consider this
as disreputable—do not yet realize that the
novelist has responsibilities. We condemn an
editor who sells his editorial columns, and we
revile the pulpit attainted of venality. But
the venal novelist—he whose influence is greater
than either the Press or Pulpit—him we greet
with a wink and the tongue in the cheek.

This should not be so. Somewhere the
protest should be raised, and those of us who
see the practice of this fraud should bring home
to ourselves the realization that the selling of
one hundred and fifty thousand books is a

.. serious business. The People have a right to_
-the Truth as they have a right to life, liberty
fal'mﬁ_f’,“ﬁ‘liﬁf_hW. It is not right
! that they be exploited and deceived with false
! views of life, false characters, false sentiment,

’ false morality, false history, false philosophy,

fa{se emotions, false heroism, false notions of -
self-sacrifice, false views of religion, of duty, of
conduct and of manners.

The man who can address an audience of

one hundred and fifty thousand people who—
unenlightened—obelieve what he says, has a

”~
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heavy duty to perform, and tremendous respon-
sibilities to shoulder; and he should address
himself to his task not with the flippancy of a
catch-penny juggler at the county fair, but with
earnestness, with soberness, with a sense of his
limitations, and with all the abiding sincerity
that by the favour and mercy of the gods
may be his,





