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THE CRITICAL ENTHUSIAST
By R. Ellis Roberts

Mr. Lynd is the ideal critic for the young. He is capable of great and generous 
enthusiasm, but always he keeps a part of his mind watchful for the faults in those he 
admires; he loves Beauty more than beauties, and follows Truth rather than truths; and yet, 
best of all, if one of his literary friends offends he will not disown him, but, admitting the 
offence, turns your attention to the man's better qualities. The young are indiscriminate in their 
enthusiasms; and Mr. Lynd's delicate discrimination is exactly what they need. If only the 
teachers of our youth knew their business, they would endow Mr. Lynd so that he need no 
longer write reviews, but spend his time in leisurely reading and leisurely writing. For good as 
the book is, the reader is always aware that Mr. Lynd could have done much better. In a very 
few essays lack of time and the exigencies of journalism cause him to do a serious injustice to 
his subject. For instance, to write an essay on Kipling and never mention the "Jungle Books," 
or "Kim," or his supernatural stories is to do Kipling and yourself a grave injustice. What Mr. 
Lynd says about Kipling is in the main true; but he has written two serious papers not on 
Kipling, but on certain selected aspects and works of Kipling, which, were Mr. Lynd a less just 
man, one might suspect he had chosen in order not to reconsider his verdict. I dislike as 
much as he Kipling's brass and bounce; but what is the use of condemning Kipling as holding 
a "keyhole view of humanity" unless you endeavour to show how that view can be reconciled 
with "The Brushwood Boy," with "They," or with the many poems and stories in which Kipling, 
sometimes I admit apparently in spite of himself, once more makes his obeisance to "the 
Dreamer whose dream comes true."

The haste which is responsible for Mr. Lynd's misunderstanding of Kipling is 
responsible for other minor imperfections in the book. None of them, however, is serious 
enough to vitiate his judgment. No book of recent criticism contains more judgments which 
represent the verdict which is likely to persist: especially masterly are the chapters on 
Wordsworth, on Keats, on Browning, on Pope and on Mr. Conrad. An essay which rather 
disappoints me is that on Villon. I think Mr. Lynd has been misled by the popular view—he is 
writing apropos of Mr. Stacpoole's fanciful, unimaginative essay—which lays too much 
emphasis on Villon's life. For rascality Villon never approaches Cellini or Casanova; Villon's 
crimes are indicative not of character but of a lack of it. His life is largely negative—but his 
poetry, with its determined modernism, applying to the things of the gutter and the brothel a 
genius for stark truth not dissimilar to Dante's, that poetry remains something unparalleled in 
European literature; for later French imitations of it have either a cynicism or a sentimentality 
which are equally remote from the childlike, naked simplicity of Villon.

Many of the essays deal with modern authors, mostly English speaking (though there 
are in this book the sanest notes on Strindberg and Tchekov which I have read), and lovers of 
modern literature will turn gratefully to Mr. Lynd's pages on Yeats, on Synge, on Thomas 
Hardy, and on Belloc and Chesterton. As an example of Mr. Lynd's pleasant and imaginative 
method, what can be better than this on Belloc and Chesterton:

"Fifty years ago, when philology was one of the imaginative arts, it would have been easy 
enough to gain credit for the theory that they arc veritable reincarnations of the Heavenly Twins 
going about the earth with corrupted names. Chesterton is merely English for Castor, and Belloc 
is Pollux transmuted into French. Certainly if the philologist had also been an evangelical 
Protestant, he would have felt a double confidence in identifying the two authors with Castor and 
Pollux as the:



Great Twin Brethren
Who fought so well for Rome."

I could wish he had said something about Mr. Chesterton's poetry, surely his most vital 
and personal writing, whether it be serious or comic ; and what he does say about G. K. C. 
makes one long for a book on him from Mr. Lynd. For while sufficiently sympathetic towards 
Mr. Chesterton's mediaevalism, Mr. Lynd keeps his critical eye open, and is not to be bounced 
into agreement by the mere weight of his author. Always too Mr. Lynd keeps his sense of 
humour. I am not sure that this may not be a disadvantage to him ; but it is a great pleasure to 
his readers. So much of literary criticism—-those who wander through the syndicated 
histories know it to their cost—is dreary, pontifical stuff, gravely measuring poetry and renown 
as though they were standard suits. Mr. Lynd never forgets caprice, never forgets the little imp 
which possesses all men at times, and artists particularly, the demon of perversity, which may 
be responsible for much trouble, but also gives us most of the colour, and laughter, and jollity 
and tears in this confusing universe.


