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Father and Son

IN THE annals of English poetry it is not the least remarkable
thing that the physicians have been conspicuous: Conan
Doyle himself was a lyrical writer of great directness,
John Todhunter, M.D., possessed a true charm in verse,
Sir Ronald Ross expressed his own scientific triumph in
lively imaginative poems, Gordon Hake was not only
Rossetti’s friend but won the name of the Parable Poet, and
everyone knows that Robert Bridges achieved a reputation
in medical circles before he made the decision which carried
him at length to the Laureateship. These are only a few
modern instances; a glance into earlier literary history soon
produces a great many more, and we see that here and there
the list might be extended by the names of splendid poets
who had more than a little inclination towards the world
of the doctors of medicine. Coleridge found opportunity to
accompany his brother round the hospital wards, and Shelley,
in the words of an intimate friend, “visited the sick (at Great
Marlow) in their beds, for he had gone the round of the
hospitals on purpose to be able to practise on occasion.”

This coalition of physician and poet, of which the Rev.
George Crabbe, 1L.B., was a strong representative, has been
noticed frequently enough, but as yet seldom investigated
with depth of thought except in the case of John Keats. No
doubt the results of a critical survey would be uneven, and
the poems of some of the physician-poets might disclose but
little sign of the medical training or attitude possessed by the
authors. Where does Campion the surgeon make himself
known in Campion’s lyrics, or what does Goldsmith’s degree
of M.B. do for “The Deserted Village”: The reader of Henry
Vaughan's beloved book may easily picture that well-known
Welsh doctor of three centuries ago on his wide journeys, but
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not so easily capture him in the actual exercise of his pro-
fession; Vaughan certainly shows now and then what re-
medies he derives from Nature, even from the violet which he
employs for salves and syrups, and thence he comes at his
theory of what is pure and vital. The studies and wonderings
of the anatomist in German universities underlie “Death’s
Jest-Book” by T. L. Beddoes, and without them we lack the
clue to that poet’s strange intention in the work. The Robert
Bridges of many a light song or sustained ode is not at all the
obvious man for a Fellowship of the Royal College of Physi-
cians; none the less, Bridges turns away from those poems to
others, and to his ultimate great discourse on universal
themes, as one speaking from the point of view of the
skilled Aesculapian, and a physician of mankind.

George Crabbe, as his son’s unpretentious biography of him
shows, was never in sight of such professional distinction as
Dr. Bridges quietly achieved while still a young man; he had
not the natural endowments, and his training was haphazard
and commonplace. All the same, medicine was the original
object and labour of his youth; without it we should not have
had the poetry which stands to his name. These tales and
local reports, the domesday-book of some small parts of the
England of his day, owe much to his necessary tours, calls and
considerations; sitting down to disturb elegant culture with
an anatomy of the passions and a selection of the queer com-
plexities of life, Crabbe is unmistakably the general practi-
tioner in country places. The number, variety, peculiarity and
minute delineation of the private histories which he is moved
to bring to light evince the opportunities, the attentive habits
and the patient diagnosis of hidden cause which characterise
that kind of wvisitor.

Nobody could be more favourably placed than the country
doctor of any period for the discovering of such human
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histories as stand honestly engraved on the tablets of English
literature by the fearless understanding of Crabbe. East
Anglia is not a sentimental province, and Crabbe, an East
Anglian, grew up with particular reason to acknowledge
truth. It is the psychological art of the medical man who calls
on patients usually suspicious and reticent to hear them fully,
even where their news might seem loose and detached from
the disease or mischief which has required him to cross the
fields to the farmhouse; and they will speak to him as to one
with higher powers than other men. “I know these Merriams,”
said a later doctor in Crabbe’s county to me once, “I know
them all.” That is the essence of Crabbe’s poems in contrast
with most others. For a specimen of the strength which his
position as the man of life and death developed in him we need
look no further than to the unforgettable, terrible, but simply
presented story of “Ellen Oxford.” The old blind woman
whose life of shocking miseries is there set out is obviously
talking to the one possible confidant, the doctor; she recalls
the illegitimate child, the realisation that her child is an idiot,
the seduction of that pretty lunatic by an “unhealthy”
brother, and all the rest, in the unforced and undissembling
tone of one whose listener knows all there is in birth, death,
lunacy and sex. To turn from the visions of life’s stony tracks
in Crabbe’s book to the tales which even Wordsworth
collects at the same period is to lose the last word in such
writing. Crabbe had seen as in a white light what Words-
worth’s rural walk could not unveil, and in particular he had
isolated the factor of sex in its manifold action, a profound
cause of lifelong dilemma, conflict, hope and despair.

With such reflections as these in my mind, not many years
ago, I stood in the then remote village of Wickhambrook in
Suffolk. The dispensary whence George Crabbe, as the
apothecary’s apprentice of the eighteenth century, had set
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forth with his bottles of medicine, was still serving its old
purpose. The reigning doctor, who was aware of as many
astonishing life-stories as ever Crabbe was, spoke with pride
of the association with the poet. From the winding roads and
the ploughed lands round Crabbe had surely collected on his
many errands much of his knowledge of wild Nature inland.
It is true that he said goodbye to the surgeon-apothecary of
Wickhambrook when he was only seventeen years old, and
the period of his service there would not by itself sustain the
connection noticed above between Crabbe’s profession and
his poetical resources. But the biography drawn up by his
son continues the evidence, and in due course we encounter
not the shy and uncertain apprentice but Dr. Crabbe, his own
master. The poet prevailed over the professional man; and
yet the victory was doubtful. Crabbe is found at the age of
forty, and for that matter at sixty, still in a measure “practising
his original profession.” The excellent son who bore his name
allows that Crabbe was not gifted with those qualities which
make a surgeon, but is pleased to cite a respectable opinion
that the poet might have ranked high as a physician; and he
points out in his uneffusive way a picturesque and useful
distinction in his father’s career, well known to the inhabi-
tants of more than one parish through many years. It means
that Crabbe never lacked the approach to life with which he
began: “He grudged no personal fatigue to attend the sickbed
of the peasant, in the double capacity of physician and priest.”

Canon Deane, who did so much to keep Crabbe’s best
poetry in action in our own times, underlines the hints given
by the poet’s son upon the imperfections of Crabbe as a
parson during part of his life. His long absence from his
cure of souls in Leicestershire led to an incident which only an
extremely candid son would relate; when Crabbe resigned
the living, the villagers rang the bells for his successor before
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he had left his parsonage. But in respect of the poet’s develop-
ment, Crabbe’s taking orders has another interest. As a priest
he obtained new opportunities and another point of view for
his observation of men and women and the ruling passions.
His chaplaincy in a great house did much for his impressions
of society and prestige, at some cost to his self-esteem, as his
biographer allows us to know—the realisation that Vanity
Fair has its ways of beguiling and wounding the sojourner.
Even the failures which he incurred as a parish priest were
contributory to his picture of the world, and passing beyond
the tribulations of one compelled to endure contempt he
realised the extent to which sectarian religion influences the
commonwealth. He gained in tolerance even while he grew
in stature; for the ficure whom the son gradually describes is
bevond doubt a commanding figure.

Crabbe, the clergyman, was not doomed to end his ministry
in feelings of bitterness. The simplicity of his nature when he
was met by hostility is mirrored in the preface to “Tales of
the Hall”, 1819: “It may appear to some that a minister of
religion, in the decline of life, should have no leisure for such
amusements as these, and for them I have no reply.” The
words of his friend Mr. Taylor at Trowbridge assure us that
at last very few of his parishioners were inclined to dispute
with him over his duties, principles or anything else; the man
who is portrayed in this book was the man they all knew and
accepted. So we accept his poems. They are majestically
themselves. Crabbe for his part made no great show of seeing
further into the councils of eternity than his neighbours. “We
know that our duty is to submit, because there is enough we
can see to make us rest in hope and comfort, though there
be much that we cannot understand.” And again, after the
Fair, “When I saw four or five human beings, with painted
faces and crazy gestures, trying to engage and entice the idle
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spectators to enter their showhouse, I felt the degradation; for
it scemed like man reduced from his natural rank in the
creation: and yet, probably, they would say: “What can we
do: We were brought up to it, and we must eat’.” The
reason why Thomas Hardy held Crabbe in honour comes out
in such a place; the earlier realist also concluded that we do
best in attempting no more than a good-natured recording of
life’s phenomena as they come. In the pulpit Crabbe did not
contradict this while he “urged his flock to virtuous conduct,
by placing a future award ever full in their view, instead of
dwelling on the temporal motives rendered so prominent at
that time by many of his brethren.”

It is not only in the allusions to contemporary sects and
schismatics that Crabbe’s work as a clergyman makes its
effect upon his poctry, nor in the reduction of the harsher and
angrier style of depicting men and things with which he sur-
prised the public first. His cassock haunts his later work in
the tendency towards moralising his tales; he preaches the
full hour and cannot keep his book of sermons and his
poetical manuscripts separate. Capable as scarcely any man
since Chaucer of telling a story with economy, he falls under
the spell of his sacred office and produces his homilies at slow
length; the custom, even if the prose novelists of an older day
kept to it, dissipates his force. The story of “Edward Shore”
comes to mind as a story weakened. Even there Crabbe is
free from the drone of cant and of interdiction, but preamble
is heavy and explanation protracted over Edward’s fatal error
of principle and over the very similar fantasy on the part of
the friend whom Edward betrays.

More remarkable than this growth of exposition is the fact
that Crabbe’s position as a priest, when orthodoxy was at its
most powerful point and ever prepared to smite theindepen-
dent, never prevented the poet from fastening upon subjects
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in real life just as he chose and exbibiting them without the
safeguard of a mystical background. The old psychologist was
not to be suppressed by the theologian; the fascination of man
as he is was not cancelled by the prospect of Heaven free from
strife. George Crabbe, the younger, must be given praise for
many things in his biography but not least for his signifying
that the poet was never at war with life because of some ideal
beyond its bounds. Not only did Crabbe remain the acute
spectator of the things which happened to other people; he
was very willing to have them happen to himself. Literary
success and fame, we see, did not affect him as genuine ex-
perience. His reply to one of the authors of “Rejected Ad-
dresses” and his son’s comment illustrate this detachment; so
does his paragraph upon the critical essay in “The Spirit of
the Age”"—"I believe I felt something indignant: but my en-
eraved seal dropped out of the socket and was lost, and I
perceived this vexed me much more than the ‘spirit’ of Mr.
Hazlitt.” It was from other sources that Crabbe felt excitement
and glory. When he was sixty and more he could fall in love;
his son does not go into all the details, but we may know that
in this respect, too, Crabbe was a harmless pluralist. “I am
persuaded,” the biographer says, “that but few men have,
even in early life, tasted either of the happiness or the pain
which attend the most exquisite of passions, in such extremes
as my father experienced at this period of his life.”

R caders of Crabbe’s poetry will be slow to acquiesce in the
notion that it is all of one kind, and that his ordinary pre-
ference of the rhyming couplet betrays a sameness of treat-
ment and of inspiration. The recollections of the son contain
scattered notices of the poet at work—in years when he would
hardly have consented that even Charles James Fox
should revise his verses. We are told that, like Wordsworth,
he often composed as he was walking outdoors: “No one who
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observed him at these times could doubt that he enjoyed ex-
quisite pleasure in composing. He had a degree of action whilst
thus walking and versifying, which I hardly ever observed
when he was preaching or reading.” The process was intense,
and Crabbe himself described it as hard work. We hear, too,
that autumn seemed to him his best poetical season; that he
wrote much at night; and that “there was something in the
effect of a sudden fall of snow that appeared to stimulate him
in a very extraordinary manner. It was during a great snow-
storm that, shut up in his room, he wrote almost currente
calaro his “Sir Eustace Grey’.” Such particulars the biographer
provides for what they are worth in disclosing the poetical
character of his father, but he gives another without guessing
that it plays a part in the composition of the strange poem
named and some others.

As in the instance of Coleridge, an anodyne was prescribed
to Crabbe in an illness; he became an opium-taker, and his son
says that his health was all the better for “a constant but
slightly increasing dose.” If the drug was the principal cause
of the dream-poems of Coleridge, it was equally the key for
Crabbe into a visionary world which, reported in verse of a
curious inevitability, greatly alters the look of his poetry in a
complete reckoning. “Sir Eustace Grey’ is in and out of that
world, now aflame with violent demons and now dreadfully
calm:

“ Upon that boundless plain, below,

The setting sun’s last rays were shed,
And gave a mild and sober glow

Where all were still, asleep, or dead;

Vast ruins in the midst were spread,
Pillars and pediments sublime,

Where the grey moss had form’d a bed,
And clothed the crumbling spoils of time.
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“ There was I fix'd, [ know not how,
Condemn’d for untold years to stay:
Yet years were not—one dreadful Now
Endured no change of night and day;
The same mild evening’s sleeping ray
Shone softly solemn and serene,
And all that time I gazed away
The setting sun’s sad rays were seen.”

There the description of Crabbeasa “Popein worsted stock-
ings” is obviously inapplicable, and it is just as far from the
mark in respect of another mysterious lyrical ballad the origin
of which is described with loathing in Crabbe’s journal for
July 21st, 1817. Coleridge’s “Pains of Sleep” is of the same
breed and bosom as Crabbe’s “World of Dreams.” Once
more Crabbe is committed to a mad and mute desolation:

«T sail the sea, I walk the land;
In all the world I am alone:
Silent I pace the sea-worn sand,
Silent I view the princely throne:
I listen heartless for the tone
Of winds and waters, but in vain;
Creation dies without a groan!
And I without a hope remain.”

In that region of images suddenly abnormal in their dis-
tinctness, then exchanged for others, the meaning of existence
is hideously wrong: all is bedevilled.

« Within the basis of a tower
I saw a plant—it graced the spot;
There was within nor wind nor shower,
And this had life that flowers have not.
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I drew it forth—Ah, luckless lot!
It was the mandrake: and the sound

Of anguish deeply smother’d shot
Into my breast with pang profound.”

Few of the many who possess Crabbe’s works, I imagine,
have paused long over “The World of Dreams,” though
Canon Deane included it in his little selection; and it would be
strange if the poet’s son, who had not much of the dreamer
about him, had dwelt upon it, or tried to vary his pages with
critical theories on the paradoxes of his father’s creations. He
was struck by one thing; the man who in his observation
lacked a thesis of the beautiful, and who lived without being
disturbed by a chaos of objects round him, was defective in
his writings in the important matter of “the conduct of the
whole.” In other words, if he had ever felt himself qualified
to advise the parent whose greatness he seems everywhere to
apprehend rather than to have in full view, the younger Crabbe
would have urged the poet to new efforts in the words
written by Keats to Shelley: “Be more of an artist.” The advice
would have been given without much expectation, for the
son believed the father to be pre-eminently of the scientific
type. “‘His powerful intellect did not seem to require the
ideas of sense to move it to enjoyment, but he could at all
times find luxury in the most dry and forbidding calculations.”
Along some such lines as this, presumably, the biographer
would have explained the comparative indifference of his
father to the field of lyrical poetry which was open to him,
and wherein his contemporaries were seen planting and water-
ing flowers of richest and highest grace. George Crabbe wrote
no sonnet of a single adoration, no ode with symphony of
thought and sound appropriate to one theme.

The son asserts that the deficiency in his father’s poetry was
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related to his caring little for “painting, or music, or archi-
tecture, or for what a painter’s eye considers as the beauties
of landscape.” The poems scarcely support that opinion,
however they may fail in a strict test of proportion and
management. Crabbe must have possessed his share of the
aesthetic response, or whence did he find reasons for in-
troducing into his novels in verse those famous seascapes
and landscapes and occasionally interiors which make him
something of a counterpart to the Norwich School in painting 2
If they are inspected as it were with a magnifying glass, they
show that their maker was capable of the finest touches. No
“Ode to Autumn’ was ever written with more of sensibility
in the stresses and the sequence of sounds, as well as the
sustaining movement, than the description of the doomed
lover at his window in “Delay Has Danger™ :

“ Early he rose, and look’d with many a sigh

On the red light that fill'd the eastern sky:

Oft had he stood before, alert and gay,

To hail the glories of the new-born day;

But now dejected, languid, listless, low,

He saw the wind upon the water blow,

And the cold stream curl’d onward as the gale
From the pine-hill blew harshly down the dale;
On the right side the youth a wood survey’d,
With all its dark intensity of shade;

Where the rough wind alone was heard to move,
In this, the pause of Nature, and of love,

When now the young are rear’d, and when the old,
Lost to the tie, grow negligent and cold:

Far to the left he saw the huts of men,

Half hid in mist that hung upon the fen;

Before him swallows, gathering for the sea,
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Took their short flights, and twitter’d on the lea;
And near the bean-sheaf stood, the harvest done,
And slowly blacken’d in the sickly sun;

All these were sad in nature, or they took
Sadness from him, the likeness of his look,

And of his mind—he ponder’d for a while,
Then met his Fanny with a borrow’d smile.”

Surely the most telling impression of the time and the place
in all our verse; perhaps the most ably displayed scene in the
poetry of landscape. Yet before the end Crabbe has turned
away from that outward scene, and acknowledged that his
thought had been as much upon the state of mind of his un-
fortunate hero—the psychological landscape. Elsewhere he is
explicit upon the effect of mood acting upon the appearance
of things; and “The Lover’s Journey” begins with the declara-
tion

“It is the Soul that sees: the outward eyes
Present the object, but the Mind describes;
And thence delight, disgust, or cool indiff rence rise.”

A man who is of that opinion, most of the time, is likely to
attempt studies of pure beauty or colour infrequently;
ncither Crabbe, nor Meredith, nor Hardy is inclined to
represent what is lovely without the intertwining activity
of the mind pursuing the plot, immense or local, of his book
of life.

Crabbe is perfectly open in this energetic inclusiveness, and
it may be he can persuade us in the end that his treatment of
the beautiful, as an unfixed and passing current in the stream
of our being, is as profound a work of art as any static render-
ing. What he does is well exemplified at the outset of “Delay
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Has Danger, where nmthmg more than a mMorning excursion
1s at the moment involved:

“He rode to Ripley through that river gay,
Where in the shallow stream the loaches play,
And stony fragments stay the winding stream,
And gilded pebbles at the bottom gleam,
Giving their yellow surface to the sun,

And making proud the waters as they run:

It is a lovely place, and at the side

Rises a mountain-rock in rugged pride;

And in that rock are shapes of shells, and forms
Of creatures in old worlds, of nameless worms
Whose generations lived and died ere man,

A worm of other class, to crawl began.”

All our memories of the brooks in Anglia, making *“washes™
across the sandy cartways, are brought to their brightest in
the first part of the passage, and we may well suppose that
another sort of fancy or personality would have gone on with
the delightfulness of that little river; but Crabbe the geologist
(and obviously the geologist cares nothing for the parson)
cannot be long excluded. Even so the contrast between the
fresh life of the stream and the tomb of the enormously remote
life that was here might be that of a regular ode on the oc-
casion; it can be outlined in its beginning, middle and end,
harmonised in a philosophy. This is not Crabbe’s way. He
is true to himself and he records his train of thought, ending
with his ambiguous definition—is it satirical, is it merely
scientificz—of the human being. And is this, in an artistic
consideration, a false note: Those who live with Crabbe as
he remains in his book will be less and less inclined to think so.

Without setting himself up as a champion Crabbe attacked
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the prevailing notions of the beautiful and the ugly as soon as
he had grown mature in literature. His biographer must have
avoided the topic as too abstruse, except inasmuch as it was
connected with Crabbe’s earliest surroundings. These in a
way overcame any theories of beauty in the abstract which
Crabbe knew or repeated; he might say that such and such a
scene was sordid, or dull, but it had him in thrall—it was a
picture, and he seized upon it in words with unique imparti-
ality. For “Life, some think, is worthy of the Muse.” A
saltern has at least one great English poet:

“ When tides were neap, and, in the sultry day
Through the tall bounding mud-banks made their way,
Which on each side rose swelling, and below

The dark warm flood ran silently and slow;

There anchoring, Peter chose from man to hide,
There hang his head, and view the lazy tide

In its hot slimy channel slowly glide;

Where the small eels that left the deeper way

For the warm shore, within the shallows play;
Where gaping mussels, left upon the mud,

Slope their slow passage to the fallen flood;

Here dull and hopeless he'd lie down and trace
How sidelong crabs had scrawl’d their crooked race,
Or sadly listen to the tuneless cry

Of fishing gull or clanging golden-eye;

What time the sea-birds to the marsh would come,
And the loud bittern, from the bull-rush home,
Gave from the salt ditch side the bellowing boom.”

The observer of the expressive means in traditional versifi-
cation would applaud among other masterly details here the
third rhyme which Crabbe delivers at his choice; but the
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larger sense of the poet’s excellence replies to any questions
about beauty that he has obeyed an admirable rule, and “gives
Beauty all her right.”

As a receptive witness of the external scene Crabbe was
limited in later years by the strength of his first impressions,
and his son readily refers to this inaction of his poetic mind
when he was far inland. He might be writing in Wiltshire,
his imagination generally travelled back to the East Coast;
situations and crises in human life could take his fancy where-
ever they appeared, but for the settings he revisited his native
haunts. Among those we must reckon after all the country-
side towards Newmarket in which he had spent some years
as the apothecary’s apprentice; for one of the most vigorous
and best varied of his “Posthumous Tales” was formed upon
one of his visits to the mansion of the Duke of Rutland at
Cheveley. Half a century and more had passed since that
“happy day,” but the pictures which the poem retains are of a
singular brilliance. The poet’s editors did well to print an
alternative conclusion to this poem, in which Crabbe makes
clear to us a cause why, the older he grew, the more willing
he was to live in past time and enjoy the first impressions of
which I spoke. The child whom the housekeeper had guided

round the marvels of Cheveley, and who had thought

“the lords of all these glorious things
Are bless'd supremely”

had become the companion of those great ones, the participant

of their daily life.

“ Well, thou hast tried it—thou hast closely seen
What Greatness has without it, and within;
Where now the joyful expectation:—fled!

The strong anticipating spirit:—dead!”
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This melancholy epitaph on early illusion and even the
hollowness of achievement, taken with such things as “The
World of Dreams™ and the sharp bitterness which concludes
so many of the Tales (“Crabbe’s prodigals,” Canon Deane
notices, “have never a chance of return”) betray the shadow
within Crabbe’s spirit. We shall never know him as he could
know others. His most intimate companions did not know
him fully; it was not that he wished to reserve anything or
to appear other than he was. That he was a model of modesty
at the height of his fame and a master of courtesy and pleasant-
ness is undeniable. His conduct had the stamp of heroism,
though his humorous smile and glance refused to have it
called so. But in those words towards the final moment, ‘T
thought it had been all over” (with such an emphasis on the
all!) a story as bleak and forlorn as anything in his book
appears to be summed up. Some appalments from the early
years insisted on living with him in private as well as the
happy days and the ever interesting host of characters good,
bad and ridiculous.

The ncarest approach to this seemingly simple, really com-
plex man is afforded by the biography which, regarded as a
small classic, is now republished. Even his son does not as-
sume the air or claim the power of knowing George Crabbe
throughout. The biography as we have it has suffered from
the confident hand of a reviser, John Gibson Lockhart, who
subjected the manuscript to those falsifications indicated by
Sir Herbert Grierson in his own celebrated Life of Scott—
jugeling with document and date, polishing anecdote up.
It was the age of free biographical behaviour—the aim was
popular interest. Even so, this Life of Crabbe does not stand
or fall by its statistical accuracy or otherwise, and those whose
requirements lead them towards the exact account of every
episode, and the correct text of every letter or extract from a
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memorandum book, are fortunate in being able to consult
the late Professor Huchon’s “George Crabbe and his Times.”

The younger Crabbe was not a professional author, though
he committed to the Press one or two essays in natural
theology. Of his own capabilities as a poet, I know nothing
more than what may be discerned in the following reply to an
invitation from Edward Fitzgerald, who proposed to entertain
a few friends at Boulge Cottage:

“As sure as a gun

I'll be in at the fun;

For I'm the old Vicar

As sticks to his liquﬂr;
And smokes a cigar,

Like a jolly Jack Tar:

I've no time for more,
For the Post’s at the door:
But I'll be there by seven,
And stay ’till eleven,

For Boulge is my Heaven!"”

Commenting upon this rhyme Bernard Barton, the Quaker
poet who could himself unbend after closing his bank, wished
to make it clear that its clerical author was no Bacchanalian,
but it is apparent that he was a cheerful, good-natured man;
and such he is while he puts together from fireside anecdotes
and his own judgment of character and circumstance the bio-
graphy of his father. If he cannot compass everything in that
great subject, yet his book has a large range of his own—for he
speaks of people and manners outside the stated theme with a
zest worthy of the name which he bears. Without any
trace of ambition in literature, he may be said to have made
himself a place in its sunshine with passages not directly de-
voted to the family’s man of genius—that first excursion into
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Suffolk in 1790, for example. Charles Lamb is the prince of
descriptions and studies of the sort, but the comparison does
not make George Crabbe the Second look in the least un-
skilful. We could wish, in truth, that this unassuming parish
priest had been stirred by more of literary ambition.

His work as biographer was undertaken in a style which
probably guarded him and was meant to guard him from
venturing into literary history and criticism, so far as they
concerned the productions of George Crabbe. It was left for
others to describe the relationships, for instance, of Crabbe’s
poem “The Village,” which was written in time to be ad-
mired and touched up by a man well fitted to understand
the newcomer—Samuel Johnson. With that poem

“I paint the Cot
As Truth will paint it, and as Bards will not—"

a striking chapter in English poetry and social criticism and
controversy comes into sight; and the learned annotator of
Crabbe’s immature but disturbing essay in the realities of
pastoral life in England would remember a number of
“Villages.” Crabbe himself named Stephen Duck, who
humbly drew attention to the hardships of the farm labourer
in Queen Anne’s day; but since then Goldsmith had made a
more eloquent and far-reaching protest in “The Deserted
Village.” Later on “The Favourite Village” by the Reverend
James Hurdis resumed the Arcadian way of tinting the
picture; “Our Village” by Miss Mitford did still more that
way, in its poetically written prose; and in Crabbe’s old age
Ebenezer Elliott was penning those ardent manifestoes “The
Splendid Village” and “The Village Patriarch” of which he
avowed, “T am called, as I expected to be, an unsuccessful
imitator of the pauper-poetry of Wordsworth... I might be
truly called an unfortunate imitator of Crabbe, that most
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British of poets; for he has long been bosomed with me; and
if he had never lived, it is quite possible that I might never have
written pauper-poetry.” Elliott adds ironically, that because
of a different plan of society, “the unhappy people of the
United States of America cannot bear to read Crabbe.”

A disquisition on matters like those would certainly have
been welcome to Crabbe, the younger, even if he might in-
advertently tear oft a strip of it to light his cigar. But in pre-
paring his father’s biography he kept literature at as respect-
able a distance as he could in view of his father’s eminence for
literature. He was mainly attracted by the personality and
vicissitudes of one whose insight into such humanities had
been in some degree transmitted to him. To recapture even
without explaining any habit, taste, casual experience of his
father’s was his pleasure; and from a word here and there we
shall not be far wrong in seeing his brother John as of one
mind with him in it. George Crabbe the Second had the
happiness of finding in Edward Fitzgerald a lover of his
father’s poetry as hearty as himself, and a friend who valued
friendship notless. Everything which we cannowdiscoverabout
this biographer justifies Fitzgerald’s appreciation of him, and
his grief when, in 1857, he died. Ten years earlier, Bernard
Barton had written of his enthusiasm for Jenny Lind, though
he wished she were not quite so lean: “Still harping on that
Lindean wench! So is old Crabbe, who saw and heard her at
Norwich, and for aught I know will carry her image en-
shrin’d in his heart with him to the grave, if it benot quenched
in those clouds of smoke he emits every night.”

EDMUND BLUNDEN






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































