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There are dark and morbid moods in which I am tempted to feel that Evil re-entered the 
world in the form of Essays. The Essay is like the Serpent, smooth and graceful and easy 
of movement, also wavering or wandering. Besides, I suppose that the very word Essay 
had the original meaning of “trying it on:. The serpent was in every sense of the word 
tentative. The tempter is always feeling his way, and finding out how much other people 
will stand. That misleading air of irresponsibility about the Essay is very disarming 
through appearing to be disarmed. But the serpent can strike without claws, as it can run 
without legs. It is the emblem of all those arts which are elusive, evasive, impressionistic, 
and shading away from tint to tint. I suppose that the Essay, so far as England at least is 
concerned, was almost invented by Francis Bacon. I can well believe it. I always thought 
he was the villain of English history. 
 It may be well to explain that I do not really regard all Essayists as wicked men. I 
have myself been an essayist; or tried to be an essayist; or pretended to be an essayist. 
Nor do I in the least dislike essays. I take perhaps my greatest literary pleasure in reading 
them; after such really serious necessities of the intellect as detective stories and tracts 
written by madmen. There is no better reading in the world than some contemporary 
essays, like those of Mr. E. V. Lucas or Mr. Robert Lynd. And though, unlike Mr. Lucas 
and Mr. Lynd, I am quite incapable of writing a really good essay, the motive of my dark 
suggestion is not a diabolic jealousy or envy. It is merely a natural taste for exaggeration, 
when dealing with a point too subtle to permit of exactitude. If I may myself imitate the 
timid and tentative tone of the true essayist, I will confine myself to saying that there is 
something in what I say. There is really an element in modern letters which is at once 
indefinite and dangerous. 
 What I mean is this. The distinction between certain old forms and certain 
relatively recent forms of literature is that the old were limited by a logical purpose. The 
Drama and the Sonnet were of the old kind; the Essay and the Novel are of the new. If a 
sonnet breaks out of the sonnet form, it ceases to be a sonnet. It may become a wild and 
inspiring specimen of free verse; but you do not have to call it a sonnet because you have 
nothing else to call it. But in the case of the new sort of novel, you do very often have to 
call it a novel because you have nothing else to call it. It is sometimes called a novel when 
it is hardly even a narrative. There is nothing to test or define it, except that it is not spaced 
like an epic poem, and often has even less of a story. The same applies to the apparently 
attractive leisure and liberty of the essay. By its very nature it does not exactly explain 
what it is trying to do, and thus escapes a decisive judgment about whether it has really 
done it. But in the case of the essay there is a practical peril; precisely because it deals so 
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often with theoretical matters. It is always dealing with theoretical matters without the 
responsibility of being theoretical, or of propounding a theory. 
 For instance, there is any amount of sense and nonsense talked both for and 
against what is called mediævalism. There is also any amount of sense and nonsense 
talked for and against what is called modernism. I have occasionally tried to talk a little 
of the sense, with the result that I have been generally credited with all the nonsense. But 
if a man wanted one real and rational test, which really does distinguish the mediæval 
from the modern mood, it might be stated thus. The mediæval man thought in terms of 
the Thesis, where the modern man thinks in terms of the Essay. It would be unfair, 
perhaps, to say that the modern man only essays to think — or, in other words, makes a 
desperate attempt to think. But it would be true to say that the modern man often only 
essays, or attempts, to come to a conclusion. Whereas the mediæval man hardly thought 
it worth while to think at all, unless he could come to a conclusion. That is why he took a 
definite thing called a Thesis, and proposed to prove it. That is why Martin Luther, a very 
mediæval man in most ways, nailed up on the door the theses he proposed to prove. 
Many people suppose that he was doing something revolutionary, and even modernist, 
in doing this. In fact, he was doing exactly what all the other mediæval students and 
doctors had done ever since the twilight of the Dark Ages. If the really modern Modernist 
attempted to do it, he would probably find that he had never arranged his thoughts in 
the forms of theses at all. Well, it is quite an error to suppose, so far as I am concerned, 
that it is any question of restoring the rigid apparatus of the mediæval system. But I do 
think that the Essay has wandered too far away from the Thesis. 
 There is a sort of irrational and indefensible quality in many of the most brilliant 
phrases of the most beautiful essays. There is no essayist I enjoy more than Stevenson; 
there is probably no man now alive who admires Stevenson more than I. But if we take 
some favourite and frequently quoted sentence, such as, “To travel hopefully is better 
than to arrive,” we shall see that it gives a loophole for every sort of sophistry and 
unreason. If it could be stated as a thesis, it could not be defended as a thought. A man 
would not travel hopefully at all, if he thought that the goal would be disappointing as 
compared with the travels. It is tenable that travel is the more enjoyable; but in that case 
it cannot be called hopeful. For the traveller is here presumed to hope for the end of travel, 
not merely for its continuance. 
 Now, of course, I do not mean that pleasant paradoxes of this sort have not a place 
in literature; and because of them the essay has a place in literature. There is room for the 
merely idle and wandering essayist, as for the merely idle and wandering traveller. The 
trouble is that the essayists have become the only ethical philosophers. The wandering 
thinkers have become the wandering preachers, and our only substitute for preaching 
friars. And whether our system is to be materialist or moralist, or sceptical or 
transcendental, we need more of a system than that. After a certain amount of wandering 
the mind wants either to get there or to go home. It is one thing to travel hopefully, and 
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say half in jest that it is better than to arrive. It is another thing to travel hopelessly, 
because you know you will never arrive. 
 I was struck by the same tendency in re-reading some of the best essays ever 
written, which were especially enjoyed by Stevenson — the essays of Hazlitt. “You can 
live like a gentleman on Hazlitt’s ideas,” as Mr. Augustine Birrell truly remarked; but 
even in these we see the beginning of this inconsistent and irresponsible temper. For 
instance, Hazlitt was a Radical and constantly railed at Tories for not trusting men or 
mobs. I think it was he who lectured Walter Scott for so small a matter as making the 
mediæval mob in Ivanhoe jeer ungenerously at the retreat of the Templars. Anyhow, 
from any number of passages, one would infer that Hazlitt offered himself as a friend of 
the people. But he offered himself most furiously as an enemy of the Public. When he 
began to write about the Public he described exactly the same many-headed monster of 
ignorance and cowardice and cruelty which the worst Tories called the Mob. Now, if 
Hazlitt had been obliged to set forth his thoughts on Democracy in the theses of a 
mediæval schoolman, he would have had to think much more clearly and make up his 
mind much more decisively. I will leave the last word with the essayist; and admit that I 
am not sure whether he would have written such good essays. 


